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Section One: State of Play

Critical Negotiations

With the formal deadline of the European Council 
on 17-18 October, the Brexit negotiation process has 
reached a critical stage. Meetings between Brexit Secretary 
Dominic Raab and EU Chief Negotiator, Michel Barnier, 
and lengthy sessions of their expert teams have failed to 
produce an agreed text for consideration by EU leaders. 
The Tánaiste, Simon Coveney, had called on the UK and 

EU negotiators to lock themselves in a room in Brussels 
for 10 days to hammer out a legal text on the backstop. 
The issue now moves to the Council table.   

The endgame agenda has three elements: agreement 
on a deal that will allow the UK to begin a two-year 
Brexit transition phase and start talks on the long-term 
relationship; the difficult issue of the Irish border; and the 
need to have any deal ratified in parliament to avoid the 
danger of a no-deal outcome.       
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Introduction
Brexit Brief provides up-to-date information on the progress and content of the UK-EU negotiations, and brings 
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 – 
including commentaries, speeches, texts and event reports – which are highlighted on the Institute’s website.   

(www.iiea.com) 

50
This is the 50th edition of the IIEA Brexit Brief, which first appeared in December 2015, with the  introductory 
comment: “With the publication, on 10 November 2015, of David Cameron’s letter to the President of the 
European Council, Donald Tusk, setting out the United Kingdom’s case for reform of the European Union, the 
countdown to the ‘in-out- referendum has begun.’ It quoted the results of an opinion poll which found that voters 
were in favour, by a single percentage point, of the UK staying in the EU but that, when asked how they would vote 
if Mr Cameron failed to achieve concessions on key areas such as migration, 45% would vote in favour of leaving 
while just 40% would support remaining in the EU.
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The Irish border issue must be addressed as part of the 
Withdrawal Agreement through the so-called backstop 
arrangement. A Guardian report commented that the 
problem with Ms May’s backstop proposal of a customs 
arrangement which would keep the whole UK in the 
Customs Union until December 2021, is that “[…] the 
EU will not sign off on a final withdrawal deal if the 
2021 time limit remains in place. It wants permanent 
guarantees to protect the integrity of the Single Market 
for as long as they are needed.”   

Earlier, the Brexit Secretary reported to the House of 
Commons on 9 October, saying that, while “there remain 
some differences” on the Withdrawal Agreement, “we are 
closing in on workable solutions to all the key outstanding 
issues.” A further point of discussion has been the “linkage 
needed between the Withdrawal Agreement and the Future 
Relationship” and Secretary Raab reported that “the EU 
is engaging constructively” on the issue. On Northern 
Ireland, Secretary Raab stated that “we remain committed 
to the undertakings we made in the Joint Report back in 
December to agree a backstop […] but we will not accept 
anything that threatens the constitutional or economic 
integrity of the United Kingdom. Creating any form of 
customs border between Northern Ireland and the rest of 
the UK, which is what the EU had proposed, would put 
that at risk and that is unacceptable.”  

He concluded that the negotiations “were always bound 
to be tough in the final stretch. That is all the more reason 
why we should hold our nerve, stay resolute and focused, 
and I remain confident that we will reach a deal this 
autumn. Because it is still in the best interests of the UK 
and the European Union.”  

Westminster Divisions

Prime Minister Theresa May faces great difficulties as the 
negotiations move towards decision time. She has lost key 
ministers – Boris Johnson and David Davis – and may 
lose more if  divisions over the backstop issues intensify. 

The hard-line Brexiters in Jacob Rees-Mogg’s European 
Research Group continue to attack the Prime Minister’s 
Chequers proposal. The former Brexit Secretary, David 
Davis, has called on his former cabinet colleagues to “exert 
their collective authority” and rebel against the Prime 
Minister in advance of the critical Council meeting, citing 
opposition to the “unwise decision in December to accept 
the EU’s language on dealing with the Northern Ireland 
border.”  

On the other side of the argument, a group of remain-
backing Tory MPs are reported to be planning to form a 
rival movement to the European Research Group, arguing 
that “The ERG do have a game plan but hitherto people 
on the other wing of the party haven’t really. But there’s a 
growing sense we need to.” It is claimed that up to 30 pro-
Europe Tory MPs are sympathetic to the idea of opposing 
Ms May’s Chequers deal. A number of the MPs hope 
that they can force a second referendum, returning the 
decision to the British people.

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

Prime Minister’s Conference Speech

Prime Minister Theresa May addressed the 2018 
Conservative Party Conference on 3 October and set out 
her position on the Brexit negotiations, arguing that she 
would honour the result of the 2016 referendum and seek 
a good trade and security relationship with the EU, while 
stating that this does not mean  getting a deal at any cost. 
She further affirmed that the UK would not be afraid to 
leave the EU without a deal, stating that ruling out no 
deal “would weaken our negotiating position”, meaning 
that the UK would have to agree a deal that keeps the 
UK in the EU in all but name, or “carves off Northern 
Ireland”. 

The Prime Minister confirmed that the UK “will never 
accept either of those choices. We will not betray the 
result of the referendum and we will never break up our 

As an independent forum, the Institute does not express any opinions of its own. The views expressed in the article are the sole 
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country. I have treated the EU with nothing but respect. 
The UK expects the same.”   

She then made the case for her alternative – the Chequers 
proposal: 

Even if we do not all agree on every part of this 
proposal, we need to come together. Because it’s 
time we faced up to what is at risk. We are entering 
the toughest phase of the negotiations. You saw in 
Salzburg that I am standing up for Britain. What 
we are proposing is very challenging for the EU. 
But if we stick together and hold our nerve I know 
we can get a deal that delivers for Britain. And 
ultimately that’s what it’s all about.

She spoke in cautionary tones of the possibility of a 
second referendum: 

Think for a moment what it would do to faith in 
our democracy if – having asked the people of this 
country to take this decision – politicians tried to 
overturn it. Those of us who do respect the result – 
whichever side of the question we stood on two years 
ago – need to come together now. If we don’t – if 
we all go off in different directions in pursuit of our 
own visions of the perfect Brexit we risk ending up 
with no Brexit at all.

Conservative Party Conference

The Prime Minister’s speech was well received both in 
the conference hall and in the media as she confronted a 
gathering which reflected the deep divisions over Brexit. 
Both Boris Johnson and Jacob Rees-Mogg attracted 
capacity audiences for their confrontational speeches 
on Brexit and Chequers. Theresa May sought to unite 
delegates around her approach to the long-term UK-
EU relationship and her attempts to fashion a backstop 
arrangement which could keep the DUP on board and 
Dublin happy.

In an extraordinary intervention, the new Foreign 
Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, launched an attack on the 
European Union, comparing it to prison and the Soviet 
Union: “The EU was set up to protect freedom. It was 

the Soviet Union that stopped people leaving. The lesson 
from history is clear: if you turn the EU club into a prison 
the desire to get out won’t diminish, it will grow, and we 
won’t be the only prisoner that will want to escape.” He 
accused the EU of wanting to put a border in the Irish Sea 
as a punishment for Brexit.

This speech was widely criticised. The Irish Times saw Mr 
Hunt’s remarks as “preposterous and offensive” not least 
to EU Member States that remember the Soviet regime 
only too well, and to leaders like Angela Merkel, who 
grew up in the German Democratic Republic.

Democratic Unionist Party

The Democratic Unionist Party – which maintains Theresa 
May’s Commons majority through the Confidence and 
Supply arrangement – has become a central player in the 
‘endgame’ of the Brexit negotiations.  

On 2 October 2018, the DUP Leader, Arlene Foster, 
told the Daily Telegraph that the Good Friday Agreement 
could be altered to accommodate a final Brexit deal, 
saying that things evolve even in the EU context. This 
remark was immediately challenged by the Taoiseach, 
who told the Dáil that the Agreement was not a piece of 
British legislation but an international agreement between 
the British and Irish governments: “certainly as far as this 
Government is concerned, the Good Friday Agreement is 
not up for negotiation in these talks over Brexit.”     

The DUP then insisted that it would oppose – and vote 
against – any proposal for the border backstop that would 
result in barriers between the North and the rest of the 
UK. “There cannot be a border down the Irish Sea, a 
differential between Northern Ireland and the rest of 
the UK.” This was a “blood red” red line, according to 
Arlene Foster. She further asserted that she would prefer 
no Brexit deal to current plans which would amount to 
“the annexation of Northern Ireland away from the rest 
of the United Kingdom and forever leave us subject to 
rules made in a place where we have no say.” The DUP has 

As an independent forum, the Institute does not express any opinions of its own. The views expressed in the article are the sole 
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further argued that it was “not afraid” of a general election 
if it feels it necessary to vote against the Prime Minister in 
the Commons. 

The Irish Times commented: “It would appear that the 
DUP is actively pursuing a policy designed to ensure the 
restoration of the hardest possible border on the island 
regardless of the consequences for the living standards 
of the people of Northern Ireland or more importantly 
the future of peace.” RTÉ has pointed out that the DUP 
position is that there can be no interference in inward 
trade from the UK to Northern Ireland so that if the 
post-Brexit UK strikes a deal on cheap raw materials or 
goods with another country Northern Ireland must have 
unfettered access to it. With no border these goods would 
have access to the EU single market through Ireland. 

Michel Barnier addressed these issues in detail in a lengthy 
address to the 2018 annual conference of Eurochambres 
on 10 October 2018. In it, he highlighted that in order 
to deliver on the commitment of no hard border in 
Northern Ireland, goods arriving into Northern Ireland 
would be arriving into the Single Market, which would 
require administrative procedures which “do not exist 
today for goods travelling between Northern Ireland from 
the rest of the UK.” The challenge, Mr Barnier said, is 
“to make sure those procedures are as easy as possible and 
not too burdensome, in particular for smaller businesses”. 
He made reference to the political sensitivities around 
the issues, but made three remarks in favour of the EU 
backstop proposal:

First, Brexit was not our choice. It is the choice of the 
UK. Our proposal tries to help the UK in managing 
the negative fall-out of Brexit in Northern Ireland, 
in a way that respects the territorial integrity of the 
UK.

Second, our proposal limits itself to what is 
absolutely necessary to avoid a hard border: customs 
procedures and the respect of EU standards for 
products. 

It does not include measures on free movement 
of people, services, healthcare or social and 
environmental policy. But the Common Travel 
Area between the UK and Ireland will continue 
as today.

And yet, our proposal gives Northern Ireland 
benefits that no part of a third country enjoys. In 
particular continued access to the Single Market 
for goods and continued benefits from the EU free 
Trade Agreements.”

Cost of Brexit

The Centre for European Reform has published an analysis 
of the cost of Brexit to the UK exchequer which states that 
the cost is as much as £500 million a week. The survey 
shows that the UK economy is already 2.5% smaller than 
it would have been had Remain won the Referendum. The 
B&A model suggests that had the UK not voted to leave, 
the deficit would be down to just 0.1% of GDP and that 
the austerity drive in place since 2010 would be all but 
complete.  

The CER report comments that “in the aftermath of the 
referendum, the UK economy outperformed expectations, 
thanks in large part to British consumers dipping into 
their savings. But since the start of 2017 Britain’s economy 
has grown by an average of just 0.3 per cent each quarter 
– despite an acceleration in the pace of global growth. 
Advanced economies are currently growing twice as fast 
as the UK (0.6 per cent) on average, the culprit is the vote 
for Brexit, as our findings demonstrate.”

Business and Brexit

A YouGov poll of entrepreneurs and chief executives 
shows 73% believing that Britain is heading for a bad deal. 
Leaders of major UK carmakers were reported to have 
visited Paris to meet President Macron who is seeking to 
attract companies to move to France after Brexit. 

The Financial Times has reported that European banks are 
fearful of losing access to clearing for critical derivatives 
markets – such as oil futures – in a no-deal Brexit. 
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Institutions are now assessing whether to move their 
portfolios from UK clearing houses to EU counterparts to 
meet legal requirements. 

The EU has launched a direct approach to business leaders 
in Northern Ireland over the backstop solution for the 
Irish border. Michel Barnier’s deputy, Sabine Weyand, 
told a delegation invited to Brussels that the EU proposal 
on the table was “the best the EU has offered any country 
in the world” which would give Northern Ireland business 
“unfettered access” to both the Single Market and Britain 
and is a “really big deal” for the EU itself.    

Irish Developments

The latest Government Brexit Update, published on 4 
October 2018, listed Government Brexit engagements, 
highlighting the Taoiseach’s attendance at the Informal 
EU Summit in Salzburg and his visit to Brussels for 
meetings with the President of the European Council, 
Donald Tusk, the Chief EU Negotiator, Michel Barnier, 
and the Chair of the European Parliament Brexit Steering 
Group, Guy Verhofstadt.

The Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs, Simon 
Coveney, visited Warsaw to meet his Polish counterpart, 
Jacek Czaputowicz. He visited Finland, Estonia and 
Lithuania to meet the foreign ministers of each country 
to discuss Brexit and the Future of Europe. He delivered 
a keynote address on Brexit at the Finnish Institute of 
International Affairs. The Minister for European Affairs, 
Helen McEntee, visited the European Parliament in 
Strasbourg on 2-3 October to engage with the Parliament 
on Brexit and on the next Multiannual Financial 
Framework.    

The Tánaiste and other Ministers launched a range of 
Brexit preparedness and support measures being taken 
by the Government and announced the details of the 
‘Getting Ireland Brexit Ready’ public information 
campaign, including workshop events in Cork, Galway, 
Monaghan and Dublin. Following the Budget Statement 

by the Minister for Finance on 9 October, a package of 
Brexit Readiness measures was unveiled, including a €300 
million long-term Future Growth scheme, an €80 million 
agricultural package and increased allocations to relevant 
Departments and Agencies.  

Enterprise Ireland, Bord Bia and InterTradeIreland have 
established targeted services to provide information, 
advice and support on Brexit related issues. Issues covered 
include: financial and currency management; strategic 
sourcing practices; and, customs and logistics. Enterprise 
Ireland is increasing its trade mission programme, 
targeting new markets and promoting Irish products and 
services through its Irish Advantage digital campaign. 

The Central Bank has published research findings which 
say that the Chequers-type Brexit deal would leave Ireland 
economically worse off than a soft Brexit in which the 
UK remained in the European Economic Area. Chequers 
would have a significant negative long-run impact on Irish 
output and employment levels and would reduce Irish 
GDP by 1.7 percentage points more than a soft Brexit.   

The third in a series of surveys by Behaviour & Attitudes 
has revealed that 44% of businesses that are strongly 
impacted by Brexit have a plan in place. The Minister 
for Business, Enterprise and Innovation, Heather 
Humphreys, welcomed the survey findings and urged 
those without a plan to put one in place.    

Research from Edinburgh and Cardiff universities 
indicate that four out of five people in Northern Ireland 
who voted Leave in the British EU referendum would 
view the collapse of the Northern peace process as a price 
worth paying for Brexit.

The lobby group Committee for the Administration 
of Justice has complained to the EU Ombudsman that 
guarantees on the EU rights of Irish citizens in Northern 
Ireland promised in the December draft of the Withdrawal 
Agreement have been watered down. The draft said: “The 
people of Northern Ireland who are Irish citizens will 

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.



BREXIT
BR IEF BREXIT BRIEF 050 | OCT 2018

continue to enjoy rights as EU citizens, including where 
they reside in Northern Ireland” and “no diminution 
of rights is caused by its departure from the European 
Union, including in the area of protection against forms 
of discrimination enshrined in EU law.” The current draft 
Withdrawal Agreement does not contain these elements, 
it is claimed. There are complex legal issues at play in this 
area. The outcome of the Ombudsman’s consideration of 
the complaint will be awaited with interest.  

U2 star Bono has called on artists to celebrate the 
romance of Europe at a time when the value of the EU has 
come under question. “Europe is a thought that needs to 
become a feeling and I am, as an artist, in service of that.” 

Scotland

The SNP Conference revealed a party which sees an 
opportunity to use the chaos surrounding Brexit to 
promote its independence aspirations. On Brexit itself the 
SNP will not support any Brexit that does not involve full 
single market and customs union membership, both of 
which are ruled out by Theresa May.  

The SNP says it will back a second referendum on Brexit 
but demands the right to hold a second independence 
referendum if Scotland backs remain while the UK as 
a whole maintains its Leave position. Its Westminster 
leader, Ian Blackford, argued that “We have to have the 
protection of knowing that if the UK has a second vote 
and we end up in the same situation as we had in 2016, 
we would be able to determine our own future.”  

In her address to the Conference, Nicola Sturgeon said 
she was “more confident than ever that Scotland will 
be independent” and, in reference to Brexit, adapted 
Winston Churchill’s famous saying: “Never has so much 
been lost by so many to satisfy so few.” 

The Scottish Conservative Party leader, Ruth Davidson, 
and the Scottish Secretary, David Mundell, have indicated 
that they could resign from their positions over a possible 

Brexit compromise. In a joint letter to the Prime Minister 
they said they would not support any deal that introduces 
different arrangements for Northern Ireland, saying that 
this would “undermine the integrity” of the UK. The 
BBC reported that Ms Davidson and Mr Mundell have 
made it clear they would resign if Northern Ireland faces 
new controls that separate it from the rest of the UK - 
because that could fuel the case for Scottish independence.  
Scotland’s Brexit Minister, the SNP’s Mike Russell, 
commented that it was “an astonishing development”.

Wales

The First Minister of Wales, Carwyn Jones, has 
expressed concern that Brexit negotiations will produce 
an unsatisfactory ‘fudge’ on the border issue, simply 
pushing the issue into next year. In Dublin, he referred 
to discussions with Irish haulage companies on the risks 
to Irish transportation links with continental Europe 
through the UK ‘land-bridge’. Some 70 per cent of goods 
moving between Ireland and Britain pass through Welsh 
ports. 

Section Three: Background Material and Further 
Reading

Background Material

Prime Minister Theresa May    Speech to Conservative 
Party Conference, 3 October 2018.   (www.telegraph.
co.uk/politics/2018/10/03/theresa-may-conservative-
party-conference-speech-full-transcript)

Michel Barnier   Speech to Eurochambre’s European 
Parliament of Enterprise 2018, 10 October 2018. (www.
europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-18-6089_
en.htm) 

Secretary Dominic Raab   Statement to Commons 
on EU Exit Negotiations, 9 October 2018.(www.gov.
uk/government/news/secretary-of-state-dominic-raab-
statement-update-on-eu-exit-negotiations)
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could-lead-to-uk-staying-in-eu-theresa-may-warns-
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The Guardian   Brexit: May faces cabinet backlash over 
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cabinet-support-for-indefinite-customs-union)
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dilemma-what-we-learned-from-thre-snp-conference) 

Irish Times   Welsh first minister fears Brexit ‘fudge’ on 
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Centre for European Reform    The cost of Brexit to June 
2018.  CER, 30 September 2018. (www.cer.eu/insights/
cost-brexit-june-2018)

Financial Times   Forget Brexit, we’re headed for Brino.   
FT, 4 October 2018. (www.ft.com/content/dc36f2f2-
c697-11e8-ba8f-ee390057b8c9)

Financial Times   What the EU will do if Westminster votes 
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The Guardian   Emergency workers being hired to handle 
post-Brexit disruption.  Guardian, 10 October 2018.   
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