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Section One: State of Play

Brexit Brief Special

A special Brexit Brief was posted on 20 November 2018 to 
deal with the publication of - and reaction to - the Draft 
Agreement on the Withdrawal of the United Kingdom 
from the European Union and the initial Draft Outline of 
the Political Declaration setting out the Framework of the 
Future Relationship between the European Union and 
the United Kingdom. 

European Council Approves Withdrawal Agreement

The European Council of the EU27 met for a special 
meeting on Sunday, 25 November 2018. The leaders 
endorsed the Brexit Withdrawal Agreement as presented 
by the negotiators of the EU and the UK. 

They also approved the political declaration on the future 
EU-UK relations which accompanies and is referred to in 
the Withdrawal Agreement.    

The European Council Conclusions state that it invited 
the Union Institutions to take the necessary steps to 
ensure that the agreement can enter into force on 30 
March 2019 “so as to provide for an orderly withdrawal.” 
The European Council restated the EU’s determination 
to have as close as possible a partnership with the 
United Kingdom in the future in line with the Political 
Declaration. The Union’s approach will be defined by 
the overall positions and principles set out in previously 
agreed European Council guidelines. The European 
Council thanked Michel Barnier “for his tireless efforts 
as the Union’s chief negotiator and for his contribution 
to maintaining the unity among EU27 Member States 
throughout the negotiations.”  
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bring together relevant statements and policy positions from key players in Ireland, the UK and EU.
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The President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, 
spoke of the prospect of “the difficult process of ratification 
as well as further negotiations. But regardless of how it 
will all end, one thing is certain: we will remain friends 
until the end of days, and one day longer.”

The President of the European Commission, Jean-Claude 
Juncker, said that Brexit is a “tragedy” but that the EU will 
not change its fundamental position in the event that the 
withdrawal treaty is rejected on the British side.  

The Taoiseach Leo Varadkar said he still regrets that the 
UK is leaving the EU, and that “the best outcome for 
Ireland and I think for Britain and the European Union 
would be for the UK to stay in the European Union, 
to stay in the Single Market and customs union. But 
we respect their decision not to do that. We spent two 
years trying to negotiate an agreement that protects our 
interests, our citizens and our economy, and I believe we 
have that.” 

Oireachtas Supports Draft Withdrawal Agreement

On 21 November 2018, Dáil Éireann adopted a 
motion proposed by the Taoiseach, supporting the draft 
Withdrawal Agreement, including the draft Protocol on 
Ireland and Northern Ireland: 

That Dáil Éireann supports the Draft Agreement 
on the withdrawal of the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland from the 
European Union and the European Atomic Energy 
Community (the draft Withdrawal Agreement), 
as published on 14th November, 2018, including 
the draft Protocol on Ireland and Northern 
Ireland which forms an integral part of the Draft 
Agreement.

On 22 November 2018, Seanad Éireann adopted a 
Motion in similar terms.

PM Letter to the Nation

On 24 November 2018 Prime Minister Theresa May 
published a lengthy letter ‘to the nation’ making the 

detailed case for the agreement reached with the EU task 
force and seeking the support of the public for the deal. 
She wrote that she had never lost sight of her duty “to 
honour the result of the referendum and secure a brighter 
future for our country by negotiating a good Brexit deal 
with the EU.” She argued that on 29 March 2019 the UK 
“will then begin a new chapter in our national life. I want 
that to be a moment of renewal and reconciliation for our 
whole country. It must mark the point when we put aside 
the labels of ‘Leave’ and ‘Remain’ for good and we come 
together again as one people. To do that we need to get on 
with Brexit now by getting behind this deal.” 

Political Declaration Published

On 22 November 2018 the negotiators of the European 
Union and the United Kingdom agreed the final text of 
the Political Declaration on the Framework of the Future 
Relationship between the European Union and the 
United Kingdom. 

The Prime Minister spoke to the media in Downing 
Street. She relayed that her detailed discussions with 
Junker had resulted in overnight negotiations to produce 
a declaration which was satisfactory to both parties. She 
outlined the benefits to the UK, as she perceived them, 
and gave an overview of the steps ahead: 

Last night in Brussels, I had a good, detailed 
discussion with President Juncker in which I set 
out what was needed in that political declaration 
to deliver for the United Kingdom. We tasked our 
negotiating teams to continue working overnight 
and as a result, the text of that declaration has 
been agreed between the European Union and the 
United Kingdom. I have just updated the Cabinet 
on progress and I will be making a statement to the 
House of Commons later this afternoon. This is the 
right deal for the UK.

It delivers on the vote of the referendum. It brings 
back control of our borders, our money and our laws. 
And it does so while protecting jobs, protecting our 
security and protecting the integrity of the United 
Kingdom. The agreement we’ve reached is between 
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the UK and the European Commission – it is now 
up to the 27 leaders of the other EU Member States 
to examine this agreement in the days leading up to 
the special EU Council meeting on Sunday.

On Saturday I will return to Brussels for further 
meetings with President Juncker where we will 
discuss how to bring this process to a conclusion 
in the interest of all our people. The British people 
want this to be settled. They want a good deal that 
sets us on course for a brighter future. That deal is 
within our grasp and I am determined to deliver it.

She then reported to the House of Commons, arguing 
that the draft Withdrawal Agreement “honours the vote of 
the British people by taking back control of our borders, 
our laws and our money while protecting jobs, security 
and the integrity of our precious United Kingdom.” She 
spoke on the issue of migration, declaring that the deal: 
[…]ends free movement once and for all. Instead we will 
introduce a new skills-based immigration system – based 
not on the country people come from, but on what they 
can contribute to the UK.” Finally, the deal “[…] ends 
the jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice in the 
UK” Allowing the UK to “[…]make our own laws in our 
own Parliaments, here in Westminster, and in Edinburgh, 
Cardiff and Belfast, and they will be adjudicated on by 
UK Courts.  And it means an end to sending vast sums of 
money to the EU.”

On the backstop issue, the Prime Minister commented 
that the deal:

[…] will meet our commitment to ensure there 
is no hard border between Northern Ireland and 
Ireland and no customs border in the Irish Sea.  Mr 
Speaker, the text we have agreed is explicit about the 
determination of both sides to avoid the backstop 
altogether by getting the future relationship in place 
on the 1st of January 2021. And in the unlikely 
event that we ever did need the backstop, to 
ensure it is quickly superseded either by the future 
relationship or alternative arrangements. As part 
of this, there is an explicit commitment to consider 
facilitative arrangements and technologies which 
could avoid a hard border on the island of Ireland.

The Prime Minister’s statement was followed by more than 
two hours of intense, and largely negative, comment and 
debate. The Leader of the Opposition, Jeremy Corbyn, set 
the tone for the debate:  

I thank the Prime Minister for the advance copy of 
her statement. These 26 pages are a testament to the 
failure of the Tory’s bungled negotiations: 19 extra 
pages, but nothing has changed. The only certainty 
contained within these pages is that the transition 
period will have to be extended or we will end 
up with a backstop and no exit. It represents the 
worst of all worlds: no say over the rules that will 
continue to apply and no certainty for the future. 
There is no change to the withdrawal agreement, no 
unilateral pull-out mechanism, no concessions on 
the backstop, which would create a new regulatory 
border down the Irish Sea.  Did the EU not receive 
the amendments and improvements promised by 
the Leader of the House? 

Outside the House of Commons, the campaign for a 
second referendum continued with a rally at Westminster 
Central Hall hearing the recently resigned Jo Johnson 
telling the BBC presenter Gary Lineker that his decision 
to leave the Government was based on the realisation 
“that the public had been duped that they were going to 
get a deal that didn’t reflect at all what they thought they 
were getting.” Lineker argued that a second poll would 
be a chance to reassess, arguing that “I think it’s very 
rare in life that you get to use the benefit of hindsight.” 
Meanwhile, Jeremy Corbyn faced increasing pressure to 
endorse a second referendum.  

As the political debate continued, the former Brexit 
Secretary, Dominic Raab, made the surprising 
comment:“While I’m not going to advocate staying in the 
EU but if you just presented me terms, this deal or EU 
membership –we’d effectively be bound by the same rules 
without a control or voice over them – yes I think this 
could be even worse than that.” The Work and Pensions 
Secretary, Amber Rudd, advanced another important 
point, arguing that parliament will stop the UK crashing 
out of the EU without a Brexit deal, suggesting that 
Theresa May’s threat of ‘no Brexit’ was more likely than 
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‘no deal’. Labour’s Sir Keir Starmer agreed, saying that “If 
the Prime Minister’s deal is rejected then MPs will not 
sit back and allow us to crash out of the EU without an 
agreement, parliament will take back control.” 

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

Theresa May in Brussels

Prime Minister Theresa May visited Brussels twice in 
the week of 19 November 2018 for meetings with the 
Commission President, Jean-Claude Juncker, in advance 
of the special European Council meeting on 25 November. 
Discussions centred on finalisation of the Political 
Declaration on future UK-EU relations and, then, on the 
concerns of the Spanish Government about the future 
status of Gibraltar. The BBC’s Europe editor, Katya Adler, 
commented that these visits could be seen as an effort “to 
show she is fighting until the very last moment to get the 
best Brexit deal possible out of the EU.”       

Gibraltar

The Spanish Prime Minister, Pedro Sanchez, threatened 
to bring the Brexit process to a halt over issues about 
the future status of Gibraltar. He demanded a written 
guarantee that Gibraltar will not be automatically covered 
by any future UK-EU trade deal, with inclusion becoming 
dependent on bilateral agreement between London and 
Madrid. Initial discussions between Prime Ministers 
Sanchez and May failed to produce convergence and he 
wrote on Twitter that “If there are no changes we will veto 
Brexit.” While Spain does not have a formal veto over the 
legally binding part of the Brexit deal its objection was 
seen to create a real difficulty as the European Council 
sought to proceed by consensus.  

Following some days of contact between the two capitals, 
with the involvement of the Brussels institutions, an 
agreement was reached on the evening before the special 
meeting of the European Council with the UK Permanent 
Representation to the EU issuing a technical letter on 

the interpretation of relevant Articles of the Withdrawal 
Agreement and effectively conceding that Gibraltar would 
not necessarily be covered by future trade deals.     

Prime Minister’s Speech to the Confederation of 
British Industry

The Prime Minister addressed the Annual Conference of 
the CBI on 19 November 2018 and, in speaking of the 
draft Withdrawal Agreement, emphasised the need for the 
voice of business in the ongoing debate, arguing:

Business can and should be a force for good in our 
world.  But at a time when many are questioning 
whether free markets and an open trading economy 
can work for everyone in society, business needs to 
do more to win that argument. It is not just a job 
for politicians: all of you must play your part too, 
by stepping up to demonstrate that you truly have a 
stake in the success of this country. The very best way 
of doing that is by investing in the future of the next 
generation by giving them a chance to develop their 
skills and begin a rewarding career. 

DUP Opposition Continues

The DUP opposition to the Brexit agreement negotiated 
by the UK has gained intensity with the annual conference 
of the party in Belfast which featured a highly publicised 
appearance by Boris Johnson who yet again proposed the 
construction of a bridge between Northern Ireland and 
the UK mainland.  

The position of the DUP reflects its longstanding 
“deep fear of being sold-out by the British government; 
betrayed by the weakness of other Unionist parties and 
out-manoeuvred by a dangerous Republican enemy”, 
according to a research paper by Mary C. Murphy 
and Jonathan Evershed of University College Cork. 
Determined to defeat a deal which it believes will remove 
Northern Ireland from the UK in the long term the DUP 
has sought to embarrass the Government by abstaining 
on non-critical Commons votes. This move signals the 
capacity to end the confidence and supply agreement 
and thus bring down the Government in a future critical 
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division should its demands for an end to the backstop 
provisions of the Withdrawal Agreement be ignored

The DUP faces the collective viewpoint of business and 
farming leaders across the Northern Ireland community 
which cautiously accepts the present deal as providing 
certainty and even advantages as the UK exits the EU. 
One commentator writes: “The DUP does not care.  All 
that matters is the old game of betrayal […]”    

North’s Business Leaders in Downing Street 

Leaders of Northern Ireland’s business community - 
including CBI in Northern Ireland, Northern Ireland 
Chamber of Commerce, Federation of Small Businesses, 
Ulster Farming Union, Freight Transport Association, 
Northern Ireland Retail Consortium and Manufacturing 
NI – visited Prime Minister Theresa May in Downing 
Street where she addressed them at a reception. The Prime 
Minister told her visitors that: 

Taken together – the draft Withdrawal Agreement 
and the broad terms of our new relationship – 
should provide your businesses with the reassurance 
that I know is so important to you.  That’s a 
transition period to avoid a cliff-edge for businesses 
and to provide the certainty you need to invest, an 
outline relationship that creates a new free trade 
area with the EU, with no tariffs, fees, charges 
or quantitative restrictions. And no hard border 
within the island of Ireland.

As we move forward with our future relationship, I 
hope that you will continue to engage with us and 
share your perspective. I know many of you have 
been out there stating your support for the draft 
deal. I want to thank you for that. Your voices are 
incredibly important.

Replying to the Prime Minister’s remarks, Stephen Kelly, 
Chief Executive of Manufacturing NI, said:

 We are very pleased to directly engage with the Prime 
Minister on the Withdrawal Agreement and what 
that means for the Northern Ireland economy, jobs 
and consumers. It is the united view of Northern 
Ireland’s business and farming groups that the 

Agreement will ensure continued frictionless trade 
for our firms both with the rest of the UK and with 
the EU. We are ready and willing to get behind the 
deal which is good for our businesses.

Joint Ministerial Committee (EU Negotiations)

The Joint Ministerial Committee (EU Negotiations) met 
for the fifteenth time on 19 November 2018, chaired 
by the Cabinet Office Minister, David Lidington MP. 
The UK Government, the Welsh Government and the 
Scottish Government were represented by Secretaries of 
State - including the Secretaries of State for Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland - and Cabinet Secretaries. 
The Director General for International Relations from 
the Northern Ireland Civil Service attended the meeting 
in the continued absence of a Northern Ireland Executive. 
The meeting received an overview of the draft Withdrawal 
Agreement and Outline Political Declaration and 
discussed their implications.  

Fianna Fáil Leader at ALDE Congress

The Fianna Fail Leader, Micheál Martin, addressed the 
Congress of ALDE – the European Liberal grouping – in 
Madrid on 9 November. He described Brexit as “one of 
the most destructive decisions taken by any free nation 
in eight decades” and as “a threat to the prosperity of all 
of our countries.” He commented on the challenge of 
Euroscepticism, telling delegates that:

 We know the challenges we face. We know what the 
anti-EU forces are trying to achieve. We know that 
they want 2019 to be a decisive moment in their 
campaign. And so we must fight back and challenge 
their arguments. We must expose their agenda and 
most of all we must show people the proven cost of 
anti-EU politics. If we work together, if we use the 
facts and if we show as much faith in our cause as 
thy show in theirs we will defeat them and make 
2019 the decisive year when the European Union 
regained its confidence and began moving forward 
again.
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A Key Business Voice

The Chairman and CEO of ThyssenKrupp in the UK – 
and a member of Germany Industry UK - Terry Sargeant, 
has argued that the UK Government is failing business in 
the pursuit of pushing through a Brexit deal. He said that:

The impact of Brexit for multinationals is disruptive 
and could lead to loss of business in Britain. I do 
not see how we can continue doing business where 
supply chains are so interlinked with being part 
of the customs union. Once the UK leaves the 
customs union there will be barriers and possibly 
duties and tariffs to be paid.  At the very least there 
will be paperwork. These are the very real concerns 
companies like us have.”   
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Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable 
manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.

NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

ShareAlike — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions under the same license as the original.

No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license 
permits.
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