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Section One: State of Play

Commons Deadlocked Again

The second series of ‘indicative’ votes on Brexit options, 
intended to see what MPs might support in an attempt to 
break the deadlock - was held on Monday, 1 April. MPs 
rejected all four proposals: 

• negotiating “a permanent and comprehensive UK-
wide customs union with the EU” as part of any Brexit 
deal (273-276)

• joining the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) 
and remaining in the European Economic Area (EEA)  
(261-282)

• giving the public a vote to approve any Brexit deal 
passed by Parliament before it could be implemented 
(280-292)

• taking a series of steps to prevent the UK leaving the 
EU without a deal, including a final vote on whether 
to scrap Brexit altogether (191-292) 

The option that came closest to being passed, which was 
defeated by just three votes, was remaining in a customs 
union with the EU – central to the so-called “soft Brexit” 
option, under which the UK would retain close trading 
links with the bloc.

Prime Minister May has convened a five hour Cabinet 
session on Tuesday, 2 April to tackle the deadlock.  A fourth 
vote on the Withdrawal Agreement and an approach to 
the European Council seeking a further extension of the 
Article 50 timeline are on the agenda as the government 
contemplates a no-deal exit on 12 April. 

The EU Chief Negotiator, Michel Barnier responded to 
the Commons results by saying that a long extension to 
the UK’s current 12 April exit date carried “significant 
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risks for the EU” and that a “strong justification would be 
needed” before the EU would agree.

Fourth Commons Vote or General Election?

The third Commons defeat for the Prime Minister’s 
Brexit deal has led to a confused situation with a number 
of possible outcomes under discussion. Serious divisions 
exist in the Conservative Party and within the Cabinet 
with the Government Chief Whip admitting that there 
has been a collapse of internal discipline in the inner 
circles of government.

The Prime Minister is looking for ways to bring the 
Withdrawal Agreement back to the Commons for a 
fourth attempt. This would require success in winning 
over most of the 34 Tory rebels and in persuading the 
Commons Speaker that her proposal meets his rulings. 
She has been told that the ten DUP MPs will continue 
to oppose the deal, with Nigel Dodds saying that it was 
“inexcusable” that she had failed to secure changes on the 
backstop element of the Agreement. 

Strong support for no-deal outcome has come from Tory 
Party sources while several voices - including that of the 
former Prime Minister, John Major - have been raised in 
support of the creation of a government of national unity. 

The Prime Minister’s hint that a general election might 
be the way to deal with the impasse has led to significant 
threats of a campaign within the Conservative Party to 
vote against any attempt to achieve the necessary two-
thirds majority for an election outside the fixed-term 
rules. This would leave Theresa May with the option of 
backing a no-confidence vote in her own government 
which would only require a simple majority.

A petition to revoke the Article 50 notification and cancel 
Brexit has reached six million signatures and will be 
discussed under the Westminster Hall chamber.

Third Commons Rejection

On 28 March 2019 the House of Commons debated the 
Withdrawal Agreement for the third time.  To meet the 
Speaker’s clear statement that a motion could not be put to 
the House again without significant differences, the Prime 
Minister split the Brexit deal in two, putting the legally 
binding Withdrawal Agreement on the table but leaving 
the Political Declaration on the Future Relationship 
between the UK and the EU to one side.  

In a surprise move the Prime Minister told a meeting 
of Conservative MPs on 26 March that she would leave 
office earlier than planned if parliament backed her deal, 
opening the way to commence negotiations on the long-
term relationship.  She was reported as telling the meeting 
“I have heard very clearly the mood of the parliamentary 
party. I know there is a desire for a new approach – 
and new leadership- in the second phased of the Brexit 
negotiations – and I won’t stand in the way of that.”      

The House of Commons rejected the Withdrawal 
Agreement by 344 votes to 286 – a majority of 58.  This 
outcome was closer than the margins of 230 and 149 
in the previous votes but still a decisive rejection. The 
Democratic Unionist Party voted against the government 
motion. Several leading Brexit hardliners – including 
Boris Johnson and Jacob Rees Mogg switched to support 
for the deal. As many as 40 Tory MPs voted for the deal 
for the first time but 34 rejected it, including six pro-
Europeans.   

In response, the Prime Minister noted her disappointment 
with the result, and expressed concern regarding the 
difficulty in securing a consensus in the House, particularly 
in light of the time constraints:

The implications of the House’s decision are grave. 
The legal default now is that the United Kingdom 
is due to leave the European Union on 12 April, in 
just 14 days’ time. That is not enough time to agree, 
legislate for and ratify a deal. Yet the House has 
been clear that it will not permit leaving without 
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a deal, so we will have to agree an alternative way 
forward.

The European Union has been clear that any 
further extension will need to have a clear purpose 
and will need to be agreed unanimously by the 
Heads of State of the other 27 member states ahead 
of 12 April. It is almost certain to involve the 
United Kingdom being required to hold European 
parliamentary elections.

I fear that we are reaching the limits of this process 
in this House. This House has rejected no deal; it 
has rejected no Brexit; on Wednesday it rejected all 
the variations of the deal on the table; and today it 
has rejected approving the withdrawal agreement 
alone and continuing a process on the future. This 
Government will continue to press the case for the 
orderly Brexit that the result of the referendum 
demands.

The President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, 
responded immediately with the brief statement that “In 
view of the rejection of the withdrawal agreement by the 
House of Commons, I have decided to call a European 
Council on 10 April.”  

The European Commission issued a Statement on the 
vote: “The Commission regrets the negative vote in the 
House of Commons today.  As per the European Council 
(Article 50) decision on 22 March, the period provided 
for in Article 50(3) is extended to 12 April. It will be for 
the UK to indicate the way forward before that date, for 
consideration by the European Council.”. 

The Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, responded to the Commons 
vote by insisting that “it is now up to the UK to indicate 
how it plans to proceed in order to avoid a no-deal 
scenario.  The European Council has agreed unanimously 
that the Withdrawal Agreement will not be re-opened.  I 
believe we must be open to a long extension should the 
United Kingdom decide to fundamentally reconsider its 
approach to Brexit and put back on the table options 
previously ruled out.”  

New Deadlines

The European Council meeting on 22 March 2019 decided 
that in the event that the Withdrawal Agreement is approved 
by the House of Commons by 29 March 2019 at the latest the 
scheduled exit date provided for in the existing arrangements 
is extended until 22 May 2019.  In the event that the 
Agreement is not approved by the House of Commons by 29 
March 2019 at the latest the scheduled exit date is extended 
until 12 April 2019. “In that event, the United Kingdom will 
indicate a way forward before 12 April 2019, for consideration 
by the European Council.

In effect, the EU has given the UK eleven days in which to 
come up with a fresh Brexit plan to avoid ‘crashing out’ of 
the Union on 12 April. The emergency European Council, 
summoned by President Tusk, will debate any British 
proposals or requests on 10 April. It is recognised that the 
27 EU governments will require at least two days’ notice of 
the UK position to allow for consideration and consultation. 
Many EU leaders have expressed deep concerns about the 
confused position in the UK parliament with the Austrian 
Chancellor, Sebastian Kurz, saying: “We continue to advocate 
an orderly Brexit, even if it is now becoming less and less 
likely.”   

A Financial Times assessment of the position of Member 
State governments during the most recent European Council 
meeting concludes that “The bloc has made it a priority to 
ensure Britain makes the final choice. It decided to make 
the next decision point April 12 – by which time the UK 
must choose between leaving without a deal, accepting the 
withdrawal treaty or extending its membership and taking 
part in the European Parliament elections in May.” Opinions 
range from Donald Tusk’s hopes for a reversal of Brexit – 
arguing that the EU must not ‘betray’ pro-EU voters in 
Britain - and the view that there must be a resolution sooner 
than later because of the perceived downside of prolonging 
UK membership at a time when the EU faces major debates 
and decisions on the future EU budget, migration and 
transatlantic relations.    

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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The Union’s chief negotiator, Michel Barnier, said it was 
becoming more likely that the UK could crash out at 
the new default Brexit date of 12 April. Meanwhile, the 
Commission has set out contingency measures covering 
periods of six to nine months to maintain an element 
of normality in the period immediately following the 
UK’s departure. Further arrangements will depend on 
UK acceptance of the key elements of the Withdrawal 
Agreement. 

In its response to the latest Commons vote the 
Commission stated: “A no-deal scenario on 12 April 
is now a likely scenario. The EU has been preparing for 
this since December 2017 and is now fully prepared for 
a ‘no-deal’ scenario at midnight on 12 April. The EU will 
remain united. The benefits of the Withdrawal Agreement, 
including a transition period, will in no circumstances be 
replicated in a ‘no-deal’ scenario. Sectoral mini-deals are 
not an option.” 

House of Commons First Indicative Votes

The House of Commons voted - by 329 to 302 - to take 
control of the parliamentary timetable by scheduling a 
series of votes on 27 March on a range of issues related to 
the future of the EU with a view to finding a consensus on 
the way forward.

Various groups of MPs put forward fifteen proposals of 
which eight were selected by the Speaker, John Bercow, for 
discussion and so-called indicative votes. In the event all 
eight were rejected by greater or lesser majorities.   

A plan for a referendum on any withdrawal deal, prosed 
by the former Labour Foreign Secretary, Margaret Beckett, 
was defeated by 295 votes to 268. A proposal by former 
Tory Chancellor, Ken Clarke, lost by 272 votes to 264. 
Both plans were backed by the Labour Party, whose plan 
for a permanent customs union was rejected by 307 votes 
to 237.

Significantly, a proposal specifically advocating a no-deal 
outcome was defeated by 400 votes to 160 indicating 
an overwhelming opinion against no-deal. This was the 
third heavy vote against no-deal. Other plans, including a 
proposal for revocation of Article 50, were rejected.   

The Tory MP, Oliver Letwin, who led the movement to 
obtain the indicative votes expressed disappointment at 
the failure to gain a majority for any plan but insisted 
that this was only the first stage of an exercise involving 
a new round of votes to be held on Monday, 1 April. He 
had argued that the House was engaged in a “very difficult 
process […] struggling to find a consensus.”

Commenting on the indicative votes, Tánaiste Simon 
Coveney said that “I think one of the clear messages 
was that a huge majority voted against a no deal. That’s 
a reminder to everybody that the British Parliament will 
vote against a no deal and will take action to prevent it.  
This is a very complex and difficult political process and 
we need to take its course. I don’t think Irish input at this 
stage is helpful to anyone.” 

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

Irish Developments

The Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, will meet the French 
President, Emmanuel Macron, in Paris on 2 April and 
German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, in Dublin on 4 April 
for discussions on the implications of a no-deal Brexit for 
the island of Ireland. He had welcomed the President of 
the European Council to Dublin for talks on Brexit ahead 
of the third Commons debate.

Chancellor Merkel’s spokesman said that “The visit is the 
message. This is not a social call. There are urgent issues to 
discuss. Such visits only happen when they have a reason.” 
Irish officials see the visit as a positive signal of political 
solidarity but also as an indication of the seriousness of 
the situation facing Ireland in the event of no-deal.  

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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Europe Minister Helen McEntee has told RTÉ that it will 
be “very difficult” for Ireland to reconcile its obligations 
to the EU on protecting the Single Market with its 
commitment to protecting the Good Friday Agreement 
in the event of a no-deal Brexit. The Government is 
determined to avoid the reintroduction of checks on the 
border and insists that it has the support of the rest of 
the EU27 for that position. “How we protect the single 
market and the customs union, these are discussions that 
we have been having and will continue to have into the 
coming week”. 

On Saturday, 30 March, a number of demonstrations 
took place along the Irish border – in six border counties 
- in opposition to Brexit. The community alliance Border 
Communities Against Brexit organised the protests on 
the day after Britain had been due to leave the European 
Union. Sinn Féin speakers, including the Party President, 
Mary Lou McDonald, were prominent in the events. A 
Queens University professor of Human Rights Law, Colin 
Harvey, insisted that “We have long experience of people 
trying to put walls in our way and we take them down. 
Any obstacles on this island will be removed.”  

Northern Ireland Interests 

Northern Ireland business interests have expressed concern 
at the implications of UK tariff proposals. The head of the 
Northern Ireland Food and Drink Association, Declan 
Billington, said: “It’s been an awful shock to businesses to 
comprehend what the policy will do to us. It will impose 
severe strain on cross-border communities where trade 
has flourished for the past 20 years.” Neil Gibson, the 
chief economist of EY in Belfast, has argued that the local 
business community is universally opposed to a no-deal 
outcome. “There is definitely a Brexit frustration. Firms 
are very anxious and very worried about what might 
happen.”  

The President of the Ulster Farmers’ Union, Ivor 
Ferguson, had written that a no-deal outcome is “a 
terrifying prospect for Northern Ireland farming families 

and their businesses. A no-deal Brexit would be a practical 
and logistical nightmare for our farm businesses.”  

Economic and Social Research Institute 

The ESRI has published a report which argues that the 
negative impact of Brexit on the Irish economy will be 
significant whether the outcome is a deal or no-deal. The 
immediate cost will be between €2 billion and €7.5 billion. 
The report points to negative effects for Irish households, 
businesses, employment and the public finances. 

Ten years after Brexit the ESRI study says that the 
economy would be between 2.6% and 5% smaller than if 
the UK had remained in the EU – a cost to the economy 
of between €8 billion and €15 billion. Brexit will mean 
fewer jobs. The ESRI estimates that ten years after the 
UK’s departure employment in Ireland will be 45,000 
lower in a ‘deal’ situation or as many as 80,000 lower with 
‘no-deal’.   

Public Opinion

A ComRes poll for the Daily Telegraph found that almost 
half of British adults agree that if the UK left the EU 
without a deal on 29 March it would briefly cause some 
uncertainty but then ultimately work out OK (46%); four 
in five 2016 Leavers agree (78%), as do one quarter of 
Remainers (23%). The same poll found that almost nine in 
ten 2016 Leave voters agree that it has felt as if the EU has 
been trying to punish the UK over the Brexit negotiations 
(85%), as do nearly half of Remain voters (46%). One in 
four 2016 Remain voters agree that it would have caused 
fewer problems had the UK left the EU without a deal 
as quickly as possible in 2016, rather than spending the 
past two and a half years trying to negotiate a deal (23%), 
compared to four in five Leave voters (77%).

Sir John Curtice has told the BBC that surveys reveal 
that British voters – including not least those who voted 
Leave – have become deeply critical of how the Prime 
Minister has handled the Brexit negotiations. As many 
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as 80% of Leave voters now say that the talks have been 
handled badly while 85% of Remain voters hold the same 
opinion. And it is clear that the longer the negotiations 
have continued the more pessimistic voters have become 
about the likelihood of the UK securing a good deal with 
63% thinking the country is heading for a bad deal. The 
same polls indicate that opinion nationally has moved 
towards a Remain position – Remain 54%, Leave 46% –
with the swing largely explained by the views of those who 
did not vote in 2016. Curtice concludes that “in truth, 
the polls are too close for opponents of Brexit to assume 
that a second ballot would produce a different result.” 

Section Three: Background Material and Further 
Reading
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