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The Evolving Debate

Final debate in the Conservative Leadership Party 
Race

The final debate of the Conservative Party leadership race 
took place on 15 July 2019. Both candidates announced 
that they would not accept anything short of completely 
removing the backstop from the Withdrawal Agreement, 
going beyond what other Brexiteers have been advocating. 
Both said that they would reject a five-year time limit on 
the backstop. Boris Johnson also said that he would be 
unwilling to accept a unilateral exit clause and that he 
would not call a General Election or a second referendum 
before 31 October 2019.

Irish Government Contingency Plan

The Government has announced further steps in its 
Brexit contingency and preparedness work, recognising 
that there is now a significant risk of a no deal Brexit on 
31 October. The Brexit Contingency Action Plan Update 
reflects the whole-of-Government and EU level work 

which has already taken place, as well as additional work 
that will happen between now and 31 October.

The Update argues that the consequences of a no-deal 
Brexit will be profound, including macroeconomic, trade 
and sectoral challenges. It will also have implications 
for trade on the island of Ireland, North and South 
cooperation and will pose risks for the Good Friday 
Agreement and political stability. It could have lasting 
societal impacts for Northern Ireland.

It further states that, while Government contingency 
efforts will help mitigate the negative effects of Brexit, a 
no deal Brexit will be highly disruptive. In such a scenario, 
it will be impossible for the UK to maintain the current 
seamless arrangements with the EU across the full range 
of sectors and this will have knock-on consequences for 
Ireland.

The Government Action Plan emphasises the need 
for stepped up preparedness measures, by exposed 
businesses in particular. Key areas for continued work 
will include preparing for Budget 2020, additional 
infrastructure for ports and airports, and a new phase of 
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the Government’s Brexit communications including an 
intensified engagement programme by Revenue, focused 
on individual businesses and including targeted letters 
and follow-up phone calls.

The Tánaiste, Simon Coveney commented: 

A no deal Brexit will have really stark and wide-
ranging effects. All government departments and 
state agencies are working non-stop to prepare the 
country and limit the damage if Britain decides to 
leave the EU without agreement. In a no deal the 
EU and Ireland maintain twin objectives of no 
hard border and protecting the Single Market and 
Ireland’s place in it. However, no deal will have 
devastating effects on the all island economy.

 The Minister for Finance, Paschal Donohoe stated: 

It is only by Government, business and citizens 
working together nationally and with our EU 
partners that we can aim to mitigate as far as 
possible the impacts of a no deal Brexit, should that 
happen, and ensure that we are as prepared as we 
can be for the changes it will bring.

The Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, has accepted that some 
checks, mainly on animals and food products, may be 
needed after a no-deal Brexit. These could be carried out 
at ports in Northern Ireland and the Republic, with the 
island of Ireland treated as a single zone for agricultural 
and food safety rules and standards. The UK would 
have to accept that Northern Ireland would be treated 
differently to the rest of the country, 

Northern Ireland Civil Service Report on No-deal 
Brexit

The Northern Ireland Civil Service (N.I.C.S.), in a report 
published on 7 July 2019, has predicted that at least 
40,000 jobs would be at risk if the United Kingdom leaves 
the European Union without a deal. The report warns 
that a no-deal outcome would have “a profound and long-
lasting” impact on the North’s economy and society.  

There would be immediate and severe consequences for 
the competitiveness of Northern Ireland within the all-
island economy and its place in the internal market of the 
United Kingdom. The report concludes that the majority 
of Northern Ireland companies have not taken sufficient 
efforts to become ‘Brexit-proofed’ and that many are 
not well positioned to cope with inevitable shocks. The 

NICS further argues that, in a no-deal situation, the 
attractiveness of Northern Ireland for foreign direct 
investment will decline by as much as 6% a year while 
tourism is likely to suffer negative impact.     

Ursula von der Leyen Seeks European Parliament 
Ratification

The European Council’s nominee for President of the 
European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, faces a 
ratification vote in the European Parliament, needing an 
absolute majority of MEPs.  She has been campaigning 
across the political spectrum for support, recognising 
that she will need votes from outside the traditional party 
lines in the Parliament. As one commentator said: “At the 
end of the day she will not have any problem to achieve 
a majority. But, politically speaking, the colour of this 
majority is what matters.”  

In Parliament hearings Ursula von der Leyen has 
commented at some length on Brexit, signalling that she 
will not reopen Brexit talks with the next British Prime 
Minister and calling  the Irish backstop “precious”.  She 
described the Withdrawal Agreement as a good deal 
telling a British MEP that “it is your responsibility and 
your task to sort this out”.

She said that she was convinced that the tone and attitude 
of the debate on, and implementation of, Brexit was 
crucial “because Brexit is not the end of something, Brexit 
is the beginning of future relations and it is of absolute 
importance that we have good cooperation”. An Irish 
MEP was told that “I think the backstop is of utmost 
importance and we absolutely know how crucial this non-
existent border is for you.” 

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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Background Material and Further Reading

Background Material

Government of Ireland Preparing for the withdrawal 
of the United Kingdom from the European Union. 
Contingency Action Plan Update, July 2019. https://
www.dfa. ie/brexit/gett ing-ireland-brexit-ready/
governmentcontingencyactionplan/

Government of Ireland   Government Brexit Update, 12 
July 2019. https://www.dfa.ie/brexit/government-brexit-
update/ 

Irish Times   Up to 40,000 jobs at risk from no-deal Brexit 
in North.  IT, 10 July 2019. https://www.irishtimes.com/
business/economy/up-to-40-000-jobs-at-risk-from-no-
deal-brexit-in-north-1.3952444   

The Guardian   Ursula von der Leyen signals she will not 
reopen Brexit talks.   Guardian, 10 July 2019. https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/10/ursula-von-
der-leyen-signals-not-reopen-brexit-talks-backstop 
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