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Section One: State of Play

Brexit at Biarritz

The prospect of a no-deal Brexit has been a significant 
sideshow at Biarritz as the G7 leaders convened for their 
annual summit. The first face-to-face meeting between 
the new UK Prime Minister, Boris Johnson and the 
European Council President, Donald Tusk, attracted 
much attention as the search for solutions to key issues 
– the backstop, financial settlement, and citizens’ rights 
– accelerated after the Prime Minister’s visits to Berlin 
and Paris. That meeting left both sides holding to their 
fundamental positions.  

Talk of a US-UK trade agreement was another highlight, 
with Donald Trump meeting Boris Johnson. The 
President’s remarks following that meeting clearly reflected 
negative US attitudes to the European Union. Expressing 
strong support for Brexit, he said “We’re going to do a 

very big trade deal, bigger than we’ve ever had with the 
UK and now at some point they won’t have the obstacle, 
they won’t have the anchor around their ankle, because 
that’s what they have.”

Prime Minister Boris Johnson

Having defeated Jeremy Hunt by 66% to 34% in the Tory 
leadership contest, Boris Johnson became Prime Minister 
on 24 July 2019. On his return from Buckingham Palace 
the new Prime Minister spoke to the press outside No 10 
Downing Street:

It has become clear that there are pessimists at home 
and abroad who think that, after three years of 
indecision, that this country has become a prisoner 
to the old arguments of 2016 and that in this home 
of democracy we are incapable of honouring a basic 
democratic mandate. And so I am standing before 
you today to tell you the British people that those 
critics are wrong.  The doubters, the doomsters, the 
gloomsters – they are going to get it wrong again. 

BREXIT
BR IEF

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 – 
including commentaries, speeches, texts and event reports – which are highlighted on the Institute’s website.   

(www.iiea.com)

BREXIT BRIEF

http://www.iiea.com


BREXIT
BR IEF

The people who bet against Britain are going to lose 
their shirts because we are going to restore trust in 
our democracy and we are going to fulfil the repeated 
promises of Parliament to the people and come out of 
the EU on October 31, no ifs or buts, and we will 
do a new deal; a better deal, that will maximise the 
opportunities of Brexit while allowing us to develop 
a new and exciting partnership with the rest of 
Europe based on free trade and mutual support.

Prime Minister’s first speech to House of Commons 

Prime Minister Boris Johnson spoke to the House of 
Commons on 25 July 2019, outlining the priorities of his 
Government. The first, he said “is to restore trust in our 
democracy and fulfil the repeated promises of Parliament 
to the people by coming out of the European Union – 
and doing so on October 31st.” He said that his Cabinet 
is “committed to leaving on this date, whatever the 
circumstances”, that a new deal is possible “even at this 
late stage”, that he “would prefer us to leave the EU with a 
deal” and will “work flat out to make this happen.”

He said that “certain things need to be clear.” He 
emphasised that the current Withdrawal Agreement 
is “unacceptable” and, in particular, that “No country 
that values its independence and indeed its self-respect 
could agree to a Treaty which signed away our economic 
independence and self-government as this backstop does.” 
Significantly, he stated that “a time limit is not enough. If 
an agreement is to be reached it must be clearly understood 
that the way to the deal goes by way of the abolition of the 
backstop.”

For our part we are ready to negotiate in good faith 
an alternative, with provisions to ensure that the 
Irish border issues are dealt with where they should 
always have been: in the negotiations on the future 
agreement between the UK and the EU. I do not 
accept the argument that says that these issues can 
only be solved by all or part of the UK remaining 
in the customs union or in the single market. The 
evidence is that other arrangements are perfectly 
possible, and are also perfectly compatible with the 
Belfast or Good Friday Agreement, to which we are 
of course steadfastly committed.

Boris Johnson Cabinet

The key Brexit-related appointments in Boris Johnson’s 
cabinet are: Michael Gove, Minister without Portfolio, 
responsible for Brexit preparations; Stephen Barclay, 
reappointed as Brexit Secretary, and Julian Smith, former 
Chief Whip, appointed Northern Ireland Secretary. 

Prime Minister is Letter to European Council President 
Donald Tusk, 19 August 2019 

Prime Minister Johnson wrote to the President of the 
European Council, Donald Tusk on 19 August 2019. Key 
passages in the four page letter addressed Brexit, outlining 
three reasons why the backstop is not acceptable to the 
UK:  

First, it is anti-democratic and inconsistent with 
the sovereignty of the UK as a state. The backstop 
locks the UK, potentially indefinitely, into an 
international treaty which will bind us into a 
customs union and which applies large areas of 
single market legislation in Northern Ireland. It 
places a substantial regulatory border, rooted in 
that treaty, between Northern Ireland and Great 
Britain. The treaty provides no sovereign means 
of exiting unilaterally and affords the people of 
Northern Ireland no influence over the legislation 
which applies to them. That is why the backstop is 
anti-democratic.

Second, it is inconsistent with the UK’s desired final 
destination for a sustainable long-term relationship 
with the EU. When the UK leaves the EU and 
after any transition period, we will leave the single 
market and the customs union. Although we remain 
committed to world-class environmental, product 
and labour standards, the laws and regulations to 
deliver them will potentially diverge from those of 
the EU. That is the point of our exit and our ability 
to enable this is central to our future democracy.

Accordingly, as I said in Parliament on 25 July, we 
cannot continue to endorse the specific commitment, 
in paragraph 49 of the December 2017 Joint 
Report, to “full alignment” with wide areas of the 
single market of the customs union. That cannot be 
the basis for the future relationship and it is not a 
basis for the sound governance of Northern Ireland.
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Third, it has become increasingly clear that the 
backstop risks weakening the delicate balance 
embodied in the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement. 
The historic compromise in Northern Ireland is 
based upon a carefully negotiated balance between 
both traditions in Northern Ireland, grounded in 
agreement, consent, and respect for minority rights.

While I appreciate the laudable intentions with 
which the backstop was designed, by removing 
control of such large areas of the commercial and 
economic life of Northern Ireland to an external 
body over which the people of Northern Ireland 
have no democratic control, this balance risks being 
undermined. The Belfast (Good Friday Agreement) 
neither depends upon nor requires a particular 
customs or regulatory regime. The broader 
commitments in the Agreement, including parity 
of esteem, partnership, democracy, and to peaceful 
means of resolving differences, can best be met if we 
explore solutions other than the backstop.

The letter argued that, as the UK and EU have already 
agreed that alternative arrangements can be part of 
the solution, the backstop should be replaced with “a 
commitment to put in place such arrangements as far 
as possible before the end of the transition period, as 
part of the future relationship”. The Prime Minister 
concluded that “we are ready to look constructively and 
flexibly at what commitments might help” should these 
arrangements not be in place by the end of the transition 
period. 

President Tusk’s Response

President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, 
responded by tweet: “The backstop is an insurance to 
avoid a hard border on the island of Ireland unless and 
until an alternative is found. Those against the backstop 
and not proposing realistic alternatives in fact support re-
establishing a border. Even if they do not admit it.”

Speaking to reporters in Brussels, the Commission 
spokesperson Natasha Bertaud said Tusk’s tweet 
was a “reaction that we share. We welcome the UK 
Government’s engagement and continued commitment 

to an orderly withdrawal,” she said. “However, we also 
know that the letter doesn’t provide a legal operational 
solution to prevent the return of a hard border on the 
island of Ireland, it doesn’t set out what any alternative 
arrangements could be, and in fact it recognises that there 
is no guarantee that such an arrangement will be in place 
by the end of the transitional period.”

Speaking ahead of the G7 Summit in Biarritz, Donald 
Tusk said that “One thing I will not co-operate on is no 
deal. We are willing to listen to ideas that are operational, 
realistic and acceptable to all Member States including 
Ireland, if and when the UK government is ready to put 
them on the table.”

In an internal note sent to the EU27 countries, quoted 
in Brussels-based media, the Commission’s task force 
dealing with Brexit described parts of Johnson’s letter 
as “inaccurate” and “misleading” and set out the agreed 
joint position of the EU27: “The backstop is a necessary, 
legally operative solution in the Withdrawal Agreement 
to prevent the return of a hard border on the island of 
Ireland,” said the note, issued by the European Council, 
which represents all the Member States in Brussels. “The 
EU regrets that the new United Kingdom government 
wants to replace a legally operative solution with a 
commitment to try to find a solution - yet to be found - 
by the end of the transition period.”

The Commission President, Jean-Claude Juncker, has 
remarked that a no-deal Brexit would hurt Britain more 
than the rest of Europe. “If it comes to a hard Brexit, that 
is no one’s interest, but the British would be the big losers. 
They are acting as though that were not the case, but it is.”  

Opposition to ‘No deal Brexit’  

Opposition MPs and a number of ‘rebel’ Tories are 
working on plans to thwart the Prime Minister’s apparent 
willingness to proceed with a no-deal Brexit on 31 
October. This cross-party group is looking at legislative 
and procedural options with mounting concern at the 
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perceived influence of Boris Johnson’s controversial advisor, 
Dominic Cummings who was seen as the mastermind of 
the Leave campaign in 2016. 

With Parliament on its summer recess, contacts and 
discussions between those who constitute a Commons 
majority opposed to a no-deal outcome are continuing 
with particular emphasis on the role of the Labour Party 
and its controversial leader, Jeremy Corbyn who will 
gather opposition leaders and Tory rebels at a meeting in 
Parliament to discuss the fight against a no-deal Brexit, 
amid continuing splits over tactics to prevent Boris 
Johnson leading a crash-out from the EU on 31 October. 
The Labour leader invited SNP, Liberal Democrat, Plaid 
Cymru, Conservative and independent MPs to visit his 
office on Tuesday 27 August, as he urged them to talk 
about “all tactics available to prevent no deal.”

The tactic has emerged of a Commons vote of no-
confidence in the Johnson administration, which has a 
current majority of one. It is proposed that this would be 
followed by the establishment of an interim cross-party 
Government with the sole purpose of seeking an extension 
to the UK departure date to permit a general election or 
a second referendum.   Divisions exist on the potential 
leadership of such a Government; the Labour Party insists 
that Jeremy Corbyn, as Leader of the Opposition, must be 
Prime Minister while others argue for a “government of 
national unity” headed by a senior MP such as Conservative 
MP Ken Clarke or Labour MP Harriet Harman. 

There are a number of separate plans to stop the UK 
crashing out. They include passing a law to mandate 
Johnson to extend Article 50 to facilitate an election or 
second referendum; gaining support for revoking Article 
50 if there is no deal by 31 October; and finding a way 
to bring the Withdrawal Bill back to the Commons. The 
tight timescale after the return of the Commons in early 
September and the options open to the sitting Prime 
Minister point to a difficult and highly contentious period 
of parliamentary business in the weeks ahead.

Prime Minister in Berlin on 21 August 2019

Chancellor Angela Merkel told Boris Johnson that the 
backstop had always been a “fallback position” which was 
designed to protect the Good Friday Agreement and the 
“integrity of the single market”. Addressing the need for 
a solution to the backstop controversy she argued that 
“If one is able to solve this conundrum, if one finds this 
solution, we said we would probably find it in the next 
two years to come, but we can also maybe find it in the 
next thirty days to come. Then we are one step further in 
the right direction and we have to obviously put our all 
into this.” She said that she wanted Britain to spell out 
what such a solution to the border problem would look 
like. The Prime Minister responded that “You have set a 
very blistering timetable of thirty days – I am more than 
happy with that.”    

The Chancellor later explained that “It is not about 30 
days. The 30 days were meant as an example to highlight 
the fact that we need to achieve it in a short time because 
Britain had said they want to leave the European Union 
on October 31.” The Chairman of the Bundestag Foreign 
Affairs Committee, Norbert Rottgen, commented: “She is 
saying: we need a solution, so go get us a solution. She is 
putting the onus on Johnson.”  

Prime Minister in Paris on 22 August 2019

President Macron told Prime Minister Johnson that the 
Withdrawal Agreement and the Irish backstop are “not just 
technical constraints or legal quibbling” but are “genuine, 
indispensable guarantees” to preserve stability in Ireland 
and the integrity of the single market. The President said 
that he agreed fully with the Chancellor that the clock was 
ticking and it was not possible to wait until the very last 
minute to find a solution and that he saw a continuing 
role for Michel Barnier in seeking a solution “without 
totally reshuffling the Withdrawal Agreement.”

Boris Johnson argued that the UK would not institute or 
impose checks or controls at the Border and insisted that 
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there were “ways of protecting the integrity of the single 
market and allowing the UK to exit from the EU whole 
and entire and perfect as it were.” 

The Prime Minister, on his return to London, ordered 
ministers to draw up a new Irish border policy to ensure 
that the UK can leave the EU with a deal. The Brexit 
Secretary, Stephen Barclay, was told to “turbocharge” 
efforts in search of alternative arrangements.     

In a press briefing, President Macron referred to the risk 
of reigniting the conflict in Northern Ireland. “I consider 
that Irish peace is European peace. We must not allow 
it to be threatened by a political and institutional crisis 
in Britain.” He then commented that Irish reunifications 
and the integration of the entire island in the EU “would 
solve all the problems but that is not up to France.”  

Prime Minister in Northern Ireland.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson visited Northern Ireland 
on 30-31 July 2019. He held a private dinner with DUP 
leaders on 30 July 2019 and held individual meetings 
with the other political parties on the following day.   

The Prime Minister made clear that the UK would 
be leaving the EU on October 31st come what may 
and restated his intention to do so with a deal. He said 
that in all scenarios, the Government is steadfast in its 
commitment to the Belfast-Good Friday Agreement and 
that under no circumstances would there be physical 
checks or infrastructure on the border. He stated his 
commitment to the rigorous impartiality required by 
the Good Friday Agreement, while reaffirming his 
determination to strengthen the Union and Northern 
Ireland’s place within it.

John Bolton Visit

The US national security adviser, John Bolton, visited 
London for meetings with the Prime Minister and senior 
Ministers. He offered the prospect of an early US-UK 
trade agreement following Brexit. He expressed support 
for Brexit, arguing that “We see a successful Brexit 

as being very much in our interests” and adding that 
“Britain’s success in exiting the EU is a statement about 
democratic rule […] the fashion in the European Union 
is when the people vote the wrong way from the way the 
elite wants, you make the peasants vote again and again 
until they get it right.”  

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

UK ‘no deal’ forecasts

A UK Treasury paper on preparations for a no-deal Brexit, 
codenamed ‘Operation Yellowhammer’ reported by the 
Sunday Times reveals that the UK could also face months 
of disruption at its ports, while plans to avoid a hard 
border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of 
Ireland are unlikely to prove sustainable.

The dossier says leaving the EU without a deal could lead 
to: fresh food becoming less available and prices rising; a 
hard Irish border after plans to avoid checks fail, sparking 
protests; fuel becoming less available with a potential 
loss of up to 2,000 jobs if the government sets petrol 
import tariffs to 0%; UK patients having to wait longer 
for medicines, including insulin and flu vaccines; a rise in 
public disorder and community tensions resulting from 
a shortage of food and drugs; passengers delayed at EU 
airports, Eurotunnel and Dover; and freight disruption 
at ports lasting up to three months, caused by customs 
checks. 

The Government responded to the leak, saying that 
the document was not what it expected to happen, but 
outlined scenarios being looked at as part of its no-deal 
preparations.

Varadkar – Johnson Contacts

The Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and Prime Minister Johnson 
spoke by phone for the first time on 30 July 2019. The 
Taoiseach emphasised that the backstop was necessary as 
a consequence of decisions taken in the UK and by the 
UK Government. Noting that the Brexit negotiations 
take place between the UK and the EU, the Taoiseach 
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explained that the EU was united in its view that the 
Withdrawal Agreement could not be reopened. Alternative 
arrangements could replace the backstop in the future, but 
thus far satisfactory options have yet to be identified and 
demonstrated. The Taoiseach invited the Prime Minister 
to Dublin to share further their respective analyses on 
Brexit and to continue discussion of bilateral matters. 

On 19 August 2019 they spoke by phone for almost an 
hour. The Prime Minister indicated that the current 
Withdrawal Agreement will not get through the House 
of Commons, that the backstop must be removed, and 
an alternative solution found. Taoiseach reiterated the 
EU27 position that the Agreement cannot be reopened, 
and emphasised the importance of the legally operable 
guarantee to ensure no hard border and continued free 
trade on the island of Ireland. They agreed that their 
teams would maintain close contact while recognising that 
negotiations take place between the UK and the EU27 
Task Force. The continuation of the Common Travel Area 
was confirmed. They also agreed to meet in Dublin in 
September.

Ursula Von der Leyen on Brexit

The nominated Commission President, Ursula von der 
Leyen, said that she is prepared to extend the UK exit 
from the EU beyond the 31 October deadline if necessary, 
emphasising that Brexit was a serious decision which was 
regretted. The EU had worked hard to arrange the orderly 
departure of the UK. 

Central Bank Forecasts

The Central Bank of Ireland has warned of job losses in the 
event of a no-deal Brexit. The Bank predicted 34,000 fewer 
jobs by the end of 2019 and up to 110,000 fewer jobs over 
the next decade. The report said that: “A disorderly Brexit 
would present enormous challenges for the Irish economy. 
It would result in a loss of output and employment 
compared to a scenario where the UK remained in the EU, 
and could result in a drop in economic growth.”     

The employers’ group IBEC has argued that the 
Government should be planning for a no-deal Brexit by 
putting legislation and funding in place “no matter what 
the outcome”. The Government will need to ensure the 
national investment plan is maintained because it will 
prop up the regional economy.

Beef Sector fund

The Minister for Agriculture, Michael Creed announced 
an emergency Brexit aid package for Irish beef farmers 
worth €100 million, made up of funds from the European 
Union and the Exchequer. The package will mean that beef 
farmers can claim aid of €100 per adult cattle slaughtered 
for up to 100 cattle per herd. The Minister remarked that 
ongoing uncertainty surrounding the outcome of Brexit 
had contributed to market disturbance.  

Irish Government Activity

Four Government Brexit Updates in July and August 
provided details of activities related to Brexit preparations. 
The Government has highlighted nine steps that all 
businesses can take to help prepare for the UK’s departure 
from the EU and has appealed directly to a number of 
sectors of concern seen to have low levels of preparedness, 
including construction, agri-food and smaller businesses 
who may not realize they are trading with the UK.

The Minister for Finance, Paschal Donoghue indicated that 
Revenue has intensified its Brexit engagement programme 
with 37,000 letters issued to businesses outlining the 
most critical preparation steps such as securing customs 
registration (EORI number). The Minister for Business, 
Enterprise and Innovation, Heather Humphries has spoken 
of the Clear Customs initiative offering a free training 
programme to build skills capacity in the customs sector.  
Local Brexit events were listed for Monaghan, Donegal, 
Wicklow, Dublin, Longford, Cavan and Westmeath.

Tánaiste Simon Coveney met the EU Chief Negotiator, 
Michel Barnier, in Brussels on 19 July. The French 
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Minister for EU Affairs, Amelie de Montchalin visited the 
border region with Minister for European Affairs, Helen 
McEntee.  

Section Three: Background Material and   
Further Reading
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