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Section One: State of Play

UK Election Campaign

A long General Election campaign – with polling on 12 
December - is underway following the Dissolution of 
Parliament on 6 November. The Boris Johnson campaign 
slogan – Get Brexit Done – is the central argument in that 
part of the campaign which deals with Brexit, while much 
of the early policy debate has been devoted to key domestic 
issues – the health service, education, crime and policing, 
broadband, family policies - and to arguments about future 
levels of public spending and taxation.    

While the formal Party Manifestos are yet to appear from the 
various party back rooms, it is possible to identify the main 
lines of policy on the Brexit issue.   

The Conservatives argue for an early departure on or before 
the new deadline of 31 January 2020. With an overall 

majority they could push the Withdrawal Agreement through 
Parliament, the Prime Minister asserting that “We will leave 
with the new deal that is already agreed by the end of January.”

The Labour Party wants to renegotiate the new Brexit deal 
– with the UK remaining in an EU customs union and 
retaining a ‘close’ Single Market relationship – and to put it 
to another public vote, with a ‘credible’ Leave option versus 
Remain. 

The Liberal Democrats, on the basis of their recent party 
conference, have made a clear pledge to cancel Brexit if they 
win power. If they do not win a majority, they will support a 
second referendum.

The Brexit Party wants the UK to leave the EU in a no-
deal, ‘clean break’, Brexit. It opposes the revised Withdrawal 
Agreement and initially intended to run candidates in all 
constituencies but pulled back to avoid splitting the Leave 
vote.
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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 – 
involving commentaries, speeches, texts and event reports – which are highlighted on the Institute website. (www.
iiea.com)  (www.iiea.com)
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The Green Party campaigns vocally for a second 
referendum, believing that the UK should stay in the 
European Union.  

The Scottish National Party is pro-Remain and has been 
campaigning for another referendum with the ultimate 
objective of winning a new referendum on Scottish 
independence – achieving an independent Scotland that 
is a full member of the European Union.

The Democratic Unionist Party backs Brexit but 
is extremely unhappy with the revised Withdrawal 
Agreement which it sees as a threat to the union and 
demands a veto on any new customs arrangement. 

Plaid Cymru backs Remain, despite the Welsh vote for 
Leave in 2016, and wants a second referendum.   

Prime Minister’s Campaign Launch

On 13 November, Prime Minister Boris Johnson formally 
launched the Conservative Party election campaign in a 
speech at an electric vehicle plant in the West Midlands.  

In a speech which highlighted the party’s extensive 
policy commitments – investments in the National 
Health Service, forty new hospitals, increased funding 
for primary and secondary schools, 20,000 more police 
officers - he addressed the Brexit issue, highlighting how 
a Conservative majority could resolve the Brexit question:

The UK is admired and respected around the 
world, but people are baffled by our debate on 
Brexit and they cannot understand how this great 
country can squander so much time and energy on 
this question and how we can be so hesitant about 
our future. If we can get a working majority, we 
can get Parliament working for you, we can get out 
of the rut. 

We face a historic choice. At this election the 
country can either move forwards with policies 
that will deliver years of growth and prosperity, 
or it can disappear into an intellectual cul-de-sac 
of far left Corbynism.   We can honour the wishes 
of the people, or else we can waste more time, at 

the cost of a billion pounds per month, and have 
two more referendums, one on Scotland and one 
on the EU – an expense of spirit and a waste of 
shame, more political self-obsession….This is why 
I urge everybody undecided how to vote -- imagine 
waking up on Friday 13th December after the 
election to find the Corbyn-Sturgeon coalition in 
Downing Street.   They will ruin 2020 with two 
referendums, they will ruin the economy with out of 
control debt, they will put taxes up for everyone and 
instead of an Australian points system we’ll have 
uncontrolled and unlimited immigration.

The Prime Minister followed up with a BBC interview in 
which he spoke about the negotiation of the long term 
relationship between the UK and the EU, arguing that 
one year - 2020 – is “bags of time” to finalise a new free-
trade agreement and post-Brexit relationship.  “There is 
absolutely no reason why between January and the end of 
next year, we shouldn’t complete that free-trade deal and 
have a wonderful new partnership with the EU based on 
zero tariff, zero quotas.”    

He insisted that he did not want an extension beyond 
the end of 2020 and said he would not ask for one if he 
had a parliamentary majority. The current agreement 
provides for the possibility of an extension to give more 
time for completion of the negotiation. This must be 
requested by 1 July 2020. His stance led to expressions of 
concern that the UK could leave the EU without a deal 
at the end of 2020, since it is widely accepted that one 
year is not enough time to complete what will inevitably 
be a complex, technical arrangement. There would be 
more speculation about the outcome with unwelcome 
economic and political uncertainty. 

Brexit Party

The Brexit Party began its campaign by rejecting Boris 
Johnson’s new deal and stating a determination to field 
candidates in all 632 constituencies, arguing for its 
‘clean break’ policy. This approach was criticised by the 
Conservatives and many Leave supporters as a threat to 
the Leave position. Eventually the party leader, Nigel 
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Farage, spoke about the decision:     

It’s been a difficult decision to make, but I have 
to say that last night, for the first time I saw 
something since that Brussels summit that actually 
was optimistic; because I saw Boris Johnson on a 
video saying 

‘We will not extend the transition period beyond 
the end of 2020’. Now you may well say to me, isn’t 
this the same Boris Johnson who said he’d die in 
a ditch rather than extend from the 31st October? 
And yes, the issue of trust, the issue of delivery is 
a very real one […] but at least it was a clear, 
unequivocal statement from him, that we’re not 
going on beyond the end of 2020. But much more 
significantly, he said something else that really did 
matter to me, hugely. He said we would negotiate 
a trade deal, a Super Canada trade deal with no 
political alignment. 

I weighed up Boris’s promises […] the Brexit Party 
will not contest the 317 seats the Conservatives 
won at the last election. But what we will do is 
concentrate our total effort into all of the seats that 
are held by the Labour Party and we will also take 
on the rest of the Remainer parties.

In the event, the Party will field 275 candidates and has 
claimed that a number of its potential candidates were 
offered inducements – including peerages – to stand aside 
in areas where the Tories hope to take Labour seats. 

Tánaiste in Seanad Eireann on revised Withdrawal 
Agreement

Tánaiste Simon Coveney spoke in Seanad Éireann 
on 6 November 2019, updating members on Brexit 
developments and presenting a comprehensive 
explanation of the changes made and agreed. He outlined 
the circumstances which had led to the renegotiation of 
the Withdrawal Agreement and said that while Ireland 
had “supported this renewed engagement”, it was 
important that any revised Agreement must protect the 
Good Friday Agreement and avoid a hard border on the 
island of Ireland while continuing to protect the integrity 
of the Single Market and Customs Union.    

He indicated that the new Withdrawal Agreement meets 
these conditions and that the Irish Government welcomed 
it, preserving as it does much of the original Agreement. 
He outlined the elements that remained unchanged, 
including the transition period, citizens’ rights, financial 
settlement, measures to maintain the Common Travel 
Area and confirmation of EU citizenship for Northern 
Ireland citizens.

He proceeded to outline the new provisions in the 
Northern Ireland Protocol:

The revised Protocol on Ireland and Northern 
Ireland sees the backstop provisions replaced with 
new Northern Ireland specific arrangements. These 
provide a legally operable solution, and certainty 
that at the end of the transition period, the benefits 
of the peace process can continue to be enjoyed by 
all. This has been a priority for the Government, 
and our EU partners, throughout the negotiations. 
Equally, business leaders and representative 
organisations in Northern Ireland have been clear 
of the need to ensure that arrangements protect the 
gains of the past twenty years and promote economic 
stability and progress.

Customs and VAT provisions mean that Northern 
Ireland will remain part of the UK’s customs 
territory, but continue to apply the rules of the 
Union Customs Code. EU customs duties will apply 
to goods entering Northern Ireland if those goods 
are at risk of entering the EU’s Single Market. No 
customs duties will be payable, however, if the goods 
entering Northern Ireland from the rest of the UK 
are not at risk of entering the EU’s Single Market.

Northern Ireland will remain aligned to a limited 
set of EU rules, notably all rules related to goods. This 
avoids any customs or regulatory checks or controls 
on the island of Ireland. Northern Ireland will be 
able to benefit from any Free Trade Agreements the 
UK signs and will also have access to the European 
Single Market. This unique opportunity allows 
Northern Irish companies to produce goods for 
the UK and EU markets. Some of the practical 
detail will be further clarified during the transition 
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period by the EU and the UK, working together, in 
the Joint Committee.

Unlike the backstop, which was envisioned as 
temporary and an insurance policy, the new 
arrangements could have a more enduring 
nature.  However, no one wants to see Northern 
Ireland remaining in these arrangements, if it 
does not want to. Therefore, a role is provided for 
a majority of Northern Ireland’s elected MLAs to 
decide if the arrangements are to be maintained. 
Some have asked if ‘parallel consent’ from unionist 
and nationalist representatives is needed, along 
the lines it is applied elsewhere to key decisions 
in the Assembly on devolved matters. However, 
international treaties and international relations 
are not devolved matters. They are excepted 
matters which fall under the competence of the 
UK Government and not the Northern Ireland 
Executive or Assembly.

Equally, it is important that no outcome provides 
one side or the other with a practical veto. That 
risks paralysis, and no solution at all. So, the process 
envisaged in the Protocol ensures that neither 
unionism nor nationalism has a controlling vote, or 
veto, or block. The vote of each and every individual 
MLA, and the views of their constituents, is of equal 
weight and importance. The UK Government has 
also given a commitment that before the vote there 
will be proper consultation with business and civil 
society. It should be based on the lived reality and 
experience of businesses, farmers and citizens and 
not a proxy for any other issue.

The Tánaiste indicated that the negotiations on a “broad, 
deep and flexible partnership between the EU and the 
UK” could begin immediately following the ratification 
of the Withdrawal Agreement, and pointed to the newly 
created Commission Taskforce for Relations with the 
UK, which will be led by Michel Barnier. The Tánaiste 
commented that it would be important for Ireland to 
ensure that its priorities and principles are reflected in the 
negotiations, which will require a whole of Government 
effort. He said that work is underway at a Government 
level on identifying and elaborating on Irish priorities:

Our approach will remain consistent – we want 
to see the closest possible relationship between the 
EU and the UK, while also ensuring adequate 
level playing field provisions to facilitate fair 
competition. During this process we will build 
on our strong relations with the Taskforce and 
Commission. We will also continue to engage 
with Oireachtas members, domestic stakeholders 
and Member States. Substantial work will also be 
required, during the transition period, to finalise 
a range of sensitive issues arising in relation to 
the implementation of the Protocol on Ireland/
Northern Ireland in the Withdrawal Agreement.

He warned of the risk of a no-deal Brexit on 31 January 
2020 and said that no-deal preparations for 31 October 
could be “banked” for use in January, while the additional 
time “can be used to add or refine our response measures.” 
He said that Ireland “will continue to prioritise certain 
key issues over the period ahead” while highlighting that: 
“It is also important to take into account that some of the 
no-deal preparedness measures already in place may also 
be relevant if and when a future relations agreement enters 
into force.”

The Tánaiste concluded:

Brexit, in whatever form it takes, means significant 
change for the people of this island. As we move, 
hopefully, from ratifying and implementing 
the Withdrawal Agreement, to negotiations on 
EU-UK future relations, managing Brexit will 
remain a priority for the foreseeable future. We 
are determined to rebuild, strengthen and energise 
relationships North-South and East-West, for the 
benefit of all our businesses, and all our people.  
The Government will ensure that the intensive 
work continues to prepare Ireland for all possible 
outcomes and to make sure that we are best placed 
to advance Ireland’s interests in the next phase of 
Brexit.

EU Responses

The EU is moving to open ‘infringement proceedings’ 
against the UK for non-compliance with EU law over 
Prime Minister Johnson’s refusal to appoint a member 
of the new European Commission following the latest 
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extension of EU membership. There were repeated 
requests from the incoming Commission President, Ursula 
von der Leyen, to propose a UK member, because of her 
concern that the lack of a British nominee could threaten 
the starting date of the Commission on 1 December. They 
were firmly rebuffed.

The President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, 
also approaching the end of his term of office, has said 
that Britain will lose influence in international affairs 
– becoming a ‘second-rate player’ – after it leaves the 
European Union. “I have heard repeatedly from Brexiteers 
that they wanted to leave the EU to make the UK global 
again, believing that only alone it can truly be great. But 
the reality is exactly the opposite. Only as part of a united 
Europe can the UK play a global role, only together can 
EU confront, without any complexes, the greatest powers 
of this world. And the world knows.it.”    

Michel Barnier has warned the UK that the EU will not 
tolerate unfair economic competition on its doorstep if 
the UK chooses to adopt a “pick and mix” approach to 
EU trading standards after Brexit. “The UK might want 
to be able to diverge, to pick and mix regarding different 
economic sectors. But we want a level playing field.” He 
told a Web Summit audience that the EU’s number one 
objective post Brexit is maintaining peace in Northern 
Ireland. This is followed by protecting the Single Market 
and only then by the objective of building a relationship 
with the UK.   

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

Northern Ireland Campaign

The contest for Northern Ireland’s eighteen seats has 
produced significant examples of electoral pacts on both 
sides of the divide which saw 10 Leave seats and 8 Remain 
in 2017.

As examples, the UUP has withdrawn in North Belfast 
giving the DUP’s Nigel Dodds a free run against Sinn 
Fein’s John Finucane who has been boosted by the 

withdrawal of the SDLP.  Sinn Féin has withdrawn in 
South Belfast to help the SDLP take a seat from the DUP. 
Sinn Féin and the SDLP have withdrawn in East Belfast 
in favour of the Alliance Party’s Naomi Long.     

A visit to Northern Ireland by Prime Minister Johnson on 
7 November led to accusations of misleading voters about 
crucial details of the new Brexit deal when he appeared 
to contradict the Brexit Secretary, Steve Barclay, who had 
told the House of Lords that Northern Ireland businesses 
would need to complete ‘exit summary declarations’ in 
respect of goods shipped from Northern Ireland to the 
rest of the UK.       

Mario Draghi Departure 

On 28 October 2019, Mario Draghi addressed a Farewell 
Reception marking his departure from the European 
Central Bank after an eight-year tenure of the office of 
President. He appealed for more unity within the bank’s 
leadership and among EU policymakers, arguing that:

For us Europeans, in a globalised world, a true 
sovereignty that meets people’s needs for security and 
prosperity can be achieved only by working together 
[…]

This year marks two decades of monetary union, 
which is by any measure a momentous anniversary. 
Not so long ago, the euro area economy was scarred 
by a level of unemployment probably unseen since the 
Great Depression, and fundamental questions were 
being asked about whether the euro would survive. 
Today 11 million more people are in work. Public 
trust in the euro has risen to its highest level ever. 
Across the euro area, policymakers are reaffirming 
that the euro is irreversible. This construct has been 
largely successful: incomes across the continent have 
materially increased, integration and value chains 
have developed to an extent unimaginable 20 years 
ago, and the Single Market has survived intact 
through the worst crisis since the 1930s.

Today, we are in a situation where low interest rates 
are not delivering the same degree of stimulus as in 
the past, because the rate of return on investment 
in the economy has fallen. Monetary policy can still 
achieve its objective, but it can do so faster and with 
fewer side effects if fiscal policies are aligned with 
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it. This is why, since 2014, the ECB has gradually 
placed more emphasis on the macroeconomic policy 
mix in the euro area. A more active fiscal policy 
in the euro area would make it possible to adjust 
our policies more quickly and lead to higher interest 
rates.

Whichever path is taken, it is plain to see that now 
is the time for more Europe, not less. I mean this not 
in an axiomatic way, but in the truest traditions of 
federalism. Where results can best be delivered by 
national policies, let it stay that way. But where 
we can only deliver on the legitimate concerns of 
the public by working together, we need Europe 
to be stronger. For us Europeans, in a globalised 
world, a true sovereignty that meets people’s needs 
for security and prosperity can be achieved only by 
working together. As Chancellor Merkel has said, 
“we Europeans have to take our destiny into our 
own hands if we want to survive as a community.”

Christine Lagarde

On 1 November 2019 the European Central Bank issued 
the following Press Release:

Christine Lagarde, former Managing Director of 
the International Monetary Fund, has today taken 
up her duties as President of the European Central 
Bank (ECB).  She was appointed by the European 
Council on 18 October 2019 for a term of office of 
eight years. She succeeds Mario Draghi, who was 
President of the ECB from 1 November 2011 to 31 
October 2019.

Moody’s Credit Rating

Moody’s has lowered the UK Credit Outlook to negative, 
arguing that ‘Brexit paralysis’ has made policymaking less 
predictable. The Financial Times pointed out that credit 
agencies had warned that the country’s sovereign debt 
would be at risk of a downgrade in the event of a no-deal 
Brexit and underlined the fact that S&P and Fitch had 
put the UK on negative watch.   

Moody’s had held a ‘stable’ outlook but stated that: 
“The increasing inertia and, at times, paralysis that had 
characterised the Brexit-era policymaking process has 
illustrated how the capability and predictability that 
has traditionally distinguished the UK’s institutional 
framework has diminished.”
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