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Section One: State of Play

Party Manifestos Launched 

Conservative Party Manifesto: Get Brexit Done. 
Unleash Britain’s Potential

The Conservative Party launched their manifesto, entitled 
‘Get Brexit Done: Unleash Britain’s Potential’ on 24 
November 2019, the last of the political parties to do 
so. Prime Minister Boris Johnson promised to end the 
“seemingly unending Brexit boxset drama.” On Brexit, the 
manifesto outlined the Conservative Brexit strategy, which 
consists of passing the current Withdrawal Agreement 
and leaving the EU by 31 January 2020, negotiating a 
free trade deal outside the EU Single Market and Customs 
Union, with no political alignment:

We must move on. No more renegotiations. No more 
referendums. Every week is costing us. Investment 
is waiting to come into the country. Families and 

businesses cannot make vital decisions. The public 
services cannot get the attention they deserve.

Our priority as Conservatives is to get Brexit done – 
so that we can unleash the potential of this great 
country. So that we can push past the obstacles that 
other parties have put in our country’s way. So that 
we can deliver on the people’s decision in 2016 and 
use our new post-Brexit freedoms to transform the 
UK for the better by focusing on your priorities.

If we elect a majority of Conservative MPs to 
Parliament, we will start putting our deal through 
Parliament before Christmas and we will leave the 
European Union in January.

Boris Johnson’s new deal takes the whole country out of 
the EU as one United Kingdom. It takes us out of the 
customs union, allowing us to set our own tariffs and 
do our own trade deals. It allows us to pass our own 
laws and ensures that it is our courts that enforce them.
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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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Our deal is the only one on the table. It is signed, 
sealed and ready. It puts the whole country on a 
path to a new free trade agreement with the EU. 

This will be a new relationship based on free trade 
and friendly cooperation, not on the EU’s treaties 
or EU law. There will be no political alignment 
with the EU. We will keep the UK out of the single 
market, out of any form of customs union, and end 
the role of the European Court of Justice.

This future relationship will be one that allows us to: 
take back control of our laws; take back control of 
our money; control our own trade policy; introduce 
an Australian-style points-based immigration 
system; raise standards in areas like workers’ rights, 
animal welfare, agriculture and the environment; 
ensure we are in full control of our fishing waters.

We will negotiate a trade agreement next year – one 
that will strengthen our Union – and we will not 
extend the implementation period beyond December 
2020. In parallel, we will legislate to ensure 
high standards of workers’ rights, environmental 
protection and consumer rights.

Labour Party Manifesto: It’s Time for Real Change

On Thursday, 21 November 2019, the Labour Party 
launched their manifesto entitled ‘It’s Time for Real 
Change’. The Brexit section of the manifesto was 
populated with details of their strategy to renegotiate 
the deal within three months, in order to establish a 
future relationship in which the UK remains inside the 
Customs Union, with close Single Market alignment as 
well as alignment on standards such as workers’ rights 
and environmental protections. It promises an in-out 
referendum with options to remain in the EU or leave 
on the basis of the new deal within six months of being 
elected.

Labour will give the people the final say on 
Brexit.  Within three months of coming to power, 
a Labour government will secure a sensible deal.  
And within six months we will put that deal to 

a public vote, alongside the option to remain. A 
Labour government will implement whatever the 
people decide. Only a Labour government will 
put this decision in the hands of the people to give 
you the final say.  This will be a legally binding 
referendum and we will implement the people’s 
decision immediately. 

Labour will secure a new Brexit deal – one that 
protects jobs, rights and the environment, avoids a 
hard border in Northern Ireland and protects the 
Good Friday Agreement and the peace process.  We 
will also ensure that there is no change in the status 
or sovereignty of Gibraltar.  

Our deal will be based on the principles we have 
set out over the last two years:  A permanent and 
comprehensive UK-wide customs union; close 
alignment with the Single Market; dynamic 
alignment on workers’ rights, consumer rights 
and environmental protections so that UK 
standards keep pace across Europe as a minimum; 
continued participation in EU agencies and 
funding programmes, including in such areas as the 
environment, scientific research and culture; clear 
commitments on future security arrangements, 
including access to the European Arrest Warrant 
and shared databases.  

If in a referendum the British people decide to 
remain in the EU, this must not mean accepting 
the status quo.  Labour will work with partners 
across Europe to make the case for radical reform 
of the EU – in particular to ensure that its 
collective strength is focused on tackling the climate 
emergency, tax evasion and enduing austerity and 
inequality.  The EU needs a new political direction 
and, if the people decide the UK should remain in 
the EU, Labour will lead the way to ensure that 
change.

If people decide to leave, a Labour government will 
work constructively with the EU on vital issues of 
mutual interest and to the mutual benefit of the 
UK and EU.  But we will leave the EU.

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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Liberal Democrat Manifesto: Jo Swinson’s Plan for 
Britain’s Future

On Wednesday, 20 November 2019, Jo Swinson launched 
the Liberal Democrat manifesto, promising that a vote for 
the Liberal Democrats would be a vote to stop Brexit. The 
Liberal Democrats Brexit policy is to revoke Article 50 in 
the event that they win a majority. In the (more likely) 
event that they were to enter a coalition, the Party would 
advocate for a second referendum, in which they would 
campaign to remain.

Every vote for the Liberal Democrats is a vote to 
stop Brexit and stay in the European Union. For 
over three years Liberal Democrats have led the 
fight to stop Brexit. We campaigned to stay in the 
EU in 2016 and we unequivocally believe that the 
UK is stronger as part of the EU.

The election of a Liberal Democrat majority 
government on a clear stop Brexit platform will 
provide a democratic mandate to stop this mess, 
revoke Article 50 and stay in the EU. In other 
circumstances, we will continue to fight for a 
people’s vote with the option to stay in the EU, and 
in that vote we would passionately campaign to 
keep the UK in the EU.

Electing a Liberal Democrat government is the 
only way to get the Brexit process over. Although 
the Conservatives claim that a vote for them will 
‘get Brexit done’, it won’t: it will simply usher in 
more years of difficult negotiations over the UK’s 
trade deal with the EU, with a very high chance 
of Britain crashing out and trying to survive on so-
called ‘WTO terms’ – a deal so bad that almost 
no other country anywhere in the world trades on 
that basis. Labour want to reopen the Withdrawal 
Agreement all over again and negotiate a new deal 
– but they will not say whether they want Britain to 
remain in the EU or leave. The fact is that whether 
Labour Red or Tory Blue, Brexit is bad for the UK.

The national humiliation of Brexit puts so much 
at risk – the NHS, public services, jobs across the 
country, scientific collaboration, peace in Northern 

Ireland, the unity of the UK, our ability to tackle 
global crises such as climate change and our global 
reputation as a country that is confident and 
outward-facing. By keeping the UK in the EU, we 
can get on with tackling the real issues facing our 
country, using the Remain Bonus of £50 billion to 
invest in public services and tackle inequality. A 
Liberal Democrat government will stop Brexit – 
and build a brighter future for the UK by keeping 
us at the heart of the European Union.

Scottish National Party Manifesto: Stronger for 
Scotland

The SNP launched its manifesto on 27 November 2019. 
The manifesto made the case for Scotland to be an 
“independent, European nation”

People are heartily sick of Brexit and the mess at 
Westminster. But there is no end in sight to the 
Westminster Brexit chaos. A vote for the SNP is a 
vote to escape Brexit. It’s a vote to put Scotland’s 
future in Scotland’s hands. So, at this election there 
is a choice for Scotland. A chaotic, Brexit-obsessed 
Westminster could decide our future for us. Or we 
can demand our right as a country to decide our 
own future.

The chaos of Brexit has exposed just how 
dysfunctional Westminster really is. We have had 
an unelected Prime Minister with no mandate 
seek to impose a damaging Brexit on Scotland, 
and a paralysed Parliament delivering for no one. 
Scotland deserves better. Now more than ever, it 
is vital to have strong SNP voices standing up for 
Scotland.

We believe that the best future for Scotland is to 
be an independent, European nation. Not for 
our own sake, but because it allows Scotland to 
become the open, tolerant, inclusive and democratic 
nation we are determined to build. By making all 
our own decisions here in Scotland, we could end 
poverty faster, play our full part in tackling the 
climate emergency, ensure a fair deal for pensioners 
and create new opportunities for jobs and our 
economy. We have a clear mandate to deliver a new 
referendum on becoming an independent country, 

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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and we are making it clear at this election that next 
year we intend to offer the people of Scotland a 
choice over their future. 

Escape from Brexit 

Scotland voted overwhelmingly to remain in the EU 
but has been completely ignored by Westminster and 
our interests have been trampled over throughout 
the entire process. This is unacceptable. There is 
no way that Brexit will be done in the next few 
months. Instead it will go on for years as the UK 
has to try to negotiate trade agreements with the 
EU and countries around the world. We will work 
with others across Scotland and the UK to escape 
from Brexit. In a UK context, we will support a 
second EU referendum with Remain on the ballot 
paper. And if it is the only alternative to a ‘no deal’ 
Brexit, we will support the revocation of Article 
50. Whatever Scotland’s constitutional status it is 
important for the UK to remain as close to the EU 
as possible. SNP MPs will always vote to protect 
Scotland’s place in the single market and customs 
union.

Green Party Manifesto: If Not now, When?

The Green Party launched its manifest on Wednesday, 6 
November, with a strong emphasis on the climate emergency. 
Its Brexit policy is to campaign for a second referendum on 
any Brexit deal, in which it would back Remain. It recognised 
the 2016 referendum result as a result of “hollowed out 
communities, power centralised at Westminster, local 
economies starved of investment, run down public services 
and jobs without dignity”. It committed to fighting to reform 
the EU organising a youth centred pro-European movement. 

We are a proudly pro-European party and are 
unequivocally campaigning for Britain to Remain 
in the EU. Nobody voted for less democracy during 
the 2016 referendum and we continue to believe 
that more democracy is the way to break the current 
Brexit deadlock and start to unite our country again.   
Our Green MP, Caroline Lucas, was a co-founder 
of the campaign for a People’s Vote. The Green MPs 
you elect will champion their constituent’s right to 
an immediate final say on the terms of any Brexit 
deal, through a People’s Vote, with Remain as an 

option on the ballot paper. 

The place that we’ve been brought to by the outcome 
of the Brexit referendum is difficult, dangerous and 
divisive. Democracy and truth are under attack, 
and the real agenda of those pulling the populist 
strings is widespread chaos in which discord will 
thrive. It’s time to choose what kind of country we 
want to be and to rediscover the hopes and dreams 
that will unite us. There can be no turning back 
the clock. The referendum was a radical rejection of 
a status quo that is intolerable for huge numbers of 
people in this country. The social contract is broken 
and the power game is rigged. 

We recognise the reasons why many people voted 
for Brexit: hollowed out communities, power 
centralised at Westminster, local economies starved 
of investment, run down public services and jobs 
without dignity. We will make staying and fighting 
for the Europe we want a pathway to change – to 
a society that is genuinely fair, green and fulfilling. 
Greens will play a leading role in mobilising a 
positive pro-European movement that has young 
people at its heart. We have demonstrated that we 
are willing to work across party boundaries to resist 
Brexit, and will continue to do so. 

We will inspire a vote to remain with a vision of 
the way membership of the EU can improve all our 
lives. And whatever happens, we will guarantee the 
full rights of EU citizens and their families living 
in the UK, including the right to automatic settled 
status and ensure there is no rolling back of the rights 
and protections enshrined in the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. A Green vote in this General 
Election A Green vote in this General Election is 
an opportunity to choose remaining in the EU and 
transforming the UK. It’s an opportunity to choose 
a People’s Vote. It’s an opportunity to choose Project 
Hope over Project Fear.

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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Party Leaders’ Debates 

Boris Johnson and Jeremy Corbyn debated head-to-head 
on ITV on 19 November. Polling revealed a virtual dead-
heat in public reaction. The polling suggested that the 
Prime Minister came across as more likeable while Corbyn 
was seen as more trustworthy. Boris Johnson stuck to a 
single line of attack based on the slogan ‘Get Brexit Done’ 
and highlighted the ambiguity of Labour’s approach. 
Jeremy Corbyn scored on the future of the NHS and on 
austerity. The studio audience laughed when the Prime 
Minister replied “I think it does” when asked if the truth 
mattered. There was a similar response to Jeremy Corbyn’s 
attachment to a four-day working week.       

The second debate, on BBC Question Time involved 
the main party leaders and ranged widely over Brexit, 
antisemitism in Labour, Scottish independence, 
renationalisation, an unpublished report on Russian 
interference in UK politics and the Prime Minister’s 
trustworthiness and his perceived racism. The studio 
audience proved robust and determined in pursuing all 
of the leaders and demanding answers. Commentators 
saw the Scottish First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, as the 
winner “for clarity, agility, intelligence […]” The headline 
moment came about when Jeremy Corbyn indicated 
that he would take a “neutral stance” in a future Brexit 
referendum, acting as an “honest broker”

A variety of media interviews with the two major party 
leaders produced significant moments on issues such 
a Boris Johnson’s truthfulness and the number of his 
children and Jeremy Corbyn’s position on anti-Semitism 
within the Labour Party following a damaging open letter 
from the Chief Rabbi.   

All of these events took place against the background of 
opinion polls consistently pointing to a working majority 
for the Conservatives but subject, as always, to the nature 
of the ‘first-past-the-post’ voting system and to the 
implications of regional situations, notably in Scotland 
where the independence issue has become central to the 
debate.   

European Institutions

On 27 November 2019, the plenary session of the 
European Parliament in Strasbourg voted – by a margin of 
461 to 157 – to approve the von der Leyen Commission. 
Ahead of the vote, the President-elect presented her team 
of Commissioners to the Parliament “from different 
cultures, countries, different backgrounds and political 
colours […] and, only one woman away from gender 
balance.” The Commission contains 27 members as the 
United Kingdom, although it has not yet left the Union, 
failed to nominate a member. 

The new team includes Josep Borrell as the High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security charged 
by the President to “invest in alliances and coalitions 
to advance our values” and to “strengthen our partners 
through cooperation, because strong partners make 
Europe strong too.” 

The Irish nominee, Phil Hogan, moves from Agriculture 
to Trade, where he will have a key role in post-Brexit 
trade talks. The President commented that Phil Hogan 
“is known as a very tough negotiator, but a fair one […] 
he will ensure that our future trade agreements include a 
chapter on sustainable development.”

In her introductory speech to Parliament, Ursula von 
der Leyen, recalled that 27 November was the thirtieth 
anniversary of the general strike at the heart of the 
Velvet Revolution and quoted Vaclav Havel: “Work for 
something because it is good, not just because it stands a 
chance to succeed.”  She continued: “I choose this quote, 
because over the next five years, our Union will embark 
together on a transformation which will touch every part 
of our society and of our economy. And we will do it, 
because it is the right thing to do. Not because it will be 
easy. We sometimes forget that our greatest achievements 
have always come when we are bold.”    

On 1 December 2019, the new Commission entered into 
office, as Ursula von der Leyen succeeded Jean-Claude 
Juncker as President. On the same day, the former Prime 

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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Minister of Belgium, Charles Michel commenced his 
five-year term as President of the European Council, 
succeeding Poland’s Donald Tusk.  

Section Two: The Evolving Debate

Queen’s Speech Schedule

The UK Government has indicated that, if it is returned at 
the General Election on 12 December, the new Parliament 
will be summoned on 17 December, to swear-in members 
and elect the Speaker. The State Opening of Parliament and 
the Queen’s Speech will follow on Thursday 19 December.    

This arrangement is designed to enable the Prime 
Minister to bring back his Brexit deal to Parliament before 
Christmas and to move towards the UK’s departure from 
the EU on 31 January 2020.   

If there is a change of Government, it is anticipated that 
the Queen’s Speech would be in January.  

Three Key Brexit Dates

The Irish Times commentator Cliff Taylor has identified 
three key Brexit-related dates in 2020:

31 January 2020 could be the day the UK leaves the 
EU and enters the transition period. This will require 
Parliament to pass the Withdrawal Agreement and 
associated legislation. While this is a tight timeline, it is 
possible if Boris Johnson wins a working majority on 12 
December.   

30 June 2020 is the deadline for a UK request for an 
extension of the transition period beyond 31 December. 
If no extension is requested there will be uncertainty 
about the ability to conclude a trade deal by the end 
of December with further concerns for business and 
consumer confidence.

31 December 2020 is the date on which the transition 
period ends. Boris Johnson insists that a trade agreement 

can be finalised by that date but failure to do so would 
produce a critical situation with the possibility of the UK 
leaving with no deal, confronting Ireland with a ‘hard 
border’ crisis.     

Business Reactions

At the CBI Annual Conference by Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson and Labour Party Leader Jeremy Corbyn on 18 
November, one FTSE 250 chairman remarked that “The 
conservatives feel like the lesser of two evils. There is little 
economic case for Brexit, the flagship Tory policy. But a 
Corbyn-led government, offering the most radical agenda 
since 1983, is likely to be a bigger risk to business.”

The Prime Minister, in contrast to earlier remarks about 
business, told the conference that the CBI had “done 
a fantastic job” but failed to win over his listeners with 
his policy indications. His main theme – taking the UK 
out of the EU as soon as possible – was not well received 
by business leaders for whom Brexit remains extremely 
unpopular. In another section of his speech, dealing 
with changes designed to boost smaller businesses, he 
made the unwelcome announcement that a proposed 
cut in corporation tax – worth as much as £6 billion for 
companies – had been shelved. He went on to pledge 
support for business and wealth creation.

Jeremy Corbyn set out to strike a conciliatory tone, arguing 
that Labour would retain access to the EU Single Market 
and Customs Union, promising better infrastructure 
and enhanced business education, and pledging support 
for reform of business rates and apprenticeship levies. 
However, the Labour Party’s extensive nationalisation 
programme was described as “damaging” and sending “a 
chill through boardrooms at home and abroad” by the 
CBI. 

The Liberal Democrat Leader, Jo Swinson, won applause 
for arguing that “if you want to get Brexit done or sorted, 
then you are not the party for business” and promising to 
“stop Brexit on day one.”

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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The CBI President, John Allan, said that no party really had 
the answer for Brexit, which he described as “kryptonite” 
for investment in the UK. “The fate of business is more 
uncertain than ever.”

European Peoples Party Congress

Taoiseach Leo Varadkar attended the Congress of the 
EPP in Zagreb where 2,000 delegates from across the 
EU elected the outgoing European Council President, 
Donald Tusk, as President. This was seen as a message to 
the newer Member States that they are full members of 
the EU political families, “not on the outside but with a 
full say in EU issues.” 

The chief EU Brexit negotiator, Michel Barnier, told 
delegates that EU policymakers need to move on from the 
UK’s imminent departure. “We in the EU regret Brexit. 
Although the UK withdrawal is unfortunate, the future 
of the EU is much more important. We must devote our 
energies to the positive agenda that lies before us.” He 
hoped for an agreement with the UK that included zero 
tariffs and quotas but stressed that the EU would not 
tolerate dumping of cheaper goods and services from the 
UK.     

The Taoiseach told the Congress that he doubted that 
Boris Johnson would be able to successfully negotiate a 
comprehensive trade deal with the EU within a year. He 
said that if the Prime Minister wants a quick Free Trade 
Agreement then it would be in his interest to negotiate 
a very close relationship rather than a Canada-type 
agreement which would take longer to negotiate. “The 
quickest deal that we can negotiate is one that’s very 
similar to our current relationship, the more the future 
relationship diverges from the status quo the longer it 
going to take.”  
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