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Section One: State of Play
EU publishes its negotiating mandate 

On 3 February 2020, two days following the 
UK withdrawal from the EU, the European 
Commission published its recommendation 
to the Council on the EU negotiation mandate 
for the future relationship with the UK. The 
document was based on European Council 
guidelines and conclusions, as well as the 
Political Declaration on the Future Relationship, 
negotiated with the UK in tandem with the 
Withdrawal Agreement. The recommendation 
includes proposals for a number of negotiating 
directives, covering a comprehensive array of 
areas from trade, law enforcement and judicial 
cooperation, foreign policy and security and 

defence and other areas for cooperation. There 
is a separate chapter on governance issues. 
The recommendation is to be adopted by the 
General Affairs Council on 25 February 2020 
and negotiations will open shortly afterwards.

UK Prime Minister outlines ambitions 
on future relationship agreement

Shortly after the UK left the EU on 31 January 
2020, UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson 
outlined his vision for the future relationship 
with the EU post-Brexit, calling for a ‘Canada-
style’ Free Trade Agreement with the EU, in 
which the UK would diverge from the EU on a 
range of issues including “competition policy, 
subsidies, social protection, the environment, 
or anything similar [..]”.

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)
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Brexit is Brexit

On 31 January 2020 the United Kingdom left 
the European Union and on 1 February 2020 the 
eleven-month Transition Period commenced.

The President of the European Council, Charles 
Michel made a Statement on the Future of 
Europe following the departure of the United 
Kingdom, in which he said that the European 
Union is “opening a new chapter and we will 
devote all our energy to building a stronger 
and more ambitious European Union.” He 
continued:

[…] yesterday we had the occasion to 
have a strategic debate between the 
institutions in order to see how it is possible 
to have a better cooperation, but also 
how it is possible to face the challenges: 
digital agenda, climate change, and to 
make a new growth strategy.

He addressed the “many strengths” he believed 
the EU to have, including “strong values, strong 
freedoms, rules of law, 27 strong democracies, 
22 million businesses, a big single market and a 
powerful single market.” He spoke of the need 
to create a more efficient Union, in particular 
for the Parliament, Commission and European 
Council to “work closely together with common 
priorities, with a common political agenda in 
order to be able to show again that this unique 
European project in history is a very strong 
project and a very optimistic and very positive 
project for all European citizens.” He further 
added that “at the international level […] we 
have many reasons to be more self-confident 
and assertive. And we have to certainly also 
try to work together in order to deliver more, 
also at this level.”

The United Kingdom Departs

As the moment of exit on 31 January 2020 
approached, Prime Minister Boris Johnson 
addressed the nation. He remarked that “for 
many people, this is an astonishing moment 
of hope, a moment they thought would never 
come” and acknowledged the “many of course 
who feel a sense of anxiety and loss.” He 
continued, saying that “there is a third group 
– perhaps the biggest – who had started to 
worry that the whole political wrangle would 
never come to an end.” The Prime Minister 
claimed to “understand all those feelings” and 
said that it was the job of the Government 
and the Prime Minister “to bring this country 
together now and take us forward.”. He went 
on to declare:

[…] this is not an end but a beginning. 
This is the moment when the dawn 
breaks and the curtain goes up on a new 
act in our great national drama. And yes 
it is partly about using these new powers 
– this recaptured sovereignty – to deliver 
the changes people voted for

We have obeyed the people. We have taken 
back the tools of self-government. Now is 
the time to use those tools to unleash the 
full potential of this brilliant country and to 
make better the lives of everyone in every 
corner of our United Kingdom.

The Presidents of the European Council (Charles 
Michel), European Commission (Ursula von 
der Leyen) and the European Parliament 
(David Sassoli) issued a Joint Statement on 
the historic fact of UK departure. They said 
that the event “will be a day of reflection and 
mixed emotions” for the three Presidents, “as 
it will for so many people”. They wrote that 
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their “thoughts are with all of those who have 
helped to make the European Union what it is 
today. Those who are concerned about their 
future, or disappointed to see the UK leave. 
Those British members of our institutions who 
helped shape policies that made lives better 
for millions of Europeans.” They continued, 
stating their regret but respect for the UK’s 
decision to leave, and their “fondness for the 
United Kingdom – something which goes 
far beyond membership of our Union.” And 
saying that “we will think of the UK and its 
people, their creativity, ingenuity, culture and 
traditions, that have been a vital part of our 
Union’s tapestry.” They continued to outline 
the provisions of the Withdrawal Agreement 
and their ambitions for the future relationship:  

The agreement we reached is fair for 
both sides and ensures that millions of 
EU and UK citizens will continue to have 
their rights protected in the place they 
call home.

At the same time, we need to look to 
the future and build a new partnership 
between enduring friends. Together, our 
three institutions will do everything in 
their power to make it a success. We are 
ready to be ambitious.

How close that partnership will be 
depends on decisions that are still 
to be taken. Because every choice 
has a consequence. Without the free 
movement of people, there can be no 
free movement of capital, goods and 
services. Without a level playing field on 
environment, labour, taxation and state 
aid, there cannot be the highest quality 

access to the single market. Without 
being a member, you cannot retain the 
benefits of membership. Over the next 
weeks, months and years we will have 
to loosen some of the threads carefully 
stitched together between the EU and 
the UK over five decades. And as we do 
so, we will have to work hard to weave 
together a new way forward as allies, 
partners and friends.”

Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, 
spoke on her reaction to the fact of Brexit:  

Indeed, tomorrow, almost half a century 
of the United Kingdom’s membership of 
the European Union is over. When the UK 
joined – I was still at school –, we were 6 
Member States. Tomorrow we will be 27 
Member States.

During all these years – 47 plus years –, 
our Union has gained political impetus 
and has become a global economic 
powerhouse. Our experience has taught 
us that strength does not lie in splendid 
isolation but in our unique Union.  
Nowhere else in the world can you find 27 
nations of 440 million people, speaking 
24 different languages, relying on each 
other, working together, living together.  
This is not by accident or by chance. 
This is grounded in centuries of shared 
history, decades of shared experience 
and a determination and confidence to 
shape our common future together. Let 
there be no doubt: The challenges that 
Europe faces, and the opportunities that 
it can grasp, have not changed because 
of Brexit.



BREXIT 
BRIEF

BREXIT BRIEF 080 | FEB 2020

Also, on 31 January 2020, Tánaiste and 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Simon Coveney 
commented that “today marks an end and 
a beginning […] it is a sombre day for some 
in the UK and a positive one for others.” He 
continued that Ireland “will always regret 
that our closest neighbour and partner will 
no longer sit with us and the other members 
states around the EU table.” Turning to the 
future relationship, he remarked that while 
“we still don’t have the full picture of the 
final terms of the UK’s future relationship 
with the EU […] we know it will not be the 
same”, but  stressed that “Ireland’s bilateral 
relationship with the UK is and will remain of 
vital importance.” He concluded that: 

As a co-guarantor of the Good Friday 
agreement, as a jurisdiction sharing the 
island of Ireland and as an EU member 
state, Ireland will play its part to ensure 
that the withdrawal agreement will work 
for the people of Ireland, north and south, 
for the UK and for the EU.

The Tánaiste commented further in a meeting 
with Brexit stakeholders:

Two days from now, UK membership of 
the European Union will end. A transition 
period will be in place until 31 December 
2020 – during this period, the UK will 
continue to follow EU rules and in return, 
it will be treated as if it is a Member 
State. This is hugely important in giving 
certainty to citizens and businesses that 
current arrangements will continue for 
the rest of 2020.

The focus now is on agreeing an EU-UK 
relationship for the future and to ensure 

effective implementation of the Protocol 
on Ireland/Northern Ireland. The end of 
the transition period will inevitably involve 
significant changes, in particular for many 
of our businesses. The Government is 
continuing its work to make sure that 
Ireland is ready for all Brexit scenarios, 
and it is vital that all stakeholders remain 
engaged together on this work.

European Withdrawal Act 

On 23 January 2020 the Speaker of the 
House of Commons, Sir Lindsay Hoyle, told 
the House: “I have to notify the House, in 
accordance with the Royal Assent Act 1967, 
that Her Majesty has signified her assent to 
the following Act: European Union (Withdrawal 
Agreement) Act 2020.”

The Withdrawal Bill was approved by the 
House of Commons on 9 January 2020 – by 
330 votes to 231. It then went to the House 
of Lords which sat for nearly 40 hours and 
debated more than 100 amendments, five 
of which were adopted and returned to the 
Commons where they were opposed by the 
Government and defeated by large majorities.   

Prime Minister Johnson noted the passage 
of the Bill by commenting that this “finally 
delivers the result of the 2016 referendum 
and brings to an end far too many years of 
argument and division. At times it felt like we 
would never cross the Brexit finish line, but 
we’ve done it.” 

One Lords amendment called for the bill to be 
changed to take note of the Sewel Convention, 
which states that Parliament should not legislate 
on devolved issues without the consent of the 
Scottish Parliament, the Welsh Assembly and 
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the Stormont Assembly in Northern Ireland.   
Speaking on this point the Commons leader 
of the Scottish National Party, Ian Blackford 
said: “We are faced with a situation that 
is completely unprecedented when the 
Governments in Edinburgh, in Belfast and in 
Cardiff have not given consent to this Act of 
Parliament. That completely contravenes the 
devolution settlement that made it clear that 
the consent of the devolved Administrations 
had to be given for Bills of Parliament involving 
the devolved Administrations to become Acts 
of Parliament.”

Devolved Assemblies reject 
Withdrawal Agreement

The three devolved assemblies- in Scotland, 
Northern Ireland and Wales – have voted 
against consent for the EU Withdrawal Bill.

The Scottish Parliament voted by 92 to 29 to 
refuse consent, with Labour, the Green Party 
and the Liberal Democrats supporting the 
position of the SNP administration.  The SNP 
Brexit Secretary commented “Scotland has had 
enough of being spoken for and enough of being 
spoken over.” First Minister Nicola Sturgeon 
insisted that Brexit will pave the way for Scottish 
independence as an opinion poll showed a 
narrow majority backing independence.

In the Northern Ireland Assembly a clear 
majority voted for a motion affirming that the 
body “does not agree to give its consent to the 
Bill” with no audible dissenters. All five main 
political parties spoke in support of the motion. 
The DUP, which had backed the Leave position 
in the referendum, said that the withdrawal 
arrangement posed significant challenges for 
Northern Ireland.

In the Welsh Assembly, the Senedd, a total 
of 35 assembly members, from Labour and 
Plaid Cymru, opposed the proposed law, while 
15 backed it.  Wales had narrowly voted for 
Leave in the 2016 referendum, but the details 
of the Withdrawal legislation led to concerns 
that it could allow UK ministers to change the 
powers of the assembly as contained in the 
devolution settlement, without its consent. 

In London, the Brexit Secretary, Steve 
Barclay, stated that while the UK Government 
should not normally press ahead with such 
legislation without the consent of the devolved 
“administrations the circumstances of Brexit“ 
are “specific singular and exceptional.” In 
this particular case the British government 
will proceed without their consent but would 
continue to work to address the concerns of 
the three assemblies.   

European Parliament Approves

On 29 January 2020 the European Parliament 
ratified the Brexit Withdrawal Agreement 
following a sometimes emotional debate. The 
final vote was 621 to 49 with 13 abstentions, 
a vote which provided final certainty that 
the UK would make an orderly exit from the 
European Union at midnight on 31 January.  

In advance of the Parliament debate and vote, 
the Presidents of the European Commission 
and the European Council, on 24 January 
2020, formally endorsed the agreement at 
a signing ceremony in the European Council 
headquarters.
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Section Two: The Evolving Debate

Transition Period Begins

The eleven month Transition Period 
commenced on 1 February. An extension 
to the period, to provide additional time for 
negotiations on future UK-EU relations has 
been ruled out by Prime Minister Johnson. 
Negotiations are likely to commence at the 
beginning of March on the basis of initial policy 
positions and guidelines set by both sides in 
the coming weeks.

While the EU position is discussed in a 
series of seminars involving representatives 
of the EU27, led by Michel Barnier, the UK 
Government is firing opening shots. Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, Sajid Javid, has spoken of 
divergence from EU rules and standards and 
urged business to “adjust” to a future where 
the UK no longer adhered to EU regulations. 
Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab has said that 
“alignment is not on the negotiating table.”  

Prime Minister Johnson will establish his initial 
position on the forthcoming talks by asserting 
that he UK will not accept alignment with EU 
rules and any role for the European Court of 
Justice in trade disputes, and stressing that 
the UK is prepared to have customs checks at 
Britain’s borders in the absence of the type of 
trade deal that he considers appropriate.   Boris 
Johnson is known to favour an agreement “at 
least as ambitious” as the EU-Canada free 
trade deal, which was agreed after seven 
years of negotiation.  

The European Commission President has 
indicated that she wants an ambitious trade 
agreement of “unprecedented scale” with 

“no tariffs, no quotas and no dumping”. 
Michel Barnier believes that, in the eleven 
month period insisted on by London, only 
a “basic agreement” is possible, covering 
“trade in goods, level playing field, fisheries 
and security.”: 

The Prime Minister has confirmed that David 
Frost, who will lead the trade negotiations on 
his behalf, will be supported by a 40-person 
task force, reporting to Downing Street now 
that the Department for Exiting the EU (DExEU) 
has been disbanded. David Frost will have 
deputies from the Foreign Office and Treasury. 

Meanwhile, business and trade interests in 
the UK complain about a lack of consultation 
and engagement by Government on the 
future EU-UK trade negotiations. A business 
leader commented that: “There is some 
general consultation on the US-UK and other 
international deals, but absolutely nothing on 
the UK-EU side. If you were cynical you would 
think they don’t want to hear the arguments.” 
As the Transition Period begins there are 
indications that the responsible minister, 
Michael Gove, will commence meetings with 
the key representative groups. 

Michel Barnier in Dublin   

The EU Chief Brexit negotiator, Michel 
Barnier, met the Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, at 
Government Buildings on 27 January 2020, 
four days before UK departure from the EU.

The Taoiseach commented on the discussions:

In this next phase of Brexit, the second 
half of Brexit you might say, Michel will be 
focused on reaching a new comprehensive 
partnership, including a free trade 
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agreement, between the European Union 
and the UK. I welcome the fact that Michel 
has said that he is ready to begin work on 
the future EU-UK relationship as soon as 
possible after that.

We both agreed that it is essential to get 
this right and to create the best possible 
framework for working and cooperating with 
our close neighbour and friend, the UK.

We discussed some of the particular 
challenges of Brexit for Ireland in this 
next phase of negotiations – fishing, 
agriculture, exporters, the land bridge, 
aviation, haulage, universities – the list 
is long. Also the fact that the British and 
Irish economies are intertwined, and our 
unique history and geography as a nation.

On Friday the UK is leaving the EU. We’ll 
say goodbye to an old friend […] we hope 
it works out for them. But if it does not, 
there will always be a seat kept for them 
at the table.

Michel Barnier then travelled to Belfast where 
he told an audience at Queen’s University 
that he recognised concerns about possible 
disruptions to trade and heavy administrative 
burdens after Brexit and insisted that the EU 
“will not turn its back on Northern Ireland.”

General Election Manifestos on Brexit 

Fianna Fáil

Throughout the entire first phase of the 
Brexit negotiations Fianna Fáil acted in 
the national interest and ensured, via the 
Confidence and Supply Arrangement, that 
the Government had stability to conclude 

the first phase of the Brexit negotiations. 
The unanimity and solidarity shown by 
members of the Dáil on this issue played 
a central role in bringing the first phase 
negotiations to a conclusion. 

While the possibility of a no-deal Brexit 
may have subsided for now, the UK has 
committed to not extend the transition 
period beyond December 2020. If a 
future trading relationship is not agreed 
in that timeframe, without an extension, 
we may once again face a no-deal Brexit. 
Therefore, across all sectors and in all 
areas, preparations must continue for all 
possible outcomes. In any event, Brexit 
will have a negative impact on Ireland. 

Negotiations on the future relationship will 
be arduous and complex. In government 
Fianna Fáil will ensure Ireland’s unique 
interests are to the fore.  We will work to 
secure the closest trading and cooperation 
relationship possible and maintain our 
shared work as co-guarantors of the 
Good Friday Agreement. 

Fine Gael 

Through intensive engagement with 
our EU partners, the revised withdrawal 
agreement meets all our objectives, 
including protecting the Good Friday 
Agreement, avoiding a hard border, 
protecting the integrity of the Single 
Market and Customs Union and Ireland’s 
place in them. This puts Ireland in the 
best possible position for it to face the 
challenges ahead.

On 31 January, the UK will leave the 
EU. But, this does not mean that 
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‘Brexit is done’. The standstill transition 
arrangements expire at the end of this 
year. Within that timeframe, a new long-
term relationship between the EU and 
the UK must be negotiated and ratified. 
If it does not prove possible to negotiate 
and agree a favourable relationship, we 
risk the imposition of tariffs and quotas 
on trade between Ireland and the UK. 
Such a failure would result in significant 
and long-lasting consequences for many 
sectors of our economy. 

We will work for the closest, deepest and 
broadest possible relationship with the 
UK, with a level playing field in terms 
of standards, state aid, workers’ rights, 
environmental protections and cooperation 
in the areas of justice and security, fisheries 
and transport connectivity. We will keep 
a laser-like focus on the negotiations 
to ensure that Ireland’s interests are 
protected and prioritised. 

Sinn Fein

The EU through its negotiations on 
Brexit has demonstrated concern about 
the peace process and the future of the 
Good Friday Agreement. It has already 
accepted that, in the event of Unity, the 
North would automatically become part 
of the EU. This European goodwill can 
be harnessed. The debacle arising from 
Brexit is evidence that you need to plan 
for the future. 

As the detrimental political, economic 
and social impact of Brexit plays out, the 
goal of Irish Unity, of the island of Ireland 
within the EU, will become increasingly 

attractive. This issue is not going away. On 
the contrary, it is clear that a referendum 
Irish Unity needs to be planned for now. 
That is primarily, though not exclusively, 
the responsibility of the Irish Government. 
The Government must begin the process 
of planning for Irish Unity.

The biggest challenge businesses across 
this island face is the threat posed by 
Brexit. It is therefore up to the Irish 
Government to stand up for the concerns 
of businesses and workers across 
Ireland.   Sinn Féin would expand capital 
investment, ensure Irish SMEs are in 
the best possible position to deal with 
whatever post-Brexit scenario unfolds.    

Labour Party

Labour will seek to ensure no hardening of 
the border due to Brexit, and to minimise 
border infrastructure and checks between 
Ireland and Britain. Labour will support 
the full implementation of agreements 
to maintain the Common Travel Area 
between Ireland and the UK.    Labour 
will strongly advocate for the rights of 
Irish citizens in the UK , including the 
rights to reside, work, vote and access 
public services in the UK, working with 
the Irish embassy and consulates, trade 
unions, civil society groups, business 
associations and the UK Labour Party. 

Labour will seek to expand and enhance 
the British-Irish Council and the British-
Irish Intergovernmental Conference. We 
will ensure frequent contact by ministers 
and officials with their counterparts to 
replace the loss of contact at EU level 
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post-Brexit, and we’ll ensure strong 
bilateral cooperation on common 
interests, with an annual British-Irish 
Community Conference to bring together 
all those interested in building a positive 
bilateral relationship. Labour will expand 
bilateral co-operation with the Scottish 
Government and the Welsh Executive. 

Green Party

We, as an all-island party, believe that 
the decision of the UK to leave the EU 
will cause lasting damage to the people 
of these islands. We are determined to 
minimise the environmental, economic 
and social disruption that it will inevitably 
cause. We commit to supporting rural 
communities and the sectors of the 
economy that will be most affected and 
will work to avoid a regulatory ‘race to 
the bottom’ as the details of the future 
relationship between the EU and the UK 
are negotiated. 

To mitigate the worst effects of Brexit we 
will:  work to secure a comprehensive 
free trade agreement between the EU 
and the UK which protects existing social 
and environmental standards; maintain 
existing energy security agreements 
between the two islands; work to assist the 
UK Government in seeking a successful 
COP26 climate meeting in Glasgow;  
ensure that marine conservation and 
pollution control measures are protected; 
maintain a completely open border on 
the island of Ireland and promote an 
all-island approach to stop cross border 
pollution and deliver a common approach 
to the climate and biodiversity crisis. 

Section Three: Background 
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