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Section One: State of Play
The Reality of COVID-19 

Any consideration of the present situation in 
respect of Brexit must be subject to realisation 
of the facts and threats of the global pandemic. 
Political leadership in Ireland, the UK and 
across the European Union must prioritise the 
fight to control the virus and the struggle to 
find a basis for economic recovery.    

At time of writing, there have been 1,060 
Covid-19 related deaths in the Republic of 
Ireland and a total of 18,500 confirmed cases 
of the disease. When the figures for Northern 
Ireland are taken into account the total for 
the island reaches 1,350 deaths and almost 

22,000 confirmed cases. The Government 
has warned against the easing of current 
restrictions too early though statistics are 
reflecting a positive trend, with a significant 
fall in numbers in intensive care.   

In the UK there are now more than 150,000 
confirmed cases and more than 20,000 deaths. 
As was the case in Spain the incidence of 
deaths grew rapidly at first, doubling every two 
days. The rate of increase has slowed but the 
UK administration has ruled out any possibility 
of an early lifting of the lockdown measures. 
Some other European countries – Germany, 
Austria, Denmark and the Czech Republic – are 
easing the rules but Chancellor Angela Merkel 
warned the Bundestag that this was “not the 
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end phase but still just the beginning.” The 
World Health Organisation has insisted that 
any moves towards lightening the lockdown 
burden must be both slow and careful.    

In Ireland, the Government is using budgetary 
policy to deal with the impact of the crisis. The 
Minister for Finance informed the Dáil on 23 
April of an increase in expenditure of €8 billion 
on previously announced figures to account for 
measures taken in response to the Covid-19 
crisis and to fund income supports over the 
second half of the year. Almost €2 billion has 
been earmarked to support the Health service 
to boost capacity, purchase PPE and hire new 
staff. To support people through this crisis, 
the measures agreed by Government are 
projected, over a 12-week period, to provide 
at least €4 billion in income supports, sick pay 
and illness benefit for impacted workers.  

In the UK, the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
Rishi Sunak has insisted that he would do 
“whatever it takes” to support businesses 
and jobs. His fourth emergency package 
of measures announced a total of £9 billion 
pounds of support for the self-employed, 
bringing the total aid announced since 11 
March to £65.5 billion. “We are all in this 
together,” Sunak said. “I am confident we now 
have the measures in place to ensure we can 
get through this emergency.” 

The European Union has taken significant 
steps to provide assistance to economies 
suffering dramatic setbacks. Finance Ministers 
initially agreed a plan involving €540 billion 
of financial support. The European Council, 
meeting by video link on 23 April, decided to 
take steps to inject an amount of as much 
as €1 trillion of emergency aid and targeted 
investment into the EU economy.    

The Government issued a Statement following 
the video meeting:  

An Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar joined fellow 
leaders at today’s video conference to 
discuss the immediate crisis and to chart 
a path towards economic and social 
recovery. Leaders endorsed the package 
recently agreed by the Eurogroup - worth 
up to €500 billion - and asked that it be 
made operational by 1 June. Leaders also 
discussed the urgent need for a Recovery 
Fund commensurate to the scale of the 
challenge. The Commission was asked to 
undertake further detailed work on this, 
including on how it might be linked to the 
Union’s budget, the MFF.   

Conclusions by President Charles 
Michel following the video conference 
with members of the European 
Council, 23 April 2020 

Members of the European Council today 
expressed a strong will to move forward 
together. We discussed progress on the 
various dimensions of the European 
response to the pandemic and welcomed 
the Joint European Roadmap for 
Recovery which sets out some important 
principles, such as solidarity, cohesion 
and convergence. It further defines four 
key areas for action: a fully functioning 
Single Market, an unprecedented 
investment effort, acting globally, and 
a functioning system of governance. It 
is of utmost importance to increase the 
strategic autonomy of the Union and 
produce essential goods in Europe. 

We endorsed the agreement on three 
important safety nets for workers, 
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businesses and sovereigns, amounting 
to a package worth 540 billion euros. We 
also agreed to work towards establishing 
a recovery fund, which is needed and 
urgent. This fund shall be of a sufficient 
magnitude, targeted towards the sectors 
and geographical parts of Europe most 
affected, and be dedicated to dealing 
with this unprecedented crisis. 

EU-UK Negotiations Restarted 

In a video conference on 15 April 2020 the 
EU and UK Lead Negotiators – Michel Barnier 
and David Frost – reopened dialogue between 
the two sides after a delay occasioned by the 
impact of the pandemic, with Michel Barnier 
testing positive and David Frost confined in 
isolation with symptoms. 

The negotiators exchanged legal texts and 
agreed on the next steps in the process, 
issuing a Joint Statement which announced 
that three week-long rounds of talks would 
be held by video conference in April, May and 
June. The importance of making “real, tangible 
progress” by June was stressed, having regard 
to the deadline for a decision on an extension 
of the transition period. A high-level meeting 
will be held in June to take stock of progress. 

The UK handed Barnier two legal texts, dealing 
with energy and law enforcement, following 
previous papers sent to Brussels covering 
trade, air safety, air transport and civil nuclear 
power. As scheduled face-to-face meetings 
were cancelled, the initial papers were subject 
to video consultation on clarification of various 
aspects but without any real negotiation. A 
senior EU official was quoted: “If we’d had 
those two further rounds, we’d have had 

some clarity on absolute red lines and trade-
offs. But we are not there yet.” 

A serious issue arises from the UK insistence 
that its draft texts can be seen only by Michel 
Barnier’s negotiating team, and not by 
national capitals. It has been pointed out that 
the Member States, who will have the final say 
on any agreement, are working on summaries 
from the negotiating and are denied proper 
sight of the original documents. His point has 
been made to the British side with emphasis on 
the difficulties, and frustrations, caused by this 
British stance. The absence of a British paper 
on the highly controversial issue of Fisheries 
has been highlighted given the urgency of 
finding an agreement by the end of June.      

The EU side has published its 440-page 
draft legal text, arguing that this reflects 
necessary transparency. 

An Agenda was published for the negotiating 
round in the week of 20-24 April which listed 
as many as 40 sessions, starting with a plenary 
session on Monday 20 April and concluding 
with a plenary session and a political meeting 
of the Lead Negotiators on Friday 24 April. Ten 
negotiating teams, of four officials, from each 
side will be involved.      

The Agenda provided for sessions on: Trade 
in Goods (6); Trade in Services and Other 
Issues (6); Fisheries (4); Level Playing Field 
and Open and Fair Competition (6); Transport 
(4); Law Enforcement and Judicial Cooperation 
in Criminal Matters (3); Energy (2); Thematic 
Cooperation (1); Mobility and Social Security 
Cooperation (1): Participation in Union 
Programmes (1): Horizontal Arrangements and 
Governance (2); and Governance Issues (2). 
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First Negotiating Round 20-24 April 
2020 

David Frost opened the first plenary session 
by “reiterating the Government wish not to 
extend the transition period and that the job 
could be done by the end of the year.”    

With this uncompromising position in mind 
the negotiating teams entered into a week of 
complex video conferencing. At the end of this 
difficult procedure, Michel Barnier addressed a 
Brussels press briefing and stated that there 
had been little or no progress in the key areas 
of disagreement between the two sides. He, 
in effect, accused the UK side of a failure to 
engage seriously on some issues, which was 
difficult to understand given the time pressures 
brought about by the impact of the pandemic. 
He argued that there could be no deal unless 
the UK was willing to address the EU’s basic 
concerns – preservation of EU fishing rights 
in UK waters, a level playing field in key areas 
and human rights considerations.   

He insisted that, insofar as the British side 
refused to consider an extension of the 
transition period, it must be prepared to 
make progress on important subjects: “The 
UK cannot impose this very short negotiating 
timetable and at the same time not move […]” 

The UK team responded that: “We do not 
recognise the suggestion that we have not 
engaged seriously with the EU in any area. 
We have just had a negotiating round lasting 
most of a week, including two full days talking 
about fisheries and three full days discussing 
so-called level playing field issues. We are 
ready to keep talking but that will not make us 
any more likely to agree to the EU’s proposals 

in these areas, which are unprecedented and 
do not take account of the fact that we have 
left the EU as an independent state.”   

In Brussels it is argued that the problems 
arise from the UK’s and EU’s fundamentally 
different views on the essential elements of 
a future relationship. The EU is looking for a 
comprehensive legal relationship while the UK 
is seeking a looser arrangement based on a 
trade deal with a range of sectoral agreements. 
This, it is argued, would protect UK sovereignty 
and would reflect international precedent. 

Michel Barnier concluded that the priority 
for both sides was to drive forward the 
negotiations in the forthcoming May and June 
rounds and undertake a serious review before 
the End of June deadline.         

Remarks by Michel Barnier at Press 
Conference 24 April 2020 

Following the second round of negotiations, 
which took place remotely throughout the 
week, Michel Barnier gave a press conference 
to update on progress in the negotiations. He 
outlined the “some forty video conferences 
which took place” during the week and 
lamented that it “is not the same thing in terms 
of the quality of discussions and negotiations.” 
He thanked the teams on both sides for their 
“professionalism and constructive spirit” and 
David Frost in particular for his “frankness 
and determination.” 

Mr Barnier said that the goal of achieving 
parallel progress on all areas was only “very 
partially achieved”. He expressed frustration at 
the UK Government’s refusal to engage on a 
number of “fundamental issues” which he said 
the EU “did not pull out of our hat: they can be 
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found quite precisely in the Political Declaration 
that we agreed with Boris Johnson.” He argued 
that “This document must be implemented 
seriously, precisely and objectively. I regret to 
say that this is not yet the case” 

He noted that the UK Government has also 
made it clear that it plans to refuse any 
extension of the transition period and said 
that the Commission “take note of this 
choice.” In light of this, Mr Barnier said that 
he recommends that “we work hard until June 
and think carefully about our joint response to 
this question of extension, taking into account 
the economic situation and the consequences 
of our decisions.” 

He outlined the three work streams ahead of 
the two teams in the 8 months ahead: 

1) Ensuring the proper implementation of 
the Withdrawal Agreement; 

2) Preparing for the negative economic 
consequences the end of the transition 
period will entail; 

3) Negotiating a future partnership 
between the European Union and the 
United Kingdom 

Mr Barnier outlined four areas on which the 
“progress was disappointing”: 

First: the level playing field: Let me 
remind you of what I said already – and 
what my mandate clearly states: there 
will be no ambitious trade deal without 
an ambitious level playing field on open 
and fair competition. 

The second point on which we remain 
very far apart is the overall governance of 

our future partnership. The EU proposed 
a single framework for the UK and the 
EU to manage jointly and efficiently all 
areas of our future relationship. The UK 
continues to insist on a number of separate 
agreements, each with their separate 
governance arrangements. This leads 
to duplication, inefficiencies and a lack 
of transparency in the application and 
enforcement of the partnership, which is 
in nobody’s interest. 

Future police and judicial cooperation 
in criminal matters is our third concern 
after this second round. Of course, this 
is of particular importance when it comes 
to our future. But we face problems: 
police and judicial cooperation in criminal 
matters. And this is our third concern 
after this second round. We both want a 
close relationship here. The UK refuses 
to provide firm guarantees – rather 
than vague principles – on fundamental 
rights and individual freedoms. It insists 
on lowering current standards and 
deviating from agreed mechanisms of data 
protection. This creates serious limitations 
for our future security partnership. 

Finally, we made no progress on Fisheries. 
On this essential topic, the UK has not put 
forward a legal text. The EU will not agree 
to any future economic partnership that 
does not include a balanced, sustainable 
and long-term solution on fisheries. That 
should be crystal clear to the UK. 

He concluded by with a reminder of the High-
Level Conference which is due to take place 
in June to take stock of the negotiations, 
before which there are only two rounds of 
negotiations left, beginning on the weeks of 11 
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May and 1 June. He remarked that June will be 
an ocasion to take stock, not only of progress 
on negotiations on the future relationship, but 
also on what progress the UK has made for 
the implementation of the Protocol on Ireland/
Northern Ireland. 

Section Two: The Evolving Debate 

IMF on UK Transition  

The IMF has suggested the UK and the EU 
should not “add to uncertainty” of coronavirus 
by refusing to extend the period to negotiate 
a post-Brexit trade deal. Managing Director 
Kristalina Georgieva, when asked what she 
thought about the prospect of no trade deal 
this year and no extension to talks, told the 
BBC that because of the “unprecedented 
uncertainty” arising from the pandemic, 
it would be “wise not to add more on top 
of it”. “I really hope that all policymakers 
everywhere would be thinking about [reducing 
uncertainty]. It is tough as it is, let’s not make 
it any tougher” she said. Asked specifically if 
she would advise an extension to trade talks, 
Ms Georgieva said: “My advice would be to 
seek ways in which this element of uncertainty 
is reduced in the interests of everybody, the 
UK, the EU, and the whole world.” 

Arguments for an Extension 

The desirability of an extension of the transition 
period has been raised by many interested 
parties and commentators.    

The British Chambers of Commerce has 
argued that UK businesses risk being placed 
in an impossible position. “They face a future 
in which a new normal, complete with physical 
distancing requirements, which will have to be 

devised for the economy. The notion that firms 
can also cope with new customs arrangements 
with the EU is for the birds. Businesses will 
need breathing space and stability.”  

Norbert Rottgen, chair of the Bundestag Foreign 
Affairs Committee has called for an extension 
for up to two years to avoid compounding the 
economic damage of the coronavirus pandemic 
with a hugely disruptive and disorderly Brexit. 
It is impossible to see how the UK and other 
EU counties could agree even a minimal outline 
free trade agreement this year. 

The Irish Times argues that “the pandemic pain 
inflicted on the UK economy has not apparently 
prompted any rethink on how to minimise 
Brexit-related damage. On the contrary, 
for ideological Brexiteers the challenge of 
concealing Brexit’s real economic damage has 
become a good deal easier. The EU needs the 
pressure, we are told. And yet two months is a 
long time in a pandemic. Plenty of time to find 
new excuses for another U-turn.”  

The Centre for European Reform writes that 
“the debate about extending the transition is 
not about trying to frustrate Brexit, but about 
whether more time is needed for the UK to 
negotiate its future trading relationship with 
the EU, in the context of a global pandemic 
[…] A pragmatic approach would see the 
EU and UK agree to the maximum two-year 
extension, while stating that an earlier exit is 
possible if requested by one of the parties.”  

The former Deputy Prime Minister, David 
Lidington, says simply that “There is not 
enough bandwidth to pay attention to Brexit 
in Whitehall, the European Commission and 
the major EU capitals.”  
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The UK Lead Negotiator, David Frost counters 
these views, saying “Extending would simply 
prolong negotiations, create even more 
uncertainty, leave us liable to pay more to the 
EU in future and keep us bound by evolving 
EU laws at a time when we need to control 
our own affairs. In short, it is not in the UK’s 
interest to extend.” 

Northern Ireland Protocol 

A key agenda item for the June Review will 
be an assessment of what progress has been 
made on implementation of the Protocol on 
Ireland and Northern Ireland just six months 
before the end of the transition period. An 
important step was the first meeting of the 
Joint Committee on the Withdrawal on 30 
March at which it was agreed to establish 
a Specialised Committee on the Protocol 
which will meet for the first time on 30 April. 
The Cabinet Office has confirmed that the 
Specialised Committee will be “comprised of 
official-level representatives of the EU and the 
UK” and will “meet as regularly as required 
to facilitate engagement between the UK and 
the EU on protocol implementation.” 

Michel Barnier made it clear that there must be 
clear evidence “that the UK is advancing with the 
introduction of the agreed customs procedures 
for goods entering Northern Ireland from Great 
Britain and that the UK will be able to carry 
out all necessary sanitary and phytosanitary 
controls, as well as other regulatory checks on 
goods entering Northern Ireland from outside 
the EU as of January 2021.”  

A working group, set up to provide technical 
information to the Committee, will become 
“a forum for the exchange of information 
and mutual consultation” on implementation. 
There will be intensive consultation with 

sectoral bodies and experts. It is expected 
that Thomas Lieflaender, the deputy head 
of the European Commission’s Brexit task 
force, will lead the Committee with a senior 
figure from the Northern Ireland Executive, 
possibly Andrew McCormick, Director General 
of International Relations. 
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