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Negotiating Brexit: What Implications for the EU and Future 

EU-UK Relations? Policy Roundtable Held at the Centre for 

European Research on 9 December 2019  

Antonio Astolfi 

 

 

Summary 

 

The UK’s popular vote to exit the European Union (EU) after more than 40 years since its accession stands 

out as a major juncture for the EU, both for its integration process and future enlargement, as much as 

for its internal power-balance and external global strategy (Whitman, 2019). Although the UK has always 

acted as the ‘awkward partner’ in European integration, some of the EU’s landmark achievements, such 
as the establishment of the Single European Market (SM) and the “A 10” eastward enlargement, would 
have been far-fetched had the UK not exercised its decisive brokering power.  In the wake of another snap 

general election in the UK on the 12th  of December, 2019 - whose outcome is as much uncertain as 

definitive for the future of the country and its relations with the EU – this NEXTEUK Policy Brief aims to 

offer both a retrospective account of the way in which EU member states (EU27) negotiated Brexit and 

also provide a forward-looking analysis of their underlying importance for the political future of the EU.  

 
Several challenges have arisen for the EU-UK relationship. Most immediately, the absence of nomination 

of a UK Commissioner in the new Von der Leyen Commission and the legal action taken by the EU in front 
of the European Court of Justice against the UK government signals a newly tense relationship between 

the two parties. In addition, the perspective of a scenario where the UK becomes the ‘new Singapore’ and 

a tax haven has raised some concerns amongst EU member states. Other challenges for the EU involve 
cushioning the contraction of the EU’s budget and the absence of the UK contribution in the next Multi-

Annual Financial Framework (MFF), and the potential loss of the UK in European intelligence-sharing to 
the benefit of the big five eyes. Within this context, the present brief reviews why EU member states’ 

Brexit negotiation strategies matter in the context of the current EU’ re-ordering of its internal power. 

Second, the Franco-German divergences along with the positioning of the Republic of Ireland, The 

Netherlands, Poland and Spain are also analysed. Based on this assessment, the third part provides some 

forward-looking scenarios for a post-Brexit EU: such as its new internal power-balance, shifting political 
alliances and policy focus. 

 

  

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2019/11/22/why-differentiated-integration-and-disintegration-might-shape-post-brexit-europe/
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2019/11/26/political-trackers-25-26-nov-update
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/uks-refusal-appoint-commissioner-risk-eu
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/uks-refusal-appoint-commissioner-risk-eu
https://institutdelors.eu/publications/no-deal-brexit-and-the-eu-budget-beware-the-risk-for-eu-unity/
https://institutdelors.eu/publications/no-deal-brexit-and-the-eu-budget-beware-the-risk-for-eu-unity/
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1) EU Member States and Brexit Negotiations 

 

Brexit has posed a unique and unprecedented challenge to both the EU’s negotiating capabilities and a 
renewed debate about the future direction of the EU.  In an untimely combination of powers-transfer at 

the top of the EU Governance, tense discussions about the next MFF and the EU’s defence capabilities, 

the reform of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and a wave of political fragmentation across the 

continent, Brexit negotiations also potently overlapped with the EU’s most daunting internal disputes. 

At the same time, since the onset of the negotiations, the EU neither wanted to be seen as giving in too 
much for UK demands, nor did it wish to be perceived as too punitive by the British public. Friendly 

relations with the UK are in fact conditional on safeguarding the EU strategic interest by avoiding 

diverging forces between the two sides spinning out of control.  
 

Extremely wary about the UK Government trying to win bargaining ground over the Union by pitting 

national interests against each other, to that avail EU27 unanimously gave a mandate to the EU 

Commission to negotiate Brexit on behalf of the whole of the EU by articulating a common, coordinated 

and effective response. Following an Informal Meeting between EU institutions and EU27 leaders on 29 
June 2016, former EU Commission President Juncker nominated Michel Barnier to the Chief Brexit 

Negotiator role with the mission to lead an ad hoc ‘Taskforce for the Preparation and Conduct of the 

Negotiations with the United Kingdom’ (TF50 – now UKTF).  The guidelines defining the framework of the 

negotiations while also setting out the overall EU positions and principles were further specified at the 
Special European Council of 29 April 2017:  

 

1) Protecting the integrity of the Single Market from UK demand of selective access.  
2) Safeguarding the Bloc from the risk of precedent.  

3) Ensuring legal certainty at the time of the UK’s exit on Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), the Irish 
Border and the status of EU nationals in the UK. 

 

Contrary to initial scepticism and notwithstanding minor dissent from the periphery, under Michel 
Barnier’s firm stewardship, the EU’S negotiation position has been remarkably united (Wolff, 2019).  

 
Nonetheless, some tensions among the EU27 materialized especially at the nearing of the negotiations’ 

deadlines both at the EU Council Summit in March and at that in October 2019 (see also Brexit timeline). 

With France on one side willing to increase the EU’s leverage by lifting its veto on the extension of the 

deadline in order to force the UK to break its domestic impasse, it was followed by Spain with its 

territorial dispute over Gibraltar, while Germany, the Netherlands and Poland remained open to let the 

UK have enough time to sort out its domestic deadlock in order to avoid a No-Deal. Various EU member 

states expressed different priorities depending on: 
 

1) Domestic political developments and constraints.  

2) Brexit domestic Eurosceptic contagion. 

3) Trade off evaluation of bilateral relation with the UK + protecting domestic interests (nationals 

living in the UK, commercial/financial ties and trade relations, foreign/security/defence). 
4) Long-term considerations of the post-Brexit EU. 
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Table 1 - Issue framing and 

domestic narratives France 

and Germany 

https://www.politico.eu/article/the-eus-budget-tribes-explained/
https://www.ft.com/content/6e4f5846-024c-11ea-b7bc-f3fa4e77dd47
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/eu-ministers-struggle-to-find-a-practical-roadmap-for-a-greener-cap/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_16_2652
https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments/task-force-relations-united-kingdom_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/04/29/euco-brexit-guidelines/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/brexit-extension-eu-members-positions-before-the-summit/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-50171649
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7960#fullreport
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7960#fullreport
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By putting their strategic focus on the long-term relations between the UK and the EU, it is around the 

motives and the timing of the Brexit deadline extension that EU capitals have started adopting alternative 

strategies in terms of issue-framing and domestic narratives (see Table I below) which then resulted in 

different negotiating positions. 
 

Issue framing and domestic narratives are both conditional on each country’s internal political context 

and its establishment’s reaction to a No-Deal scenario. Nationalism and euroscepticism also play an 

important role. 

 
In that respect the timing of the negotiation was strategic. According to Article 50 of the Treaty on EU 

(TEU), Brexit negotiations had indeed to be technically and legally divided into two separate phases: the 

first is dedicated to determining the terms and conditions of the UK’s temporary withdrawal, whereas 
the second focuses on striking a final and comprehensive Trade Deal between the two parties.  

 

This distinction is important as the dynamics that have unfolded throughout the first negotiation phase,  

prompt us to outline the possible scenarios forward for the second and conclusive round, in which the 

risk of a No-deal scenario cannot be ruled out with a final deadline set for the end of December, 2020.  A 

timeframe Mr Barnier warned already to be far too short to conclude a meaningful and comprehensive 

trade deal.   

 

On the issue of the UK demand to obtain a selective access/privilege access to the European single 

market,  EU member states have for the most part been following a tougher line than Brussels, and 

stressing that the legal adherence to the EU’s 4 freedoms represents both a political and a legal reality 

that will matter with regard to the final trade deal between the EU and the UK.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012M050
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2019/11/05/michel-barnier-warns-brexit-may-have-delayed-blow-tory-election/
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2) The Franco-German Relationship 

 

One of the potential immediate impacts of Brexit has been its influence on the relationship between 
France and Germany. Contrary to assessments that expected Berlin and Paris to act in coordination to 

revive and deepen the EU as a result of Brexit, the negotiation process saw the deterioration of diplomatic 
relations between the two countries.  

 

Despite signing a renewed Treaty on cooperation and integration in Aachen in January 2019, on the 
occasion of the 56th anniversary of the Elysée Treaty, one may wonder whether divergences between the 

two countries have increased in the light of Brexit negotiations and what impact this may have on the 
future of EU-UK relations. 

 
France and European leadership 

 

To fend off the Rassemblement National’s internal opposition and also nullify the risk of contagion in 
France, Macron saw an opportunity in Brexit to frame it as a disastrous by-product of nationalism and 

Euroscepticism. While domestic opposition is still strong, it is noteworthy that since the 2016 Brexit 

referendum, similar pledges to leave Europe have dropped almost everywhere, particularly among far-
right populist parties (Drake, van Kessel and Al, 2019). Accordingly, the Rassemblement National has also 

dropped the idea to exit the Euro. 
 

It is also worth to recall that Macron’s popular mandate along with the chances of a presidential re-

election in 2022 are dependent on delivering his campaign pledges to the French people on reforming 

Europe. The latter is in fact one of his top priorities, that is, to win over the French 

 

1) Trade Balance  
       France: + $11.2B 

       Germany: + $51.7B  

2) Top 3 Export to UK  

      France: Transportation 18%, Machines 17%, Chemical Products 15%. 

      Germany: Transportation 34% (Cars + Vehicle parts 28%), Machines 22%, Chemical Products 12% 

        Source: Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC-MIT) 

3) Nationals Living in the UK  

     France: 192,000  

     Germany: 149,000 
       

      Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS) 

 

4) Key negotiating goals 

      France: Countering domestic eurosceptic contagion, Exerting its leadership in Europe by leveraging (also) on Brexit,  Avoiding No-Deal 

     Germany: Avoiding a No-Deal, Minimal divergence with the UK as not to diminish its influence  
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electorate’s reluctance to pass a sway of tough domestic reforms. His ambitious Initiative for Europe set 

out at the Sorbonne University few months after sworn into office on September 2017, was intended to 

showcase that European ambitions to engage with Germany on a series of bold initiatives (see text box).  

 

The initiative was widely welcomed with enthusiasm by German Chancellor Angela Merkel and like-
minded politicians across Europe. In particular, the German government finally saw in Mr Macron that 

sort of responsiveness and determination that they have long missed in most of his predecessors. As a 

reluctant hegemonic leader in EU affairs, Germany was more than well-disposed to share the burden of 

driving the EU out of its cycle of perennial crisis. 

 
However, the German Federal elections in September 2017 produced a massive blow to the CDU-

CSU/SPD ‘Große Koalition’ model, thus weakening Ms Merkel’s authority and capacity to ramp up an 

equally vigorous and articulated vision of Europe. The 
CDU/CSU and the SPD reached some of their worst results 

ever, with the resuming of the Große Koalition being the last 

resort option following the Chancellor’s failure to form an 

alternative ‘Jamaica’ alliance between the CDU, the Liberals 

(FDP) and the Greens.  
 

Ms Merkel’s decision to step down as CDU party leader in 2018 

confirmed that her leadership was inexorably on the wane, 

whereas her indicated successor, Mrs Annegret Kramp-
Karrenbauer (AKK), showed to be far less keen than Merkel on 

getting involved into the politics of the Union.  

 
As she pointed out last March in an op-ed for Welt am Sonntag, 

in which AKK rebutted some of Macron’s proposals made on 

in his direct call to EU citizens – For a European renewal - prior 
to the EP elections. Such as European centralism, European 

statism, the communitarisation of debts, the Europeanisation 
of social systems and the minimum wage. Other suggestions 

from AKK, such as calling on France to give up its permanent 

UN seat to the EU and abolish the EP’s second seat in 
Strasbourg infuriated French diplomats.  

 

What is more, Macron’s decision to boost French deficit 

spending in 2019  from an initially planned 2.8 percent to 3.2 

percent of output in response to the Yellow Vests crisis further 
alienated the Germans, with their former Budget 

Commissioner Günther Oettinger waring that it was accepted 
merely as a one-time exception to EU rules.  As the reference 

point for the fiscal frugal northern countries, that was the 

perfect alibi for Germany to disengage. Mr Macron’s 
impatience towards Berlin’s retreatment grew accordingly.  

 
Against this background, the Brexit negotiations proved to be 

an additional source for division between Paris and Berlin. As the latter was already backtracking from 

its initial pledge to discuss its European Agenda, the impression is that Macron sized the chance to exploit 
Brexit as a proxy leverage for taking on an ever-growing reluctant German leadership (Drake, 2019). 

 

In March 2019 – when former UK PM Theresa May failed again for the third time to secure Parliament’s 

backing on her Withdrawal Agreement Bill (WAB) - French President Macron stiffened his position by 

opposing an unconditional and lengthy extension to the negotiation.  As Jones Janning and Tara Varna 

Macron’s Initiative for a 
Sovereign, United and 

Democratic Europe 

1) Eurozone  
 
Financing a euro zone budget based on own resources. 
  
Creation of a European Finance Minister. 

2) Security and defence 
 
A common intervention force.    
A common defence budget.  

 
3) Tax 
 
An increase in public development aid financed by a  
tax on European financial transactions. 
 
Taxation of digital businesses on the value created in a 
country. 
  
European border carbon tax. 

4) Labour market 

 
Revision of the posted workers directive. 

5) Democracy 
 
Promotion for the EP elections of transnational lists.  
 
EU Commission from 28 to 17 members.  

6) Migration 
 
Construction of a common area for border, asylum and 
immigration. 

 
Creation of a European Asylum Office. 

 

https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/european-union/news/article/president-macron-s-initiative-for-europe-a-sovereign-united-democratic-europe
https://www.ft.com/content/e7c7d918-a17e-11e7-b797-b61809486fe2
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article190037115/AKK-antwortet-Macron-Europa-richtig-machen.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/germanys-cdu-chief-sets-out-european-vision-responds-to-macron/
https://www.politico.eu/article/emmanuel-macron-european-parliament-election-calls-for-big-eu-changes-in-european-renaissance/
https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2019/03/04/for-european-renewal.en
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-02-06/macron-s-tax-cut-binge-for-yellow-vests-puts-finances-at-risk
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-02-06/macron-s-tax-cut-binge-for-yellow-vests-puts-finances-at-risk
https://www.politico.eu/article/macron-lost-authority-after-caving-to-yellow-jackets-says-oettinger-brexit-eu-budget/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/draft_withdrawal_agreement_0.pdf
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_trick_or_treat_french_and_german_views_on_brextension
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from the ECFR pointed out, different views from Paris and Berlin were indeed laid bare on the issue of the 

latest Brexit extension. With the former determined to put an end to the impasse even by facing a No-

Deal Yellowhammer scenario, whereas the latter – despite the alienation of its political class from London 

- willing to accept another extension and another one after that should it become necessary.  

 
Although Mr Macron expressed his personal regret about the UK’s choice to leave the Union, he did not 

want the EU to lose time for being dragged endlessly into Brexit’s political chaos. A sort of urgency already 

also on display during the nomination of Mrs Von der Leyen to the head of the new EU Commission back 

in July 2019, when Macron acted swiftly in order to break the impasse of the political groups in the 

European Parliament (EP) over the Spitzenkandidaten system. 
 

Although Mr Macron acknowledged that a No-Deal scenario would be painful and disruptive for France’s 

bilateral relations with the UK, he also showed extreme confidence on France’s crisis management 
capacity to counter and temper its long-term effects. Following months of unfruitful and inconclusive 

negotiations on Brexit, Mr Macron showed determination to act fast in order to both seize the power 

vacuum at the EU level and at the same time boost his strong Presidential image at home.   

 

 
And what about Germany? 

 

In contrast to France, the German Government have been facing major political constraints which have 

severely debilitated its capacity to act in the context of Brexit.  
 

Following a slate of regional elections over the last 12 months showing disappointing results for both the 

CDU and the SPD, with the latter also electing a new leadership blaming the party’s permeance into the 
Große Koalition as the main reason for its electoral decline, Germany’s long-standing governing model is 

in dire straits. The CDU-CSU/SPD governing formula – which propped up three out of four of Angela 

Merkel’s Governments since 2005 – is perhaps as close as ever to its conclusion, whereas the Greens and 
the AFD are emerging from the left and the right respectively as two credible alternatives.  

 
Although Merkel’s CDU successor Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer (AKK) won some time at the last party 

conference by temporarily silencing her internal critics, she still struggles to be seen as a convincing 

leader on the national stage.  
 

Therefore, while Berlin shares France’s determination not to let the UK divide the EU integration process, 

it does not want to be too intransigent and risk to create economic and financial havoc as a consequence 

of a No-Deal. The disruptions eventually provoked by a No-Deal Brexit are indeed anathema within the 

German establishment. ‘Letting it happen’ would be morally dishonourable and immensely damaging. 
Germany has always favoured crisis prevention to betting on ex-post chaos management.  

 
Reflecting on the long-term effects of Brexit, Germany sees the UK’s departure as an existential threat to 

the current power balance in Europe in which the country has greatly expanded its dominating role as a 

normative powerbroker. A de-atlanticised Europe would de facto erode Germany’s established 
hegemonic position.  

 
In addition, if the appointment of former German Defence Minister Ursula von der Leyen as President to 

the new EU Commission in July was seen by many as a sign of the country’s strength, German officials, 

lobbyists and lawmakers still worry that Berlin will lose influence in the coming years. The pressure on 
the first German President in more than 50 years is expected to be immense, as she will have to navigate 

through an extremely dangerous and narrow path between her neutral role as “guardian of the treaties” 

and the growing expectations from her home country.  

 

https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_trick_or_treat_french_and_german_views_on_brextension
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/operation-yellowhammer
https://www.politico.eu/article/german-spd-elects-leaders-skeptical-of-merkel-coalition/
https://www.dw.com/en/angela-merkels-conservatives-show-unity-at-german-cdu-conference/a-51375080
https://www.dw.com/en/angela-merkels-conservatives-show-unity-at-german-cdu-conference/a-51375080
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-ursula-von-der-leyen-problem/
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-ursula-von-der-leyen-problem/
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Therefore, at times of France’s strong assertiveness and given that Germans do like Macron but with some 

reservations due to his far-reaching visions on Europe, Angela Merkel saw Brexit as a way to rebalance 

the Franco-German engine. 

 

In so doing, however, Germany acted in consonance with other like-minded EU partners such as Northern 
and Eastern member states whose strategic interests, such as commercial ties, supply-chain trade links 

and tax rebates, were threatened by the scenario of a disorderly Brexit.  

 

In effect, a time-inconsistency problem about the political reality of France and Germany seemed to have 

played a key role in determining how the two countries reacted to Brexit amid a moment of change in 
Europe. 

 

In this context, as much as Macron did find good reasons to be the ‘bad cop’ vis-à-vis the line taken by Mr 
Barnier (see above), Germany seemed also content to play the good cop hiding behind Paris while it 

pushed for stringent negotiation commitments from the  UK. 

file:///C:/Users/Antonio/Desktop/CER%20Mission%20SEP-NOV%202019/ROULA%20KHALAF,%20FT%20Opinion%20German%20politics%20‘Germans%20like%20Emmanuel%20Macron%20but%20are%20suspicious%20of%20his%20reforms’
file:///C:/Users/Antonio/Desktop/CER%20Mission%20SEP-NOV%202019/ROULA%20KHALAF,%20FT%20Opinion%20German%20politics%20‘Germans%20like%20Emmanuel%20Macron%20but%20are%20suspicious%20of%20his%20reforms’


Ireland and its Strategy Beyond the EU 

 

9 

 

 

3) Ireland and its Strategy Beyond the EU 

 

 
 

Given its territorial proximity and commercial ties, Ireland is uniquely exposed to Brexit. According to a 

study of the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation, for the Government of Ireland, 
approximately 15 percent of the Irish goods and services export goes to the UK.  

 

In particular, the UK market is particularly important for the Irish agri-food sector which exports around 

40 per cent of its products there. Moreover, two-thirds of all Irish exporters take advantage of the UK’s 
position as a ‘land bridge’ to the EU market.   

 
However, according to an analysis by the UK in a Changing Europe, “although the bilateral relationship 

with the UK is undoubtedly an important one, Ireland’s top priorities are its relationships with the other 26 

EU member states. As demonstrated during the Brexit process, Ireland’s influence has been amplified within 
the EU.  It’s worth remembering as well that the UK and Ireland are on opposite trajectories as far as the EU 

is concerned”.  
 

The recent nomination of Phil Hogan as the new EU Trade Commissioner –previously in charge of the DG 

AGRI and who will be extensively involved under the new portfolio int negotiations for reaching a trade 

deal with the UK – seems to have confirmed Ireland’s growing influence within the EU.    

 

Thanks to its diplomatic effort, Ireland ensured that the issue of avoiding a hard border with Northen 
Ireland was given top priority from the EU27 during the first negotiation phase.  

Standing beside Dublin was a diplomatic and negotiating imperative for the EU. Letting the Irish Republic 

behind would have been a formidable disintegrating incentive.  

 

The Irish Government’s position on Brexit has been under extensive fire from Brexiteers and NI Unionists 
alike, for it exerted its leverage on behalf of the whole EU throughout the negotiations.  

 

By insisting inflexibly on the Backstop many suspected that Dublin’s default position was to nullify Brexit 

by justifying its indefinite postponement on the ground of avoiding a No-deal scenario. Something that 

would massively disrupt Dublin’s economy.  
 

Most of the Brexit negotiations boiled down on the standoff between the UK and the EU over how to 

compromise on the Ireland-Northern Ireland border. Given that territorial and regulative sovereignty has 

been logically elevated from both sides as their key uncompromising red line since the start of the 

1) Trade Balance with the UK 
  - $2.3B 

        
2) Top 3 Export to UK  

     Chemical Products 29%, Machines 18%, Animal Products 15% 

        Source: Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC-MIT) 

3) Nationals Living in the UK  
     322,000 
     

     Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
 

4) Key negotiating goals 

   Asserting its growing influence in Europe, Avoiding re-igniting sectarian violence at the border   

 

https://www.copenhageneconomics.com/publications/publication/ireland-the-impacts-of-brexit
https://www.copenhageneconomics.com/publications/publication/ireland-the-impacts-of-brexit
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/the-irish-position-on-the-backstop/
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process, it is over the settlement of the Irish border that negotiations have inevitably stalled, precipitated 

and lengthened.  

 

In addition, following former PM Theresa May’s disastrous electoral gamble in June 2017 – which left her 

relying exclusively on the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) to form a wafer-thin working majority in the 
Commons - the dispute over the Irish border became wrapped up in a conundrum (Wright, 2019). With 

the Brexiteers and the DUP pulling the rope respectively on opposite sides on the issue of the infamous 

Backstop, she was eventually forced to stand down as PM following three consecutives parliamentary 

vote losses over her Withdrawal Agreement Bill (WAB).  

 
Accordingly, it is exactly by backtracking from the UK’s initial position of not giving up on the Northern 

Irish border that new PM Boris Johnson succeeded in breaking the negotiations’ standoff.   

 
Despite the new WAB envisages not to endanger the highly sensitive no-hard border compromise 

between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland as set out in the Good Friday Agreement, the 

process of installing checks and controls somewhere else on the Irish see, such as in the vicinity of ports 

and industrial facilities, would inevitably create territorial, regulative and therefore diplomatic frictions 

between the UK, Northern Ireland and the Republic.   
 

Worst still, NI Unionist fret at the thought of reuniting with Dublin. A scenario which has become much 

more plausible now given that NI will remain in a customs limbo - in which both the UK and the EU rules 

apply – until a new trade agreement between the UK and the EU eventually kicks in.  
 

In this light, Dublin’s force of attraction towards Belfast will be a direct function of the level of regulative 

divergence from the EU that the UK will pursue.  
 

Furthermore, in the context of NI’s demographic and religious transformation – with a measurable trend 

towards a Catholic majority as pointed out by a Review study from the Ulster University - the future 

prospect for a strengthening Unionism looks rather bleak.

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/european-institute/news/2019/jul/northern-ireland-backstop-and-no-deal
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-8713
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-belfast-agreement
https://www.ulster.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/410227/A-Review-Addressing-Sectarianism-in-Northern-Ireland_FINAL.pdf
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4) The Netherlands and its Changing Brexit Strategy  

As one of the EU’s founding member states and one of the closest allies and trading partners of the UK, 

the Netherlands has been deeply involved in the Brexit negotiations.  
 

The economic and political stakes are high for the Netherlands.  Besides its vast financial and commercial 

ties, with the country’s export to the UK worth 10 per cent of its GDP according to the Institute for 

Government, the Netherlands has always seen London as a pivotal bulwark tempering the political 
dominance of the Franco-German duo.  

 
In addition, in its effort to empower the liberal, free-trade and fiscal frugal group of the Hanseatic League 

within the EU, the Hague has always found in the UK a like-minded partner ready to side with the Dutch 

on most of their strategic goals such as that of resisting developments towards an ‘ever closer Union’, 
especially in the fields of budgetary and fiscal policies.  

 
For this reason, Prime Minister Mark Rutte has began the Brexit negotiations extremely cautiously by first 

trying to play down any risk of a No-Deal scenario and then ensure that any deal with the UK would seek 

to maximise the level of convergence of the latter in terms of the EU’s Single Market Level Playing Field.  

 

If the economic and material consequences of a No-Deal crash-out would be as profound in the 
Netherlands as perhaps few others among the other EU26, the Dutch authorities would still fret at the 

prospect of a Singapore-on-Thames-style UK aggressively competing outside the Bloc’s orbit.  
 

Moreover, in consideration of the country’s domestic political context, being seen from the Dutch public 

to be either too soft or too punitive towards Britain might have weakened Mr Rutte’s position as PM 

alongside that of his liberal party.  

 
The Hague grew nonetheless progressively impatient towards the UK’s failure to advance and articulate 

a workable way out of Brexit and facilitate a compromising solution. Therefore, as his hopes for a smooth 

and soft Brexit faded away, Mr Rutte saw it as a chance to increment the Netherlands’ power within EU 

affairs.   

 

In this respect, the impact of Brexit on the way the Dutch see the politics of the Union is indeed 

remarkable. Attracting investors and companies that previously used London as a door to the EU market. 

The European Medical Agency has thus already moved from London to Amsterdam. 

1) Trade Balance with the UK 
  + $22.1B 

        
2) Top 3 Export to UK  

     Minerals 34%, Machines 16%, Chemical Products 15% 

        Source: Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC-MIT) 

3) Nationals Living in the UK  
     104,000 
     

     Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
 

4) Key negotiating goals 

    Avoid No-Deal but also concerned about a UK Singapore style, Increase its political weight in Europe, Amsterdam financial/services EU hub  

 

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/negotiating-brexit-views-eu27
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/negotiating-brexit-views-eu27
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2019/04/01/from-cautious-member-to-bold-leader-the-netherlands-in-the-eu-after-brexit/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2019/04/01/from-cautious-member-to-bold-leader-the-netherlands-in-the-eu-after-brexit/
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5) Poland as the Visegrad Group’s Frontrunner and its Strategy 

Poland saw the prospect of the UK’s departure as an immediate threat to its status within the EU.  

Around one million Polish citizens live, work and study in the UK. According to the Pew Research Centre, 
remittances flowing into Poland from the UK amounted to around $1B in 2017.   

 

Moreover, as reported by the Institute for Government, Poland had a trade surplus with the UK of around 
€ 7B ($8B) in 2016. On goods, in particular, machines, transportation and foodstuffs account for 27%, 15% 

and 11% respectively on the overall Polish export to the UK.  

 
Given this large trade surplus, Poland is all the more vulnerable to any restrictions on access to the British 

domestic market after Brexit. Since its accession, Warsaw has always viewed London as the country’s key 

reference point and ally in the EU. Other than the above-mentioned trade ties and the massive presence 
of Polish citizens in the UK, considerations on foreign, security and defence policies with regard to the 

NATO and Russia have also played a crucial role in the special partnership that Poland has built with the 
UK. 

 

According to the ECFR and the Economist, asked about whether their country budget should be invested 

in the defence capabilities of NATO or the EU, Polish favour indeed the former by a percentage of 20 to 
40. 

 

Following French President Macron’s recent interview with the Economist on NATO – in which he shocked 
his allies by stating that NATO is in a ‘brain-dead’ state – Polish diplomats (just like Germans) indicated 

to fear that France is rather indifferent about Russia’s impact in some EU countries.  

 

After meeting with the former UK PM Theresa May in December 2018 – where a joint press conference was 

also held to reassure the 1 million Polish living in Britain about their status - PM Morawiecki was among 
those EU27 leaders  advocating for a longer extension in March 2019.  

 

Backed by Germany on this, Poland has long believed that a No-deal scenario must be avoided at all 
costs. However, like the Netherlands, Poland also lost its patience with the UK’s meddling through Brexit. 

With this purpose, it therefore started building stronger ties to Germany by shifting its commercial, 

financial and political focus closer to its continental neighbour.  

 

In addition, the role played by former EUCO President Tusk as one of the most outspoken Remainer might 
have constrained PM Morawiecki’s capacity to act more decisively during the Brexit negotiations. 

 

1) Trade Balance with the UK 
  + $8B 

        
2) Top 3 Export to UK  

     Machines 27%, Transportation 15%, Foodstuff 11% 

        Source: Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC-MIT) 

3) Nationals Living in the UK  
     902,000 
     

     Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
 

4) Key negotiating goals 

    Avoid No-Deal and set to lose out hard from freedoms of movement restrictions, building stronger ties with Germany, protect EU engagement in NATO 

 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/interactives/remittance-flows-by-country/
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/negotiating-brexit-views-eu27
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2019/11/07/emmanuel-macron-on-europes-fragile-place-in-a-hostile-world
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-poland-nato/poland-says-frances-macron-comments-on-nato-dangerous-ft-idUSKBN1XL13B
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-poland-nato/poland-says-frances-macron-comments-on-nato-dangerous-ft-idUSKBN1XL13B


Poland as the Visegrad Group’s Frontrunner and its Strategy 

 

13 

 

The Polish Government has also been under extensive fire in Brussels for its allegedly unlawful judicial 

reform. The procedure for breaching the rule of law has been managed by Timmermans, who, as a 

Spitzenkandidat, was prevented to become EU Commission President thanks to the opposition of the 

Visegrad group.  

 
Furthermore, its first EU Commissioner Candidate for DG AGRI was rejected by the EP AGRI Committee 

sparkling a raw between Polish MEP and the other political groups. The second nominee eventually won 

the confidence of the AGRI Committee thus allowing the new EU Commission to get started.  

 

The above-mentioned events signal the extent to which Poland is under growing pressure on the 
European stage. Therefore, despite it risks losing influence with the UK departure - as the inner EU core 

might plan to speed up further integration especially on the issue of making Cohesion funds’ allocation 

conditional on the rule of law, Poland seems to have taken a rather cautions and subtle stance on Brexit 
in order not to be marginalised amid the process of transfer of power at the EU top governance. 
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6) Spain’s Attempt to Recast its Role Amidst High Political Instability 

 

The Catalan crisis and a rapture in the old political order dragged Spain into a state of seemingly perennial 

status of stasis and instability.   
 

Last month Spaniards went to the polls for their fourth general elections in four years, and despite PM 
Sanchez managed to strike a deal with the far-left Podemos – which might give the country its first left/far-

left government since the civil war – yet its fate is pending upon Junqueras’ Catalan Republican Left (ERC) 

decisive backing. Champion of Catalan independence from Spain, Mr Junqueras was recently sentenced 
to 13 in prison. 

 

Yet, Spain stands as one of the most successful stories of European integration. And relations with the UK 
are a perfect example of the benefits that the SM (and the EU) have brought to the country (Garicano, 
2016).  
 

Large numbers of students and young professionals moving into the UK couple in fact with Britons 

pensioners enjoying their retirement in Spain. A considerable amount of goods and services trade both 

ways, with British and Spanish companies also willing to invest abroad into each other’s market. 
 

According to a Bertelsmann study (De Vries and Hoffman, 2016), Spain was the country most opposed to 

the idea of Brexit with 2/3 of Spaniards against it. Moreover, as of 2016, 3/4 of Spaniards would also vote 
‘Remain’ if a referendum were held (De Vries and Hoffman, 2016). 

 

While the risk of eurosceptic contagion has not seemed to be a real issue in Spain, however the economic 

impact of Brexit, the territorial issue over Gibraltar and the possible implications of another referendum 

in Scotland on Catalunya were reasons of deep concerns.   
 

On November 2018, at the closing of the agreement between the EU and former UK PM Theresa May, PM 

Sanchez threatened to lift his veto without concessions and clarifications on the issue of Gibraltar. 

 

A last-minute agreement was eventually brokered at the EU Summit, with Spain PM Sanchez commenting 

in televised statement “Europe and the UK have accepted the Spanish demands, and as a result Spain lifts 

its veto and will vote tomorrow in favour of Brexit…The question of Gibraltar is of capital importance for 

Spain”.  
 

While Sanchez’s hard line on Gibraltar was due to appeal symbolically to domestic voters, it also points 

to a certain political dynamism and ambition at the EU level.  

1) Trade Balance with the UK 
  + $7.9B 

        
2) Top 3 Export to UK  

     Transportation 34%, Machines 11%, Vegetables 11% 

        Source: Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC-MIT) 

3) Nationals Living in the UK  
     184,000 
     

     Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
 

4) Key negotiating goals 

  Avoiding No-Deal and Scotland Independence, Foster its influence at the European level, Contend Gibraltar  

https://www.ft.com/content/950e6668-111d-11ea-a7e6-62bf4f9e548a
http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp491.pdf
http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp491.pdf
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/en/publications/publication/did/keep-calm-and-carry-on/
https://www.ft.com/content/001327cc-eca9-11e8-8180-9cf212677a57
https://www.ft.com/content/001327cc-eca9-11e8-8180-9cf212677a57
https://www.ft.com/content/a0dd02ec-eff9-11e8-ae55-df4bf40f9d0d
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In fact, following the European elections in May 2019 – in which the Socialists topped the polls becoming 

the most represented delegation within the S&D group in the EP – Sanchez was chosen as negotiator 

(along with Portuguese PM Costa) in the group’s name for the formation of the new EU Commission.  

 
As a result, Spain obtained the post of the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 

Security Policy (HR/VP) which is now led by Josep Borrell.  

 

On Brexit, Spain seems to have three priorities. In this respect, political and economic calculations might 

not be fully compatible.  
 

1) Politically, Spain is committed to preserve and strengthen the Union. It has backed the formation 

of the new von der Leyen Commission and it is also willing to develop some of the initiatives 
pursued by French President Marcon. Especially in the field of further economic and fiscal 

integration within the Eurozone. By projecting to foster its influence at the European level, Spain 

does not want to be perceived from the other MS as too soft with the UK seeking to obtain 

selective access to the EU SM. It is therefore much likely that Spain will militate for demanding 

the UK full adherence to the existing EU’s SM and CU arrangements.  
 

2) However, this contrasts with the country’s economic interests. A No-deal scenario as much as a 

hard Brexit - in which the UK diverges significantly from the Union – are scarcely in the interest of 

Spain. Middle of the road solutions would be preferable, but that again is in contrast with Spain’s 
political goals. 

 

3) Exerting its leverage on the issue of Gibraltar that will be come back again during the second 

Brexit negotiating phase 
 

By building upon the different strategies deployed by the EU27 during the negotiations, we can draw now 

some forward scenarios about the following negotiating phases.   
 

In the circumstance of another hung Parliament in which no clear majority will guarantee to the EU a 
smooth Brexit ending, the dispute over how to manage Brexit will spark again among EU member-states.   

 

In another situation of prolonged stasis, Paris might well argue that time is now definitely up to let the 

UK go its own way in order to finally take back control of the EU’s most pressing issues, whereas Berlin 

will probably try to persuade again the other EU26 that another short-term extension would be necessary 

to avoid a catastrophic no-deal. In this scenario the likelihood of a No-Deal will come back strong again. 

As it will the case for a people’s vote, being it left as last meaningful reason upon which the EU could 
reasonably justify another further extension.  

 

While the path towards the second negotiating phase looks much smoother in the event of a Conservative 

absolute majority, yet PM Johnson’s electoral pledge to not to ask for any additional extension to avoid 

a No-Deal exit before December 2020 impress into the process immense pressure. Given the 
unreasonably short time given to conclude such a comprehensive deal, the risks of a No-Deal will still 

loom large.  

 

Single market selective access and alignment to its 4-freedoms are expected to be the battleground over 

which EU Institutions, member-states and the UK will play along in the coming months. France’s trade 

minister Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne has warned that the chance of to reach an agreement are conditional 

on the UK sense of fair play of sticking to Europe’s labour and environmental standards. Given the 

insistence with which Macron demanded an overhauling of the Posted Workers Directive, it seems rather 
unlikely that France will easily bend backwards on this. Therefore, it has to be seen how far Germany 

together with the Visegrad four will be capable of persuade the other EU member states to let the UK 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/eu-elections-2019/news/sanchez-cements-leadership-of-socialist-bloc-after-eu-vote/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/anagarciavaldivia/2019/05/31/spain-becomes-the-reference-country-among-the-european-left-after-eu-elections/#5f438a003306
https://www.forbes.com/sites/anagarciavaldivia/2019/05/31/spain-becomes-the-reference-country-among-the-european-left-after-eu-elections/#5f438a003306
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/71263/%20Josep%20Borrell%20assumes%20the%20post%20of%20EU%20High%20Representative%20for%20Foreign%20Affairs%20and%20Security%20Policy%20and%20Vice-President%20of%20the%20European%20Commission
https://www.politico.eu/article/spain-big-moment-eu-influence-pedro-sanchez/
https://www.neweurope.eu/article/france-says-post-brexit-trade-deal-requires-uk-to-align-with-eu-standards/
https://www.neweurope.eu/article/france-says-post-brexit-trade-deal-requires-uk-to-align-with-eu-standards/


Spain’s Attempt to Recast its Role Amidst High Political Instability 

 

16 

 

enough room of manoeuvre as to strike a deal that would be both acceptable at home while also 

convincing the French (along with the others sceptic about giving up to much to the UK).  

 

Given the economic and political impact that different trade deal solutions with the UK will bring about, 

Barnier’s task of persuading the EU27 not to uphold their veto-power to safeguard their national interests 
will be extremely challenging. What happened already with CETA in the Wallonia Regional assembly is 

therefore a remainder of the sort of situation in which the EU does not want to find itself in again.  

 

In a recent piece in the Financial Times, Anand Manon pointed out that the EU acted too inflexibly, 

therefore straining its long-term strain relations with the UK. This has spurred a passionate debate 
among scholars about the way Brexit negotiations have been handled from Brussels.  

 

While the intent of this Brief was not to evaluate whether or not Brussels’ alleged inflexibility has led to 
an hardened posture from the UK – which couples with the rise of Boris Johnson at the head of the British 

Government – yet the way in which EU27 are about to approach the second phase of the Brexit 

negotiations will be of the utmost importance for the EU-UK long-terms relations.

https://www.ft.com/content/69edfca4-0633-11ea-a958-5e9b7282cbd1
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