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O n 23 June 2016, the UK settled the question that had 
shaped British politics for a generation: should the 

country stay within the European Union or end its 40-year 
membership and build a new future outside the bloc?

Or so it seemed when just under 52 per cent of voters 
opted for Brexit. Now, nearly two years later and more 
than halfway through the official departure process,  
the argument about Brexit — and what it means for  
the UK — continues.

 
An unexpected referendum

In 2015, the Conservatives’ general election victory 
activated a manifesto pledge to hold a referendum on the 
UK’s membership of the EU.

David Cameron made the promise at a time when he 
was under pressure from Eurosceptic backbenchers and 
when his party was losing votes to UKIP. Most political 
commentators agree that given a free hand, he would not 
have wanted a referendum.

Having called the vote, however, he embarked on a tour 
of EU capitals as he sought to renegotiate Britain's terms 
of membership. He subsequently vowed to campaign 
with his “heart and soul” to keep Britain in the bloc — but 
several members of his own cabinet campaigned to leave.

Despite contradictory polling in the run-up to the vote, 
on 23 June most analysts expected the UK to stay in the 
EU. Even as the count was underway, UKIP's Nigel Farage 
said it looked as if “Remain will edge it”.
 
A few hours later, the Leave campaign had won by 51.9% 
to 48.1%, a margin of 1.3 million votes, prompting Cameron 
to resign as prime minister. He was replaced later in the 

summer by Theresa May, who came to power saying 
“Brexit means Brexit”.

In the months that followed, she set out a broad outline 
for Brexit — the UK would leave the single market and the 
customs union as well as the EU, and would not accept 
the supremacy of the European Court of Justice — and 
in March last year she triggered Article 50, starting a 
two-year countdown to Britain’s departure.

This summer’s Brexit White Paper, which led to the 
resignations of David Davis and Boris Johnson, softened 
May’s approach, seeking to maintain economic ties with 
the EU by curtailing Britain’s ability to strike free trade 
deals elsewhere. Having narrowly secured parliament’s 
backing, the PM will now take her proposals to Brussels, 
where negotiations on a post-Brexit trading relationship 
are about to begin.

The Road to Brexit
How did we get here and where are we going?
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On 15 December 2017, Theresa May and  
Jean-Claude Juncker, the European Commission 
president, reached agreement on several important 
negotiating points:

• The UK will pay the EU between £35bn and £39bn 
to cover obligations agreed in the past but falling 
due in the future.

• The UK will guarantee the rights of the three 
million EU citizens living in the UK, and a reciprocal 
arrangement will protect UK citizens in the EU.

• The EU will agree an eight-year limit on the 
European Court of Justice’s role in enforcing the 
rights of EU citizens in the UK.

• Under a “backstop” arrangement that will come 
into force if no other deal is agreed, the UK will 
maintain regulatory alignment between Northern 
Ireland and the Republic of Ireland in all areas that 
support the Good Friday Agreement and the  
cross-border economy.

• The UK will guarantee that “in all circumstances” 
there will be no divergence between regulations in 
Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK. 

Theresa May said the deal had involved compromise 
on both sides, but was “fair to the British taxpayer”  
and preserved the “constitutional and economic 
integrity of the United Kingdom”. Nigel Farage, 
however, said the deal was “not acceptable”.

T he short answer is that UK membership of the  
EU will end at 11pm GMT (midnight European time)  

on 29 March 2019. However, very little is likely to  
change overnight.

That’s because both the UK and EU have agreed in 
principle to a transition period after Britain’s departure, 
during which significant benefits and obligations of EU 
membership will remain. Free trade and free movement 
will continue, and the UK will still be subject to EU laws, 
including new laws over which it will have no say.
That has led arch-Brexiter Jacob Rees-Mogg to describe 
the transition arrangements as a recipe for turning the 
UK into a “vassal state”. He would prefer the short, sharp 
shock of an immediate departure — and immediate 
freedom from Brussels’ yoke.

But for Theresa May, the more gradual approach “gives 
people certainty, gives businesses certainty, it gives 
farmers certainty”, she said in March this year. In fact,  
says The Times, the PM plans to “ask the European  
Union for a second Brexit transition period to run until 
2023” providing more time to set up high-tech new 
customs arrangements. 

Any extension may provoke resistance from her more 
Eurosceptic backbenchers — and from the EU, which has 
so far rejected British calls for an extension.

“We have gone from a clear end point, to an extension,  
to a proposed further extension with no end point,”  
Rees-Mogg has said. “The horizon seems to be 

unreachable. The bottom of the rainbow seems to be 
unattainable. People voted to leave, they did not vote  
for a perpetual purgatory.” 

The December agreement

When will we leave?
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All members of the EU, along with Turkey and a 
collection of smaller territories (Andorra, the British 
overseas territories of Akrotiri and Dhekelia in 
Cyprus, Guernsey, the Isle of Man, Jersey,  
Monaco and San Marino) are members of the EU  
Customs Union.

Goods can pass freely between member states 
without attracting customs duties, and all member 
states agree to levy the same duties on goods 

coming into the customs union (this is known as 
the common external tariff). 

Members also agree to let the EU negotiate trade 
deals on their behalf, and give up the right to strike 
separate bilateral agreements — so if Britain remains 
inside the EU customs union it will not be able 
to negotiate trade deals with the US, Australia or 
anywhere else.

What is the customs union?

W hile Theresa May has been clear in her desire to 
take the UK out of the EU customs union, she also 

seems reluctant to stray too far from the status quo.

The Chequers agreement, and the Brexit White Paper that 
followed, sought a compromise that would satisfy both 
hard and soft Brexiteers within the Conservative party, 
while reassuring pro-European businesses. It was, says 
the BBC, “aimed at ensuring trade cooperation, with no 
hard border for Northern Ireland, and global trade deals 
for the UK”.

However, says The Times, while May’s plan might deliver 
on her promise “to take back control of the UK's money, 
laws and borders,” it does so only in a technical sense.  
“In every meaningful respect, it does not.”

Brexiteers object to the prospect of preferential treatment 
of EU migrants, as well as the proposed “common rule 
book” for goods (but not services), which would bind 
British manufacturers to EU regulations for as long as the 
UK wanted free trade with its neighbours. 

It would also complicate future trade negotiations, as 
Donald Trump has said. “If they do a deal like that, we 
would be dealing with the European Union instead of 
dealing with the UK, so it will probably kill the deal,”  
he told The Sun.

Remainers, on the other hand, say the proposals will fail 
to protect the UK’s extensive services sector, which would 
no longer be able to ply their trade throughout the EU’s 
single market.

In the days before and after the referendum, Brexiteers 
talked of having their cake and eating it. Now, says the 

BBC’s Laura Kuenssberg, the calculation looks different. 
“More political freedom does, this paper suggests, come 
at a cost”. 

Trouble at customs

The Government narrowly defeated an amendment to 
the Brexit White Paper that would have obliged the PM to 
negotiate a new customs union with the EU if she failed to 
secure a more comprehensive deal. 

Instead, May’s preferred solution is a “Facilitated  
Customs Arrangement”, which combines elements of  
two previous proposals rejected by Brussels and her own 
MPs. The appeal, says the Financial Times, is that it “gives 
the UK an independent trade policy while at the same 
time acting as if it were part of the EU’s customs territory”.

For the same reason, says the paper, “it will never fly with 
the EU”.

Even the UK Government acknowledges that the 
technology needed to implement its plan — under which 
Britain would collect British and European tariffs at the 
border and then track goods to their destination, adjusting 
taxes accordingly — does not yet exist. 

But that might create room for a compromise: both 
sides could agree to work towards such a system, while 
implementing something simpler and more restrictive, 
leaving ministers and civil servants of the future to iron 
out the troublesome details.

Outstanding issues
Customs and trade
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O n 24 June 2016, few people gave much thought to 
the Irish border — even if Sinn Fein was quick to 

demand a referendum on the unification of Ireland. In 
the months that followed, however, the 300-mile frontier 
between Northern Ireland and the Republic has become 
Brexit’s most intractable conundrum.

On one level there is violent agreement: London, Dublin 
and Brussels are united in calling for an open border with 
no return to border posts and vehicle searches at the 200 
official crossing points, to avoid undermining the Good 
Friday Agreement.

Where disagreement arises is in how precisely that might 
be accomplished, particularly if the UK leaves the customs 
union (see page 3). “On the basis of the red lines we have, 
there is no solution,” an unnamed senior EU official told 
the FT earlier this year.

These are the options that have been considered:

Northern Ireland staying in the  
customs union

Barnier has proposed that Northern Ireland should 
effectively stay in the single market and customs union 
following Brexit, a suggestion that provoked claims that 
the EU is seeking to annex Northern Ireland. The DUP has 
warned that it will “vote against the Government” should 
Theresa May agree.

DUP leader Arlene Foster says Barnier does not 
understand the wider unionist culture of Northern Ireland. 
“His proposal of us being in an all-Ireland regulatory 
scenario with a border down the Irish Sea simply does not 
work,” she told the BBC. “It does not work constitutionally, 
politically, and it certainly does not work from an 
economic perspective.” 

Light border checks

Another option would be to remove Northern Ireland from 
the customs union along with Great Britain, but then  
impose only very light border checks — or even none at all. 
The EU looks unlikely to agree, however. Barnier has 
previously said that customs checks are key to protecting 
the single market, its food safety standards and its 
farmers. If the UK, outside the customs union and the 
Common Agricultural Policy, began to import cheap 
American beef, for example, Brussels would not want it 
competing with Irish beef.

And for Brexiters who voted to leave the EU in order to 
regain control of Britain’s borders, opening a backdoor 
into the country might be difficult to defend.

 

An ‘invisible’ border

The Irish government has poured scorn on UK 
suggestions of an “invisible border” that would use 
technology to check vehicles and goods without stopping 
them. EU negotiators have also dismissed the idea as 
“magical thinking”.

But Christian Bock, director general of the Swiss Federal 
Customs Administration, told MPs last November that 
it would be possible to maintain a border with minimal 
checks and infrastructures. Since Switzerland is in neither 
the EU, the single market nor the customs union, its 
borders with several EU countries could provide a model 
for post-Brexit Ireland.

“You don’t need a system where you stop every time at 
the border,” he said. With a system of joint border patrols, 
cameras, control points located away from the border, 
pre-qualification for trusted traders and processes for 
expediting low-risk trade, he said, it was possible to allow 
98% of vehicles through the border unimpeded.

However, says the FT, that is only possible because 
Switzerland is part of the Schengen common travel area, 
removing the need for passport checks, and because 
“the Swiss copy and paste Brussels regulations into their 
domestic laws, allowing the landlocked state effectively to 
be a member of the EU single market for goods”. 

Brexiters might bristle at a similar British commitment.

The Irish border
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A s a Remainer, Theresa May has long been regarded  
with suspicion by some of the most enthusiastic 

Brexiters in her party. While she reassured them with 
her commitment to leave the single market and customs 
union, and by fulfilling a promise to trigger Article 50  
by the end of March 2017, recent concessions have set 
alarm bells ringing.

Earlier this year, 60 Conservative MPs from the pro-Leave 
European Research Group wrote to May warning that her 
proposal for a customs union partnership is unworkable 
and could cause the “collapse” of the Government.  
The Chequers agreement caused further dismay.

The resignations of David Davis and Boris Johnson 
increased the risk of a challenge to May’s leadership, 
but the rebels’ room for manoeuvre is limited by the lack 
of a Conservative majority in the Commons. Right-wing 
backbenchers know that May’s replacement at No. 10 
could be a more pro-European Conservative — or even 
Jeremy Corbyn.

“Hard Brexiters get loud and aggressive when they are 
losing a key fight on Brexit,” says the Financial Times. “But 
they know, too, that they cannot bring Mrs May down, for 
fear of derailing Brexit altogether. So their hands are tied.”

Jeremy Corbyn, like Theresa May, faces a difficult 
balancing act when it comes to Brexit. Although 
the vast majority of his MPs backed Remain, many 
Labour voters backed Leave. 

And while the party had some success appealing to 
the pro-European vote in last year’s election, most 
notably in Kensington and Canterbury, its target 
seats for the next election have a different political 
hue. “Of the 34 seats in England and Wales where 
they are running closest behind the Conservatives,” 
says The Guardian, “there are more seats that are 
estimated to have voted over 60% to Leave than to 
have voted Remain.”

Corbyn has therefore pursued a policy of 
constructive ambiguity on Brexit, pledging to leave 
the EU and the single market, while sounding a 

shade more pro-European than the Conservatives 
and criticising their conduct of negotiations.

So far, says The Times, he has “managed to please 
all of the Labour people, but you can’t do that all of 
the time, forever”.

In February, he shifted his position, backing a 
permanent customs union with the EU — a position 
supported by a number of unlikely allies, including 
Conservative rebels,  the Confederation of British 
Industry, the Institute of Directors and former Tory 
chancellor George Osborne.

Theresa May’s dithering on the customs union had 
offered Labour an “open goal”, Osborne said in the 
London Evening Standard, and Corbyn had “just 
kicked the ball into the back of it”.

What does Labour say?

Will May survive Brexit?
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Britain votes to leave the 
EU. The following day, 
Cameron announces his 
resignation as prime 
minister.

Brexit timeline David Cameron proposes a referendum on Britain’s 
membership of the EU.

23 JAN 2013

Having committed to a referendum in their 
general election manifesto, the Conservatives 
win an unexpected Commons majority.

7 MAY 2015

Cameron sets the date 
for the vote.

20 FEB 2016

23 JUN 2016

13 JUL 2016

Theresa May becomes PM.

29 MAR 2017

May triggers Article 50, the 
formal process by which the 
UK will negotiate its departure.

At a snap general election called by May,  
the Conservatives lose their majority.

8 JUN 2017

26 JUN 2017

Brexit negotiations begin.

The EU agrees that 
“sufficient progress” 
has been made on the 
financial settlement, Irish 
border and citizens rights, 
clearing the way to phase 
two negotiations on new 
trading arrangements.

15 DEC 2017

31 OCT 2018

Michel Barnier’s 
deadline for finalising 
Britain’s exit deal, which 
has to be ratified by 
member states and the 
EU parliament within the 
two-year period allowed 
by Article 50.

Britain will formally leave 
the EU, entering a 
transition period.

29 MAR 2019

31 DEC 2021

The EU’s proposed transition period will 
come to an end.

A new and still-to-be-negotiated relationship between the 
EU and the UK will begin.

1 JAN 2022
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We've got Brexit covered.
For incisive analysis from every side of the debate, 
read The Week magazine and TheWeek.co.uk.


