
Introduction 

According to the recent FTI Consulting Brexit in the 

Boardroom survey, business expects ‘clarity’ on Brexit by 

June 2018, when ‘irreversible changes’ could need to be 

made to their business planning. It would appear that the 

UK and EU27 are finally trying to provide this clarity. Last 

week saw some of this coming from both sides. In her long-

awaited speech, Theresa May shed some light on the future 

relationship her government is seeking with the EU27. In 

turn, the EU27 published a first draft of the withdrawal 

agreement. It will publish a draft version of its guidelines for 

the negotiations of the future relationship this week. 

So what do we know? A transition period starting on 30 

March 2019 until 31 December 2020 was proposed by the 

EU. During this period EU law will remain applicable and 

enforceable on the UK bar some exceptions. Both sides 

appear to agree on the need for a time limited transition 

and an agreement appears within reach. A definitive 

agreement on the transition period can be expected by the 

end of the month. 

What else do we know? For the EU27, the future should 

look much like the agreement it has recently concluded 

with Canada, the so-called CETA agreement – mainly due to 

the fact that the UK wants to leave the Single Market and 

does not want to be part of the Customs Union. In her 

speech, Theresa May made clear that the UK does not want 

a Canada-style deal. 



For the UK, a future agreement with the EU27 has to 

include, among other things, a comprehensive system of 

mutual recognition, a special customs partnership, 

associate membership to several EU agencies such as the 

European Medicines Agency, the European Chemicals 

Agency and European Aviation Safety Agency, a special 

deal on data flows and protection, as well as a special 

arrangement for broadcasting and financial services. No 

tariffs and quotas are to be imposed on goods traded 

between both sides. There should be no hard border 

between Ireland and Northern Ireland, but the common 

regulatory area for Northern Ireland as proposed last 

week by the EU27 is not acceptable to the UK.  

In sum, there is a little bit more clarity for business now. If 

all goes well, an agreement on the transition period can 

be expected in a couple of weeks, which could well 

confirm that all stays the same until the end of 2020. This 

will provide companies with a bit more time to prepare. 

Business also has a better idea of what the UK would like 

to see from a future arrangement and indeed, what 

sectors of its economy it puts its hope on. The EU27 will 

perhaps offer some more clarity on this aspect this week. 

However, the two visions could well be far apart (CETA vs 

the UK bespoke deep and special agreement). Uncertainty 

about how things will be post-2020 therefore remains. 

Our survey made clear that a lot of companies are 

preparing for Brexit, but only a few are planning to engage 

with policy-makers. However, negotiations on the future 

relationship have still not started and the clock is ticking. 

Therefore, business might want to reconsider its 

engagement and start reaching out to decision-makers 

before it’s too late. 
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View from LONDON 

Brexit speeches are becoming like London buses 

– long gaps without seeing a single one, followed 

by lots in succession. Over the last fortnight, we 

have heard from most of the UK’s senior Cabinet 

members, former Prime Ministers, ex-Senior Civil 

Servants and European officials. Last Friday (2 

March) we reached the crescendo, with the 

Prime Minister delivering a set-piece intervention 

in the grandiose surroundings of Mansion House 

in London. As far as political speeches go, let 

alone speeches on Brexit, this one managed to 

achieve something quite rare – a broad 

consensus between the opposing sides. Leading 

proponents of the Leave camp have welcomed 

the commitments on ending ECJ jurisdiction and 

the ability of Parliament to diverge in the future 

should it wish to do so, albeit at a price in terms 

of trade. Jacob Rees-Mogg, now chairman of the 

influential European Research Group in the 

Conservative Party, commented: “The red lines 

are all intact.” On the Remain side, the speech 

has been hailed by some as a pragmatic 

statement of intent, which provides the EU with 

much of the content they need to proceed with 

negotiating guidelines on the future relationship.  

 

The business reaction to the speech was equally 

warm. Miles Celic, Chief Executive of TheCityUK, 

said that the UK’s position is now not in 

question: “She made a detailed and practical 

proposition and it should put to rest any 

suggestion that the UK has not made its 

intentions and ambitions clear.” Others chose to 

address specific proposals within the speech. 

The CBI, for example, welcomed the calls for the 

UK to remain as an associate member to a 

number of EU agencies, specifically citing EASA. 

The Institute of Directors focussed their praise 

on the PM’s call for new labour mobility 

arrangements, whilst Mike Thompson, Chief 

Executive of the Association of British 

Pharmaceutical Industry, said that the PM’s call 

for close cooperation on medicines regulation 

was necessary to ensure patient safety.  

 

There were, of course, a number of other figures 

within the UK who felt the speech was still 

lacking in crucial detail. Nicola Sturgeon, First 

Minister of Scotland, said that the PM was 

adopting a “wish-list approach”, which she said 

the EU has already rejected – whilst Nigel Farage 

argued that the Government’s position had 

effectively ruled out a ‘No Deal’ scenario, which 

he said was, “a big mistake”.   

 

Nonetheless, as an exercise in engendering 

some consensus among Conservative MPs, the 

speech can rightly be seen as a success. When 

arch-Brexiteer Michael Howard and stalwart 

Remainer Anna Soubry can agree on the 

principles and key proposals of the speech, 

No.10 know they’ve had a big win.  

 

Looking ahead, the PM is clearly not going to be 



able to rest on her laurels. The Labour Party’s 

recent shift in position regarding the Customs 

Union could pose significant issues as the focus 

of negotiations shifts to the future relationship. 

The key aspect of this will be the border in 

Ireland, where options for ensuring there is no 

hard border look short in supply or, at best, 

rather ambitious. If Labour are to exploit this 

policy difference to best effect, they will need to 

show how their solution – whilst in its infancy 

and not without its own issues – can best 

maintain the Good Friday Agreement. It’s also 

possible that, as the Government has ruled out 

membership of the single market once again, 

the moderates within Labour can put further 

pressure on the leadership to delineate their 

position from the Government’s and support the 

UK’s continued membership. Whilst this would 

seem attractive to many of their supporters, it’s 

not clear how popular such a shift would be in 

traditional Labour heartlands in the North of 

England. The second problem with this potential 

approach is how it can be squared with Labour’s 

economic policy priorities, particularly around 

nationalisation. It would certainly be a gamble 

and possibly a step too far at this stage – 

although any serious disruption to the economy 

or a collapse in talks may well precipitate such a 

policy shift.  

The other major challenge is the Parliamentary 

arithmetic, with the Government having a 

majority of just eight (including the Democratic 

Unionist Party MPs through the supply and 

confidence agreement with the Government). 

With just a handful of Labour MPs in favour of 

Brexit, it would only take a dozen or so 

Conservative MPs to rebel against the 

Government to lose a vote. The Trade Bill is a 

key example of this dynamic. It was due to reach 

Report stage in the House of Commons this 

month but has been delayed by the Government 

over fears about an amendment that would seek 

to keep the UK’s in the Customs Union. Early 

indications suggest that, whilst this problem 

hasn’t abated, the PM’s speech has gone some 

way to alleviate the concerns of those potential 

rebels. However, what happens when the 

amendment is debated and voted on in April 

may well change depending on the progress, or 

lack of, in the negotiations between now and 

then.  



 

 

 
 
 

 

View from BRUSSELS 

Perhaps the most important European reactions 

to Prime Minister Theresa May’s speech came, 

oddly enough, prior to her delivering it. In a 

speech delivered on Thursday morning, 

European Council President Tusk struck a rather 

‘realist’ tone about the future relationship 

between the EU and the UK, when he stated 

that: “There can be no frictionless trade outside 

of the customs union and the Single Market. 

Friction is an inevitable side effect of Brexit”.  

 

Then, about one hour before Mrs May took the 

stage on Friday, Dutch Minister Mark Rutte gave 

a speech in Berlin setting out the Dutch vision 

for the future of the EU. Rutte, a close ally of 

former PM David Cameron, had a telling, and 

perhaps even a bit cheeky, opening statement: 

“You had a choice today. You could have listened 

to a speech in the UK about a future without 

Europe. Or a speech in Berlin by someone who 

believes in Europe and wants to talk about the 

best way to move forward with Europe. I’m glad 

you’re here”.  

 

That’s not to say that the EU27 response was 

overly negative. The EU side had been asking for 

more clarity about the UK’s demands for Brexit 

for a while and the PM did provide more detail 

on what will guide the UK in its negotiations with 

the EU. This was acknowledged by EU Chief 

Negotiator Michel Barnier in a tweet on Friday 

that welcomed her clarity.  

 

The EU27 published a first draft of the 

withdrawal agreement on Wednesday (28 

February). May didn’t really mention it in her 

speech, other than a reference to the Irish 

border issue – the EU text proposes a common 

regulatory area for Northern Ireland in which EU 

rules should apply in order to avoid a hard 

border, which was firmly rejected by May – and 

the fact that both sides are close to an 

agreement on the transition (implementation) 

period.  

 

She focused on what the UK would like to get 

out of the future relationship. She made clear 

that the UK rejects both the Norway and Canada 

models and wants a bespoke deal. This deal 

should, among others, include, a comprehensive 

system of mutual recognition, a special customs 

partnership, a special deal on data flows and 

protection, as well as a special arrangement for 

broadcasting and financial services (the details 

for the latter will be set out by UK Chancellor 

Philip Hammond later this week). There should 

also be no tariffs and quotas. May also 

announced that the UK would be willing to pay to 

become associate members of European 

agencies for medicine, chemicals and aviation. 

Interestingly, May specifically mentioned that the 

UK will not seek to be part of the EU’s Digital 

Single Market initiative, as she deems that the 

UK needs sufficient domestic regulatory 

flexibility to remain a world leader in this sector. 

 

The speech has made it clearer what the UK 

wants for the future. What is still less clear is to 

what extent the UK agrees or disagrees with the 

draft withdrawal agreement. It firmly rejects the 

proposed solution for Northern Ireland, but is 

unclear about what could be a solution in line 

with the December agreement. And what about 

all the other issues? As far as transition is 

concerned, there are only a few more weeks left 

to find an agreement. And after that the even 

more complicated work stars on the future 

agreement. Indeed, at the end of the month the 

European Council will adopt guidelines for the 

negotiations on the future relationship that are 
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to start in April. Draft guidelines will already be 

published by President Tusk this week. It will be 

interesting to see to what extent, if any, the 

guidelines factor in some of the demands set out 

in May’s speech. Negotiating a bespoke as well 

as deep and special relationship with the EU will 

be a massive challenge. Even with the extra 20 

months of relative certainty for business that 

could be generated by the transition agreement, 

the period to find an agreement before the end 

of December 2020 remains remarkably short. 

For business there might be short-term relief, 

but long-term uncertainty remains, even after a 

speech that offers a bit more insight into the UK 

position. 
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