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As Brexit negotiations enter a critical phase, political and business figures are starting to break 

ranks and call for a comprehensive UK-EU deal on defence and security. With threats to the 

Western alliance growing, can negotiators deliver an agreement that will maintain vital 

cooperation? Or will dogma trump pragmatism and lead to reduced security for European citizens? 

The Hedgehog and The Fox 

At their first meeting, Dominic Raab – the new Brexit Secretary – 

and Michel Barnier exchanged some unusual gifts. Mr Raab chose 

an essay by Isiah Berlin, The Hedgehog and the Fox, which seeks 

to divide writers and thinkers into two categories. Foxes draw on a 

wide variety of experiences and do not believe the world can be 

boiled down to a single idea, whilst Hedgehogs view the world 

through the lens of a single defining idea. Quite who is the 

Hedgehog and who is the Fox in the Brexit scenario is down to 

interpretation. But one thing is clear, the current impasse in 

negotiations can largely be accounted for by an inability to 

countenance new ideas for the basis of the future relationship.  

This is particularly the case in the defence and security space. In 

February 2018, the Prime Minister set out her stall, calling for a 

“deep and special partnership” to retain cooperation. But she also 

had a warning for the Hedgehogs, arguing that negotiators should 

not allow, “rigid institutional restrictions and deep-seated ideology 

to inhibit our cooperation and jeopardise the security of citizens.”  

In response, the EU argued that the UK proposal would undermine the EU’s decision-making autonomy, weaken the 

integrity of the Single Market, and pose significant legal issues. As negotiations move towards the crunch October 

EU Council summit, will this impasse be broken and what can businesses in the sector do to support negotiators in 

reaching a fair and balanced settlement on the future of European defence and security? 

What is the future for European defence and security post-Brexit? 
 

Entente cordiale or splendid isolation?  
 

Defence spending (2016, Bn): 

$50.7 UK 

$48.6 France 

$41.7 Germany 

$141 Sub-total 

($85.7 Rest of EU Member States) 

($603 United States) 

 

Key UK Deployments in Europe 

1) Leading NATO’s Enhanced Forward 

Presence, Estonia 

2) Sovereign Base Areas, Cyprus 

3) British Forces, Germany 

4) British Overseas Territory, Gibraltar 

5) NATO Enhanced Air Policing, 

Romania 

6) Joint Expeditionary Force (Maritime), 

Mediterranean 
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UK contribution to European defence 

To understand why agreeing a future EU-UK defence 

and security partnership is so critical, it is worth 

considering the UK’s existing contribution to European 

defence. The UK is one of only two Member States 

possessing ‘full-spectrum’ military capabilities (including 

a nuclear deterrent) and one of only five spending over 

2% of GDP on defence. It also holds a permanent seat 

on the UN Security Council and has the largest military 

budget within the EU. Whilst the UK is a modest 

contributor to EU missions through the Common Security 

and Defence Policy, it is by far the largest European 

contributor to NATO operations. This is particularly 

relevant on the EU’s eastern borders, with over 800 

personnel deployed in Estonia alone, as an increasingly 

hostile Russia poses a growing threat. As well as 

substantial force deployment on the European continent, 

the UK provides significant support to EU operations 

overseas, most notably by hosting the Headquarters for 

Operation Atlanta, the mission to stave off piracy 

activities on the Horn of Africa. In addition, UK 

companies have developed critical technologies that are 

used in key military assets, with many firms operating on 

a pan-European basis. This includes key technologies in 

complex weapons, cyber security, and aerospace. In the 

security space, the UK is also a critical player, 

contributing the most of any Member State to Europol’s 

serious and organised crime analysis projects in 2016, 

as well as significant contributors to programmes such 

as SIS II, ECRIS, and Joint Investigation Teams.  

Changing security environment 

Given this level of cooperation, a failure of negotiators to 

reach an agreement will have a demonstrable impact on 

Europe’s defence and security. This is amplified even 

further by the changing postures of other major 

geopolitical powers. Russia’s revanchist foreign policy, 

which includes annexing parts of Ukraine, invading and 

subsequently occupying parts of Syria, and poisoning 

political dissidents on UK soil, poses grave dangers. The 

EU sanctions regime on Russian assets and individuals 

has proven largely ineffective as a deterrent, especially 

when coupled with declining defence spending in major 

EU states, such as Germany. President Trump has 

intensified this already volatile situation, by firstly 

condemning NATO allies’ capabilities and defence 

spending, and secondly by visiting Vladmir Putin to 

seemingly back Russia’s position on the security threats 

it faces and stating that his tête-à-tête was “even better” 

than his meeting with NATO days earlier. This is not to 

mention the ongoing and, in places, enhanced threat 

posed by non-state actors, both in terms of traditional 

terrorist activities, but also cyber security. Taken 

together, the prospect of a no-deal Brexit, changing 

geopolitical alliances, and specific security challenges 

pose perhaps the greatest threat to the EU’s collective 

security since the end of the Cold War. On that basis, 

one would be forgiven for assuming that Brexit 

negotiations would focus on these issues and deliver an 

outcome that provides for mutual protection and 

assurance. However, this does not seem to be the case 

so far.  

State of negotiations 

As mentioned above, the Prime Minister’s speech at the 

Munich Security Conference earlier this year was the first 

significant attempt to move the dial of negotiations on the 

security front. It was welcomed by numerous senior 

European politicians, but this enthusiasm didn’t translate 

into negotiating capital, as officials struggled to make any 

real headway. The main blockers appeared to be the lack 

of progress on other headline issues, including data 

exchange, the role of the European Court of Justice, and 

the UK’s budget contributions.  

 
We need a partnership that 
respects both the decision-
making autonomy of the EU and 
the sovereignty of the UK. 

 

Prime Minister Theresa May, 17 February 2018 
 

As a result, the UK tried to up the ante even further, by 

publishing a framework for the future EU-UK Security 

Partnership in May. This re-emphasised the key points 

Theresa May made in Munich, whilst adding more detail 

in terms of the specific programmes the UK was seeking 

participation in going forward. In response the EU 

produced slides for the Article 50 Taskforce, outlining 

where the UK position diverted from the EU’s. These 

focused on the impact such a relationship would have on 

the EU’s decision-making autonomy and its “decision-
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shaping” ability. The EU’s document is notable for the 

absence of any mention of declining security on the 

Continent should the UK’s current contribution be 

diminished. This omission on the part of the EU was 

further emphasised during the June EU Council summit, 

where Mrs May used her speech to call on European 

leaders to adjust their guidelines to the Commission to 

ensure a security partnership could be reached. 

Tellingly, the subsequent conclusions from the Council 

on Brexit did not mention defence or security at all and 

in fact called on Member States and the Institutions to 

accelerate plans for a no-deal scenario.  

Next steps 

This impasse has not abated despite the UK publishing 

its White Paper on the future relationship. More granular 

detail was provided on where the UK believed continued 

cooperation could take place, with emphasis placed on 

the need to balance rights and responsibilities. 

Meanwhile, the EU continues to enact new rules for third-

country participation in these programmes, including on 

the Galileo satellite system, effectively making it unviable 

for non-EU businesses to receive research funding and 

forcing those participating businesses to conduct their 

work on EU soil.  

However, cracks are starting to form in EU ‘solidarity’ on 

this issue. Last month the German Interior Minister, Horst 

Seehofer, wrote to the Commission to say that the EU 

was “putting lives at risk” with its rigid approach to 

negotiations and argued that, “ensuring the security of 

citizens in Europe should take precedence over all other 

aspects of (Britain’s) exit negotiations.” In his remarks 

last week, even Michel Barnier chose to focus on the 

need for a security partnership, emphasising that the 

Commission was prepared to accelerate the pace of 

talks on this aspect on the negotiations. Industry is also 

getting involved in the debate. Whilst a vocal critic of 

Brexit, the Chief Executive of Airbus, Tom Enders, called 

for a “consolidation” of the European fighter jet industry, 

suggesting a potential merger of the UK’s BAE Systems 

and Airbus’ fighter jet business. Ostensibly this was due, 

as Enders claims, to competition from the United States. 

However, this could also be read as an admission that 

Europe needs the UK’s military and technological 

expertise to succeed internationally.   

Despite these small cracks in the united EU front, 

progress on negotiations continues at a snail’s pace. The 

UK continues to hold to its red lines, making it 

challenging for the EU to accept given the issues this will 

pose for the legal integrity of the Single Market and the 

unprecedented rights this would give the UK as a third 

country on the EU’s decision-making bodies. The Brexit 

Secretary and Michel Barnier are due to meet again this 

week, with the focus being on the outstanding issues 

within the Withdrawal Agreement – namely the Northern 

Ireland ‘backstop’ – as well as on the future framework, 

which includes defence and security. With enough 

political will disagreements can be overcome. At this 

stage, however, it does appear that dogma is trumping 

pragmatism.  

What businesses can do 

As the prospects of a no-deal scenario become more 

apparent, it is increasingly important that the EU 

Institutions and the UK Government are engaged with 

businesses to understand the impact and identify 

solutions. Businesses have a critical role to play in this, 

given it is their expertise and capabilities that are used to 

enhance European security. Expressing these views to 

all sides, including directly with Member States, has 

become more important than ever. FTI Consulting has 

significant experience advising clients on Brexit issues, 

including in the defence and security sector, as well as a 

dedicated Brexit Taskforce that brings together experts 

from across our practices. If you would like to discuss the 

issues raised above, please contact 

BrexitResponseTeam@fticonsulting.com.  
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