
IntroductIon
While it is well acknowledged that the United Kingdom performed poorly in its 
task of obtaining a swift and workable agreement on the terms of withdrawal 
from the European Union, the EU has also made its fair share of mistakes. 
This Policy Brief seeks to identify those areas where the EU has been less than 
perfect in its treatment of Brexit to date.

the eu Is Partly to Blame for BrexIt
The EU likes to treat Brexit as a largely external development, unconnected to 
the other difficulties the Union has to confront. Depending on whom in Europe 
you ask, the origins of Brexit lie in the vagaries of the British political system, 
Britain’s more distant perspective on Europe, or the particularities of the UK’s 
liberal economic model. 

However, the frequency with which EU public policy failures were discussed 
by the Leave campaign indicates that the EU’s woes contributed to the vote 
to leave. The EU’s mishandling of the eurozone crisis, its failure to adequately 
deal with migration flows, and long-standing problems with legitimacy and 
democratic representation were all prominent features of the campaign.

Moreover, the EU27 have not always been the stalwart supporters of Union 
principles they now claim to be. Talk of the UK’s longstanding opposition 
to free movement ignores the fact that the UK stood out from the crowd in 
allowing unrestricted free movement from eastern Europe after the ‘Big Bang’ 
accession in 2004, while France and Germany applied temporary restrictions. 

Acknowledging the determinants of Brexit on the EU side is important because 
the perceived causes of Brexit have implications for assigning responsibility and 
apportioning blame between the actors. The view that Brexit is a solely British 
decision has led EU policymakers to regard it as the UK’s responsibility to solve 
the problems arising from the Brexit process—chief among these, the Irish 
border. But insofar as the causes of Brexit were both European and British, the 
responsibility for solving them falls on both actors.
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key insights

the withdrawal of the 
‘British veto’ does not 
guarantee the success 
of the eu’s post-Brexit 
initiatives.

keeping Britain involved 
in key policy areas—
especially research 
and security—will 
Benefit the crediBility 
of the eu. 

negotiators on the 
eu side need to make 
more of an effort to 
understand and engage 
with British politics.
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the eu underestImates the 
ImPortance of BrItIsh memBershIP
The EU likes to cite the asymmetry in bargaining power 
between the two sides, noting that a ‘no deal’ scenario 
will leave the UK worse off than it will the EU. There 
is frequent talk about the wilful act of self-harm being 
perpetuated by the UK. While there is general agreement 
in Brussels that Brexit represents a seismic moment in the 
Union’s history, the consequences of British withdrawal 
are often understated. 

The UK’s economy dwarves those of many other member 
states; indeed, it constitutes one-fifth of the economic 
output of the remaining EU27, and its withdrawal is the 
equivalent of losing the GDP of the smallest nineteen 
member states. Britain’s withdrawal also leaves the EU 
with a sizeable gap in the budget, given the UK’s status 
as a net contributor. Although Germany and France have 

agreed to make up the 
shortfall in the interim, the 
EU’s initial efforts to plug 
the gap highlighted the 
reluctance of many member 
states to countenance any 
increase in their budgetary 
contributions.

While British politicians 
have rarely shied away 
from attacking the EU for 
domestic political point-

scoring, British officials, regulators, businesses, academic 
institutions, and civil society have been leading players in 
EU politics and policymaking. The UK is one of only two 
military powers in Europe capable of deploying close to 
full-spectrum capabilities (the other is France) and while 
security and defence is mostly off the negotiating table, 
the UK’s future commitment to European security cannot 
be taken for granted. In other areas too, notably research 
and financial services, the UK has brought much to the 
table over the years, which punitive or overly legalistic 
arrangements would preclude the EU from exploiting. 
There is also a less-tangible element at play: Britain’s 
membership in the EU brought the Union prestige and 
credibility, which will disappear after Brexit.

the eu Is overly oPtImIstIc aBout Post-
WIthdraWal develoPments
Policymakers in the EU see Brexit as an opportunity to 
escape UK vetoes in areas such as foreign, security, and 

defence policy. Indeed, a number of new proposals were 
launched in the aftermath of the vote, many of which 
referred explicitly to British withdrawal. These moves 
are politically valuable for Brussels, which wants to 
demonstrate that it is moving forward after Brexit, that the 
engine of European integration has steam in it yet. 

But Brussels overestimates the likelihood that these 
projects will come to meaningful fruition. Further 
integration in this field is stymied by a number of deep, 
structural impediments that are not likely to go away 
anytime soon, including deep-seated differences in 
national strategic cultures, concern—including in public 
opinion—about pooling sovereignty in this area, and 
a lack of willingness to commit resources. Moreover, 
member states that had on previous occasions hidden 
behind the UK veto will be understandably reluctant to 
offer support.

The timeframe for this success also raises doubts. Brexit is 
a longer-term process than the two years of Article 50. In 
a decade or more, Britain’s relationship with the EU may 
still be one of deep interconnection, equivalence, and 
dependence. To publics elsewhere in the EU, however, 
this may quickly be forgotten if yet another crisis, such as 
in the eurozone, engulfs the EU. The EU’s success vis-à-vis 
Brexit will therefore be shaped not only by how well the 
UK appears to perform outside the EU, but also by the 
EU’s ability to manage the systemic challenges it faces 
and so to demonstrate its utility to EU citizens. The EU’s 
optimism that recent efforts at integration will propel 
it forward risks increasing expectations that cannot be 
matched in the long term, and could jeopardise the 
legitimacy and credibility of the EU.

the eu has Been IntransIgent In Its 
conduct of the negotIatIons
In the negotiations to date, Brussels has compromised 
in fewer areas than the UK has, and the withdrawal 
agreement looks remarkably similar to what the EU 
originally offered the UK. The internal procedures for 
managing the Brexit negotiations, including the ring-
fencing of Taskforce 50, have deliberately afforded Michel 
Barnier minimal flexibility in negotiating on behalf of 
the Council. His team, and their approach, has also been 
heavily legalistic. 

This is, of course, how the EU approaches negotiations 
with third countries: it utilises its greater market power 
as leverage and waits until its negotiating partners come 
around to the EU position, reinforced by a focus on 

in a decade or 
more, Britain’s 
relationship with 
the eu may still 
Be one of deep 
interconnection, 
equivalence, and 
dependence. 
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an inflexible rules-based system. It is also a source of 
Brussels’s strength in some respects, since it underpins 
the EU’s status as a regulatory state and a civilian power. 
But it implies trade-offs that often go unrecognised, such 
as that between political and legal harmony, and between 
hard and soft forms of power.

Brussels’s insistence that no exceptions will be made 
for the British flies in the face of the empirical reality 
of opt-outs, derogations, and other such examples of 
‘differentiated integration’ secured by member states over 
the years. There is a sleight of hand here: the EU claims 
it intends only to maintain the integrity of the rules-
based system as a matter of principle, but also wields 
considerable power over the UK through its refusal to 
consider alternatives. 

While those who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw 
stones—the demonization of the EU in the UK has been 
extensive and counter-productive—one should at least call 
the exercise of power (economic or otherwise) what it is, 
rather than suggest that the EU is acting out of generosity 
or a sense of social solidarity. Theresa May’s government 
may not deserve concessions from the EU, but even if it 
did, it is not likely that the EU would be willing to grant 
any, since intransigence is not a sop to EU-supporting 
Remainers, but rather part of the EU’s modus operandi.

the eu doesn’t understand the nature 
of BrItIsh PolItIcs
Although UK policymakers lack familiarity with Brussels 
and with EU politics, the same is true of EU policymakers, 
who have failed to grasp Theresa May’s domestic 
constraints. This has led to some misperceptions by 
Brussels, which has notably downplayed the importance 
of internal squabbles within the Tory party and has on 
occasion sought to discern a ‘British position’ where 
one does not exist. Normally the UK’s majoritarian 
system produces a government capable of delivering 
a clear position, but in recent years hung parliaments 
have been the norm, weakening any governing party’s 
ability to reach agreement. This has been reinforced by 
a reticence on the EU side to engage with British politics 
and a propensity to limit contact to the negotiations 
themselves. Few European and national leaders have 
taken the opportunity to directly address UK audiences 
since the referendum.

The lack of understanding of British politics displayed by 
European policymakers has led to a number of errors, 
as Brussels has variously attributed sincere intentions 

to elements of rhetoric, and treated as cheap talk 
occasions when the British government has attempted to 
communicate a baseline position. This is not to suggest 
that Brussels is in the wrong and must necessarily subject 
itself to the whims of the British body politic, merely to 
suggest that shortcomings in understanding the politics 
of one’s negotiating partner are present on both sides of 
the Channel. This may turn out to represent a strategic 
misjudgement on behalf of the EU—either placing 
too much faith in British claims, or too little—that will 
undermine the prospects of a workable withdrawal deal.

PolIcy recommendatIons
This Policy Brief has focused on five shortcomings in the 
EU’s approach to negotiating Brexit. To conclude, three 
recommendations are put forward to EU policymakers 
on how to best handle the post-withdrawal phase of the 
Brexit process:

First, the EU needs to be more 
constructive. It is no good to 
expect the Brits alone to come 
up with solutions for what are 
essentially common problems. 
For example, the EU insists—at 
the request of Ireland—that a 
backstop against a hard border 
between Northern Ireland 
and the Republic of Ireland be included in the withdrawal 
agreement unless a technical solution is found. Yet the 
EU places the onus on the British to create such a policy. 
Proposals from the EU side for a technical solution would 
be welcomed.

Second, the EU should be wary of the downsides of 
an overly legalistic posture, especially in areas where 
British involvement would directly benefit the Union. 
Consideration should be given to granting observer 
membership of the Political and Security Committee to 
the British and to letting the UK shape the Horizon 2020 
agenda. The former would bolster the EU’s credibility as 
a security actor; the latter would improve the decision-
making and effectiveness of EU funding programmes.

Third, the EU should not curtail public engagement 
with the UK, and members of the negotiating team in 
particular should make more of an effort to communicate 
with the British body politic, including the public and key 
stakeholders. Contact was noticeably limited during the 
withdrawal talks, and this contributed to easily avoidable 
misperceptions on both sides. 

eu policymakers 
have failed to 
grasp theresa 
may’s domestic 
constraints. 
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