
Oireachtas Library & Research Service | Bill Digest        

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

L&RS  
Note 
 
Brexit negotiations – 
progress to date and next 
steps 
 

 

Darren Lawlor, Senior Parliamentary Researcher, Economics 
Aoife Halligan, Senior Parliamentary Researcher, Economics 

 

09 June 2020 
Abstract 
This L&RS Note discusses the current state of play in the Brexit 

negotiations.  It first addresses the UK’s withdrawal from the EU, 

explaining the transition period currently in operation, the focus of this 

part of the negotiations and importantly what it all means for avoiding a 

hard border on the island of Ireland. The Note then assesses 

negotiations on the UK’s future relationship with the EU.  In particular, 

it considers the interaction between the Political Declaration of 2019 

and prospects for a future EU-UK trade agreement, including the 

projected impact of different Brexit scenarios on Ireland's economy. 
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Negotiations on the UK’s withdrawal from the EU 

The UK officially left the European Union (EU) on 31 January 2020, ending 47 years of 

membership.  Following 40 months of protracted negotiations and three extensions of the 

negotiating period, the EU and the UK concluded the following in October 2019: 

▪ The revised Withdrawal Agreement (WA) - which is a legally binding Treaty setting out 

the terms for an orderly Brexit. The WA includes three Protocols (on Ireland/Northern 

Ireland, the UK’s Sovereign Base Areas in Cyprus, and Gibraltar). The Protocol on 

Ireland/Northern Ireland is designed to prevent a ‘hard border’ on the island of Ireland; and  

▪ The revised Political Declaration (PD) - which provides the framework for the future EU-

UK relationship; 

Furthermore, the EU’s negotiating mandate for a future EU-UK agreement states that: 

“The negotiations of the envisaged partnership should be premised on the effective 

implementation of the Withdrawal Agreement and of its three Protocols.” 

The transition period 

As a ‘third country’ in EU terminology, the UK is no longer part of the EU’s institutions: it has no 

MEPs, no European Commissioner and no Ministers (Secretaries of State) attending Council 

meetings. However, the UK will effectively function as an EU Member State, remaining in the EU 

Customs Union and Single Market, and will remain subject to EU law, until the end of an eleven-

month transition period (ending on 31 December 2020).   

This means there will be no immediate changes for Irish citizens and businesses until 2021. The 

EU and the UK will use the transition period to negotiate their future relationship, which includes a 

trade agreement. The transition period is extendable once for up to one or two years, by mutual 

agreement. A decision must be made on extension by 1 July 2020, though under the UK’s 

European Union (Withdrawal Agreement) Act 2020, the UK has prohibited the seeking of an 

extension.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has further complicated already challenging negotiations. Key 

stakeholders have themselves contracted the virus and video-linked talks have replaced face-to-

face negotiations. Four rounds of negotiations since March have not yielded substantial progress 

on key issues (including fisheries, the level playing field, governance of the future relationship, and 

police and judicial cooperation in criminal matters). Nonetheless, the UK government still maintains 

it would refuse any extension of the transition period. The EU and UK will now take stock of 

progress after these first negotiating rounds at a High Level meeting in June, although the date 

and the modalities for this meeting have yet to be confirmed. 

An indicative Brexit timeline is set out in Table 1, overleaf. 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/european-union-and-united-kingdom-forging-new-partnership/eu-uk-withdrawal-agreement_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/publications/revised-political-declaration_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/42736/st05870-ad01re03-en20.pdf
https://services.parliament.uk/bills/2019-20/europeanunionwithdrawalagreement.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-uk-negotiations-on-the-future-relationship/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_1017
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_1017


Oireachtas Library & Research Service | L&RS Note       2 

 

Table 1: The EU-UK Brexit timeline 

2 March 2020 
Start of formal negotiations on the future EU-UK partnership 

agreement (including trade). 

1 July 2020 
Deadline for the UK to request extending the transition period 

beyond 2020.  

26 November 2020 

Expected deadline for an EU-UK agreement to be submitted to 

the European Parliament if it is to be ratified by the end of 2020. 

The agreement may also require ratification by Member State 

parliaments. 

31 December 2020 End of transition period (unless an extension is mutually agreed).  

Source: House of Commons Library (2020) Brexit timeline: events leading to the UK’s exit from the European Union, 

January 2020. 

Focus of the negotiations on withdrawal 

The EU and the UK agreed to take a sequenced approach to negotiations - seeking agreement on 

(a) the withdrawal of the UK from the EU, and then (b) the future (EU-UK) relationship. The first 

phase began in June 2017 and focused on three key issues relating to the UK’s withdrawal: 

1. Protecting UK and EU citizens' rights; 

2. Agreeing a financial settlement; and 

3. Avoiding a hard border on the island of Ireland. 

 

Avoiding a hard border on the island of Ireland and protection 
of citizens’ rights 
 

Crucially for Ireland, the health of the all-island economy depends on avoiding a hard border with 

Northern Ireland (NI) and this was one of the EU’s three priorities during initial negotiations. To this 

end, the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland, explicitly: 

▪ Avoids a hard border between Ireland and NI; 

▪ Protects the all-island economy and the Good Friday Agreement (GFA); and 

▪ Safeguards the integrity of the EU Single Market. 

The Protocol comes into force at the end of the transition period. To avoid a hard border, NI will 

remain in the UK’s customs territory avoiding customs checks and controls on the island of Ireland 

but will apply EU customs law to goods entering NI and align with the EU in certain areas. As 

goods travelling between Great Britain and NI will require paperwork and checks, this means the 

effective establishment of a customs and regulatory “border” in the Irish Sea. This Protocol 

replaces earlier proposals for an EU-UK customs union had the previous Protocol (also known as 

the ‘backstop’) entered into force. 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7960/CBP-7960.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/european-union-and-united-kingdom-forging-new-partnership/eu-uk-withdrawal-agreement/protocol-ireland-and-northern-ireland_en
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Importantly, the Protocol includes commitments to ensure “no diminution of rights, safeguards and 

equality of opportunity” as set out in the GFA. NI citizens can assert their right to Irish citizenship 

and continue to enjoy their rights as EU citizens. The Protocol also contains other provisions to 

protect unique circumstances on the island of Ireland. These include maintaining the Common 

Travel Area (CTA) between Ireland and the UK and continued North-South cooperation in areas 

such as environment, health, agriculture, transport, education and tourism. The Single Electricity 

Market, the wholesale electricity market for the island of Ireland, is also preserved. 

Recent reports suggest tensions are emerging over preparations on the Protocol.  These 

preparations need to commence by 1 July in order to enable the new regime on checks and 

controls on goods moving between Britain and NI to come into effect on 1 January 2021.  In a 

statement published on 30 April 2020 following the first meeting of the Specialised Committee on 

the Protocol, the European Commission underlined the importance of the UK setting out its plans 

with regard to all implementation measures prescribed by the Protocol and providing a detailed 

timetable. 

 

The Political Declaration (PD), the EU-UK trade agreement and 
the impact on Ireland’s economy  
 

Brexit is expected to negatively impact the Irish economy. The question is to what extent. The PD 

is generally viewed as the best available option because it envisages, among other things, a no-

tariff/restriction-free trade regime for agri-food and manufactured products on the island of Ireland. 

However, it also requires the UK to achieve regulatory and technological alignment with the EU – 

and this remains a big challenge.  

In a positive sense, following the agreement of the PD, the number of possible Brexit scenarios 

has been reduced from four to two with the original worst-case scenario (i.e. ‘crashing out on 

World Trade Organisation terms’) now all but ruled out.  However, as shown in Table 2, a trade 

agreement in line with either of the remaining scenarios (highlighted) is still likely to reduce 

potential economic growth in Ireland by 2030 by between 3.2% and 3.9%. While this is 

unwelcome, it compares favourably to a 7% reduction that a WTO Brexit would likely have had. 

However, it must be noted that these projections do not also include the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

 

Table 2: Projected impact of different Brexit scenarios on Irish Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by 2030 
(compared to a scenario where the UK was an EU Member State) 
 

European 

Economic 

Area (EEA) 

Scenario 

PD (best 

scenario) 

PD (worst 

scenario) 

Customs 

Union (CU) 

Free Trade 

Agreement 

(FTA) 

World Trade 

Organisation 

(WTO) 

scenario 

-2.8% -3.2% -3.9% -4.3% -4.3% -7.0% 

Source: Copenhagen Economics (2020) An assessment of the economic impacts arising for Ireland from the potential 

future trading relationship between the EU and UK, p4.   

 

https://www.rte.ie/news/brexit/2020/0501/1135958-eu-uk-brexit-northern-ireland/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/STATEMENT_20_787
https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Publication-files/Assessment-economic-impacts-Ireland-EU-UK.pdf
https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Publication-files/Assessment-economic-impacts-Ireland-EU-UK.pdf
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