
Filling in the blanks
This past week has seen a flurry of activity on the Brexit
front, but it is debatable whether we are any further forward
in the process of achieving an exit from the EU which is both
reasonably seamless and a genuine parting of the ways.

The first shots were fired by the European Commission  in the
shape of a draft withdrawal agreement, which appeared on 
Wednesday 28th February. Barely had the text been made public
when Mrs May responded, saying that “no UK Prime Minister
could ever agree to it.” The biggest bone of contention was
the proposal that,  in the event of the two sides failing to
agree on a solution to the Irish border problem,  Northern
Ireland to remain in the EU’s customs union with a border
between the province and the rest of the U.K.  Arlene Foster,
the  leader  of  the  Democratic  Unionist  Party  was  equally
forthright,  stating  in  a  tweet  that  “EU  draft  text  is
constitutionally  unacceptable  &  would  be  economically
catastrophic  for  Northern  Ireland.”

Responding these swift rejections of the Commision’s proposal,
Donald Tusk, who visited Mrs May in London, stated that the
document  was  built  on  last  December’s  draft  agreement  on
“Phase 1” of the divorce talks, with the blanks filled in, not
out of any desire to provoke but merely because the UK has so
far not come up with any proposals for dealing with the Irish
border issue. “you fill in the blanks if you don’t like our
suggestions” was the gist of his remarks. Michel Barnier added
that the EU document has addressed the Irish border issue “in
a practical, pragmatic legal fashion.”

So with there being no meeting of minds on Wednesday, would
Mrs May shed any more light on how her government was going to
fill in the blanks? She gave another speech on Brexit on
Friday March 2nd and regrettably, it did little to clarify
matters.   She still does not seem to have any idea of the
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extreme unlikelihood of the  EU agreeing to a system of 
mutual  product  recognition,  completely  outside  its  present
arrangements of assuring the standards of goods arriving from
outside  the  EU.  She  acknowledged  that  leaving  the  single
market and customs union would mean  “our access to each
other’s markets will be less than it is now. How could the
EU’s structure of rights and obligations be sustained, if the
UK – or any country – were allowed to enjoy all the benefits
without  all  of  the  obligations?”  Fair  enough,  but  anyone
hoping for detail on what alternative arrangement she wanted
to make  was going to be disappointed.

It is astonishing how badly advised Mrs May seems to be. In
dismissing “the Norway model”, she said “we would stay in the
single market, {which} would mean having to implement new EU
legislation automatically and in its entirety – and would also
mean continued free movement.”

This website alone has pointed out on umpteen occasions that
Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein only have to implement about
one quarter of EU legislation and much of this relates to the
technicalities  of  trade.  What  is  more,  Norway,  if  it  so
desired, could join Liechtenstein and unilaterally restrict
freedom of movement from the EU using articles 112 and 113 of
the EEA agreement. As an interim agreement, it reduces the
burden  of  EU  law  by  some  75%  ,  compared  with  the  EU’s
proposals.

The only step forward, as Dr Richard North has pointed out, is
that  Mrs  May  acknowledged  that  many  of  these  regulatory
standards  “are  themselves  underpinned  by  international
standards set by non-EU bodies of which we will remain a
member”.  In  particular,  she  noted  that  the  UN  Economic
Commission for Europe (UNECE) “sets vehicle safety standards.
Countries around the world.”

This speech, says Dr North, is “the first time in recorded
history” that “we have a prime minister recognising that the
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EU  is  not  the  fount  of  all  regulation  and  that  “many”
regulatory  standards  originate  from  “non-EU  bodies”.

Much of the rest of the speech, sadly, was taken up with
wishful thinking – good on mood music but totally lacking in
any practical suggestions of how to move Brexit forward.

The biggest disappointments were that she did not announce the
rejection  of  the  EU’s  proposals  for  a  transitional
arrangement- accepting every single part of EU law and any new
ones they dream up for a period which may well extend beyond
the projected 21 months.  Until this happens, there can be no
real progress towards a deal which will be acceptable to her
own MPs. Secondly, her comments on fisheries were a cause for
concern:-“The  UK  will  regain  control  over  our  domestic
fisheries management rules and access to our waters.” That’s
fine and if she had stopped there, everyone would be happy.

Unfortunately, she then continued “But as part of our economic
partnership  we  will  want  to  continue  to  work  together  to
manage  shared  stocks  in  a  sustainable  way  and  to  agree
reciprocal access to waters and a fairer allocation of fishing
opportunities for the UK fishing industry.”  These words do
not suggest that she has yet been won over to Fishing For
Leave’s exciting proposals to rejuvenate our fishing industry
and coastal communities, which would make us once again a
world leader. (see Fishing for Leave’s comments on her speech
here)

Essentially,  this  week  has  just  been  an  extension  of  the
Brexit stalemate, even though some strong words have been said
on both sides. How much longer can this last? In is now March
2018. In a year’s time, we will hopefully be leaving the EU.
For all Mrs May’s talk of  “a bold new positive role for
ourselves in the world”, we are none the wiser as to how she
intends to achieve this.
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