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EU|UK Forum Annual Conference: A New Relationship
The inaugural EU-UK Forum annual conference brought together political commentators and experts, policymakers,
businesses, and civil society to discuss rebuilding trust and the key areas for co-operation between the European Union
and the United Kingdom.
Meeting online, with over 500 people registered and a busy day on the #euukforum hashtag across social media, the
event heard from speakers who’d been in the room at every stage of the Brexit process, from both the Brussels and
London sides -- vital in these polarised times. Sponsored by EU|UK Forum Corporate members MSD and the City of
London, the day provided fascinating insights into what comes next -- and several key themes emerged.

From Trauma to Trust
Maroš Šefčovič, Vice-President for
Interinstitutional
Relations
&
Foresight, European Commission
kicked the day off with a strong
keynote on building a new crosschannel dynamic. “Trust is essential
for any constructive relationship,”
said Šefčovič. “It is a timely moment
to consider how the EU and the UK,
Maroš Šefčovič, Vice-President for
Interinstitutional Relations &
together, can best cooperate in the
Foresight, European Commission
future.” The day encompassed
discussions about the various bodies set up to do this,
potential recurring flashpoints, and the process as a whole.

solutions, he said these are always overcome by “moving
to solution mode.”

“We have five years of traumatic experience behind us: we
need to overcome that,” said João Vale de Almeida, EU
Ambassador to the UK. “In order to get better, this
relationship needs to raise the levels of trust and lower the
levels of drama.” Confessing to “moments of doubt,” about
whether everyone around the table is actively seeking

Praising the technical capability of those in Brussels, and
describing himself as an optimist on Northern Ireland,
Appleby concluded that the two parties would definitely
find solutions if there is “political will on both sides to take
the risks that those involve.”
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His counterpart in Brussels stressed the need for political
will on both sides to resolve the situation, and knows all
about building trust in delicate situations having worked
on the Arab Spring and the peace process in Columbia.
“What you need to have is clarity in public from politicians
about what objectives they’re trying to achieve and how
they’re trying to achieve them,” said Lindsay Appleby,
Head of the UK Mission to the European Union. That also
means that “if there isn’t an area of common ground,
being upfront about that.”

#EUUKFORUM
www.eu-ukforum.com

Conference Report
An Ulster Ultimatum
The day was dominated by discussion of events in Northern
Ireland (NI) earlier this year, when the UK decided to
unilaterally delay the introduction of post-Brexit checks on
goods entering NI from Great Britain. “To build trust in each
other as partners requires… refraining from surprises in the
form of unilateral actions,” Šefčovič said. “Unfortunately the
unilateral measures the UK government took in March
contradicted this much-needed spirit of joint action and
clearly violated what we had agreed.”
With the threat of escalating infringement procedures in
the wings -- the European Commission sent so-called
“letters of formal notice” to the UK back in March over its
decision -- the situation remains tense. “We will have no
choice but to step up these legal proceedings,” Šefčovič
added. “We need to see the pathway to compliance as soon
as possible.”

to contaminate relations between the two sides for months,
or even years, to come?”
“It’s going to be a key driver in how
the relationship between the two
sides evolves,” said Ruparel. “It goes
to the core of the relationship and
the lack of trust, really.” Since the
referendum, he said, there’s been a
real lack of trust between the two
sides, “some animosity, and a lot of
Raoul Ruparel, Adviser,
the two sides talking past each other,
Deloitte, Former Adviser to
and I think the protocol in Northern
HMG on Brexit
Ireland encapsulates all of that.” Still,
Ruparel noted, his sympathies were with the negotiators, as
had the deal gone into more detail about how these checks
would be implemented on the ground it probably would
have collapsed again.

The temporary decision reached on chilled meats will allow
stakeholders, in particular supermarkets in NI, to adapt their
supply chains, while a Swiss-style veterinary agreement
could be negotiated very quickly and alleviate any future
issues, he added, and would help Northern Irish citizens.

Lindsay Appleby, Head of the
UK Mission to the European
Union

The UK’s Appleby said any solution
needs to resolve a “very significant
range of problems,” not just sausages,
medicines and visiting pets. It needs
to “genuinely support the success” of
the region. “The test for [potential
solutions] I think is, is it successful in
Northern Ireland, not where did we
start from and what is our position of
principle?”

More Than Sausages
The region has been a thorny question throughout
negotiations. In a fascinating conversation that lifted a veil
on much on the Theresa May era of Brexit negotiation,
George Parker, Political Editor of the Financial Times asked
Raoul Ruparel -- now of Deloitte, and a Former Adviser to
the British Government on Brexit, whether NI will “continue
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João Vale de Almeida, EU
Ambassador to the UK

The EU’s Almeida struck a more
optimistic note, tying the situation in
NI to a recognition of Britain’s new
status. "This is the first time in history
that the EU outsources control of
part of its border to a third country,”
he said in conversation with John
Peet, Political and Brexit editor of The
Economist. “Can you imagine a
clearer and more affirmative way of
recognising British sovereignty? I

think this is a very powerful statement.”He stressed that
people on the ground enthusiastically support the EU
proposal. Almedia’s first visit outside of London in his new
role had been to Northern Ireland, he said, and farmers,
businesses and retailers are all keen “regardless of links to
different communities.” However, Peet noted, while the idea
may be popular in Northern Ireland, it certainly isn’t in
London.
Appleby called into question not only the NI Protocol, but
the situation more widely. “The challenge is to make sure
that the Belfast Good Friday agreement survives, frankly,
and to make sure that the institutions in NI stay strong,” he
said. “Providing the NI protocol continues to work in a way
that supports that goal, then yes absolutely, I think that [it]
will survive.”
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People Power: Polling

Kelly Beaver, Managing
Director of Ipsos MORI Public
Affairs

Another curious aspect of the
debate about the relationship in
Northern Ireland is that people in
the mainland UK are largely
indifferent. “They don't see it as a big
issue as it doesn’t feel like it's in their
back garden,” said Kelly Beaver,
Managing Director of Ipsos MORI
Public Affairs, presenting their latest
polling on Brexit questions.

Brexit has become much less of a level of public concern
this year “dwarfed by issues now such as the COVID-19
pandemic and coming secondary to the economy and the
NHS,” Beaver said. In March this year, six in ten people said
Brexit had no impact on their lives, while three in ten said it
has had a negative impact.

will change people’s perspective of how things are going…
these views aren’t necessarily grounded in a balanced logic,
they are much more grounded in an emotional reaction.”

People Power: Passports
Several speakers touched on the subject of EU citizens living
in the UK, and UK citizens living in the EU. Commissioner
Šefčovič said he hoped the UK would show some
“understanding and flexibility” on the rights of citizens there
who had filed late applications.
Stefanie Bolzen, Die Welt’s Correspondent in London,
recently completed the paperwork, saying that “it was not a
nice process, but in terms of the bureaucracy it actually
worked quite well.” In conversation with Terry Reintke, a
Member of European Parliament for the German Green
Party, she asked about the process more widely.

Still, “we don’t think that Brexit is over yet, and this is quite
consistent in the trends that we’ve seen over the past
year.” After a “vaccine bounce” when the UK’s
immunisation programme was ahead of the EU’s in March,
44% of Britons once again think Brexit is having a negative
impact on the country, compared to 32% who perceive a
positive impact.
Interestingly, she noted, five years into Brexit, “political
identities have subsided in place of the Brexit identities.”
People identify more as “remain” or “leave” than
Conservative or Labour, and can be divided into seven
“Brexit tribes” with vastly differing cultural and economic
values. “You cannot just look in a binary way at
leave/remain,” Beaver noted. “The value system that
underpins people’s beliefs around this is actually quite
complex... and it also starts to impact on what they want
from the relationship in future with the EU, and that will be
incredibly important for the government to understand.”
Trade remains top priority for everyone polled, but when it
comes to other issues, leave voters prioritize immigration
while remainers are concerned about climate change,
protections and standards. Sovereignty is seen as a
positive, but “I don't think there will be a single thing that
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Terry Reintke, Member,
European Parliament

She said the British government had
underestimated the number of EU
citizens living in the UK, and on top of
that, she was concerned Brexit
“would create a hostile environment
for people who thought that they
would have a right of residency for
the rest of their lives.” She also urged
for extra time to “take into account
people who might not be online so
much, people living in rural areas, the

the older generation” and give them extra time to register.

In and Out… And In Again?
“I believe that in my lifetime I’m going to see MEPs from the
UK be re-elected to the European Parliament,” MEP Reintke
said. “I don’t think it’s going to happen very soon… but even
if it takes a little bit longer I hope that we can find our way
back together.”
Her sentiments weren’t reflected in Ipsos polling: Kelly
Beaver said that although they did ask about rejoining in
their latest survey, it looks similar to 2016, with people
wanting to see the actual impact on the country first -- and
the pandemic hasn’t changed people’s minds.
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COVID-19 “still hasn’t prompted a rethink or a shift in
public opinion,” when it comes to rejoining, she said. “Give
it time and see how things fall out.”

Political Hardball

Anand Menon, Director of
the UK in a Changing Europe

While the United Kingdom faces a
unique opportunity afforded to very
few advanced economies – to
review its laws from first principles –
it remains unlikely that it will
radically diverge from the EU in
most areas, not least because the
UK helped to shape EU law. Anand
Menon, Director of the UK in a
Changing Europe spoke to EU-UK
Forum Chairman Paul Adamson

about the broader political sweep of the relationship.
Menon said that both sides faced an unprecedented
situation, without the usual incentives to work together.
The UK is unique in terms of size, economy and diplomatic
assets compared to other EU neighbours, and the first
member state to have left the EU. “What do you do with
your neighbours, if it’s not necessarily the case that those
neighbours, as we had assumed for so long, want nothing
more than to deepen their relationship… there is a puzzle
there for the EU to ponder,” he said.
As for tense relations, they may actually benefit leaders:
both sides, and particularly the UK, have an interest in
things getting worse before they better. Politically, for
some people on the EU side, you could argue that
watching Brexit seem to fail could be, useful, Menon said.
“Look at Macron, particularly if he's up against Marine Le
Pen, he can say ‘that's what right-wing populism gets
you’.”
Meanwhile, “it is vanishingly unlikely that under Boris
Johnson… the UK government will think about deepening
the relationship,” with the EU he added, with the UK Prime
Minister promoting Global Britain and keenly participating
in the G7, G20 and UN. “All these institutions provide Boris
Johnson with a stage, and we know there’s nothing that
Boris Johnson likes better than a stage.”
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In terms of the new bodies created under the Withdrawal
Agreement, such as the Parliamentary Partnership
Assembly, their success depends on who turns up to these
institutions. “One of things we’ve noticed from the UK side,
over the last decade and more, is a failure on the part of...
MPs to engage properly with their EU counterparts,” Menon
said, in particular Tory MPs. At the other end of the
spectrum, sometimes people who wish the UK hadn’t left
the EU take part “and that’s not great in terms of looking
forward.”
Ultimately, he concluded, “shared geography condemns us
to work together,” whether that’s co-chairing the COP
climate conference with Italy in Glasgow this October,
defending free trade or working together on how to
approach Russia and China. “I’m relatively relaxed about the
lack of an institutional framework for foreign policy,” Menon
concluded.
Finally, the UK’s exit leaves the EU space to work more
closely
together.
“You
could
argue
that
the
[NextGenerationEU] recovery fund, as it exists, would not
have existed if the UK had been around the table… it’s far
more uncomfortable being a ‘Euro Out’ without the UK
around the table” he said of countries that have opted not to
join the single currency.

Trade, Money, Performative
Divergence?

Anu Bradford, Author of ‘The
Brussels Effect’

Despite the departure of the UK
from the European Union, the EU
and the UK continue to share
essential
underlying
values,
especially when it comes to trade
policy. Peter Foster, Public Policy
Editor of The Financial Times
chaired a panel with Professor Anu
Bradford of Columbia Law School
and Author of ‘The Brussels Effect’,

and Sam Lowe of the Centre for European Reform to
discuss how the EU and the UK may influence each other as
these policies are developed in the years to come. “I am not
at all surprised that there is this desire to assert regulatory
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sovereignty,” Bradford said of the UK’s rhetoric. “It was an
absolutely central promise of the Brexit campaign and the
government needs to show that this whole ordeal was
worth it.” However, the country’s automotive, chemicals,
pharma, financial services and aerospace industries “will
continue to obey EU want to continue to have market
access to the EU,” a market six times the size of the UK, she
explained.
But what does regulatory sovereignty mean? “This question
of how this relationship evolves over time is quite
fascinating,” said Lowe of the CER. While the UK
government is very much opposed to formal convergence
with EU standards -- look at the issue of a Swiss-style
veterinary agreement in NI -- in terms of informal
convergence, “the UK is still copying the EU’s approach in
many, many areas,” he said. Many standards are simply
copy-pasted from the EU, while the UK standards body will
have a different label but will completely match EU
standards, and is part of EU standards-setting body CENCENELEC.

Sam Lowe, Senior Research
Fellow, Centre for European
Reform

In some areas, such as digital trade or
liberalising agriculture, the UK might
just have a different vision of where it
wants to go from the EU, which can
now
be
pursued
post-Brexit.
However, Lowe also pointed to the
phenomenon
of
“performative
divergence” in trade, “where the UK
might announce it’s going to scrap
something just to say it did it... this is
obviously the least useful form of

anything.”
Turning to the wider world, the UK is working on trade
agreements with Australia and New Zealand, but when it
comes to trade, “fundamentally, geography is what
matters,” said Bradford. With 450 million wealthy
consumers on the UK’s doorstep, there are limited benefits
to seeking out trade agreements in a world which “is taking
a turn towards protectionism which doesn't seem to be
waning, even though President Trump is gone.” In addition
any country the UK wants an FTA with probably already has
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one with the EU, so negotiations will just end up close to EU
regulatory framework again.
As for those who say the UK’s trading relationships should
centre on cutting-edge technologies, “The EU is already
there,” said Bradford. On Artificial Intelligence (AI), “It has
already proposed the most advanced or elaborate regulatory
proposal on AI, given its priorities in digital… the EU is likely to
continue to occupy that space.”
Still, she sees one potential upside to the UK being smaller; it
can be a laboratory for many of these regulations. “EU
regulation is rarely invented in Brussels, it has been first
tested in individual member states,” Bradford said, citing the
GDPR’s genesis in Germany, France and Sweden, and the
ETS’ rollout in UK and Denmark. “There’s absolutely some
advantages in going out there first.”
On Financial services, Raoul Ruparel said that early on in
Brexit negotiations, the EU took the decision it did not want
London to be the financial centre for the EU. Since then,
“some jobs and some assets have moved, but less than
people originally forecast.” But any rapprochement would
depend on the UK accepting free movement of people.
“Look at what’s on offer for Switzerland… they accept free
movement of people but they don’t have much, or anything,
on services or financial services,” he said. “And so to give the
UK something specific on that without accepting free
movement of people would tear up the EU’s staircase or
structure of agreements that it has with other countries.”
Ultimately, Sam Lowe concluded, it is a tricky moment to
look forward. “What we’re talking about now is a moment in
time with a very specific UK government that has just
negotiated a trade agreement that saw it concede on nearly
every single point and claim victory, and is now having to
mark its own homework,” he said. “It won’t be this bad
forever.”
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Conclusion: A Lot Going On Right Now
Firstly, the world has been in such turmoil in the last 18 months that, as the Ipsos polling showed, Brexit has slipped
off many people’s agenda. “The jury is still out on the perception of the effects of Brexit,” said the EU’s Alemida. “It is
clear that Covid has hidden the effects of Brexit to a large extent.” He stressed that the EU and UK are in this fight
together, “as much as we are together fighting climate change for instance.”
The Glasgow conference will be a test of the UK’s dedication to multilateral cooperation. MEP Reintke noted “it’s a
little bit ironic that this is going to be hosted in the UK this year.” Brexit has been a “bit of slap in the face of
international cooperation… and the whole COP process is about, on a global scale, finding common rules, [and] a
common basis to work together against climate change.” Many speakers stressed the joint work on geopolitical
threats, Russia, China, WHO and WTO reform. But caution prevailed when it came to discussing the future.
Next, things are starting from a less-than-ideal position. “I think in the end it is a more distant relationship than
people had expected at the outset of this,” said Ruparel, who advised the British government during Brexit talks. “It’s
not the deepest relationship, it is quite broad in many senses, it covers a lot of areas, but it is quite shallow in plenty of
those areas.” There are some areas which could be expanded, such as recognition of professional qualifications and
recognising standards, but “fundamentally building and getting a much deeper relationship is going to be quite
difficult unless either side shifts any of their red lines.”

Finally, the mood of the day was very much about gentle tweaking of edges. Starting with trade, the UK’s
Appleby said that while “we very much do want to have a FTA that evolves,” the commission will look at all
their FTAs and how they want to progress them in the years ahead. “There’s a lot of scope in the
agreement to make incremental change,” but not a major rethink, and certainly not fast. He also said
there is space to work on mobility arrangements, “such as young people going to work in a different
country or institutional collaboration, but not Freedom of Movement in European sense.”
Above all, both sides need to work on trust before any progress can be made. “The simple fact is that the
closer the relationship between the EU and a third country, the more ambitious and frictionless the
relationship can be,” said the EU’s Sefcovic. “It is my profound hope that we can finally move on from
Brexit once and for all and forge a path towards a shared future between two strong strategic partners”.
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