
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Futures

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/futures

How Brexit affects EU external action: The UK’s legacy in European
international cooperation

Thomas Henökla,b

a Department of Political Science and Management, University of Agder, Kristiansand, Norway
b German Development Institute, Bonn, Germany

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
EU external relations
Development policy
International cooperation
Brexit
Differentiated integration
New-institutionalsism
Awkward states

A B S T R A C T

What exactly Brexit means for British engagement in European external affairs and development
cooperation, is highly unclear, while its potential impact is considerable. After the general
election in the UK on 8 June 2017, uncertainty regarding the direction, process and timing of the
Brexit negotiations and the risk of a disorderly separation have risen further. The government
position of a ‘hard Brexit’ seems no longer to be carved in stone. Yet, given the expected – total or
partial – withdrawal of a major EU member state, like any area of EU politics, also European
development policy faces a number of challenges: short-term problems regarding existing legal
obligations, looming budget shortfalls and the securing of business continuity as well as the
longer-term realignment of EU development policy following the departure of the United
Kingdom. There is also the problem of the UK’s succession in international treaties and mixed
agreements in which both the EU and the member states are partners, such as trade agreements
and memberships of international organisations, global development financing and representa-
tion in multilateral forums or negotiations. By qualitative interpretative analysis, and tracing the
leave-process, this article discusses possible scenarios and their consequences of Brexit for UK
and EU cooperation with developing countries and their implications within the wider context of
EU external action. The analysis builds on new-institutionalism and connects to theories of dif-
ferentiated integration, framing Brexit as a phenomenon of regional dis-integration and con-
tributing to the development of instruments for studying such phenomena. While, at this point of
time, conclusions are speculative in nature, a strategic foresight would advise to protect devel-
opment policy as far as possible from the trade-offs of the negotiation gamble and place common
goals and values beyond dispute.

1. Introduction

In her letter to European Union (EU) Council President Tusk, British Prime Minister (PM) Theresa May stated that the United
Kingdom (UK) “wants to make sure that Europe remains strong and prosperous and is capable of projecting its values, leading in the
world, and defending itself from security threats” (UK Government, 2017a). Shortly before, on 27 March PM May had reassured staff
at the Department for International Development (DfID) that Britain would not shrink from its international commitments. What
precisely this means for British engagement in European external relations and international co-operation, is still unclear. Also, the
Brexit White Paper presented by the British government in February failed to establish clarity regarding substantial issues, as did the
paper on the “Great Repeal Bill” and the “European Union (Withdrawal) Bill" of 13 July 2017 itself (UK Government, 2017b; UK
Parliament, 2017). Merely three weeks after handing over the notification of the British withdrawal from the Union to the European
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Council on 29 March and officially triggering the negotiations under Article 50 TEU, PM May called for a general election in Britain,
held on June 8, 2017. The heightening of the tone, including accusations of Brussels trying to influence the elections, corroborates the
suspicion that she did so mainly for party-political reasons, using the Brexit momentum to strengthen her position in UK politics – a
rationale, that in the end, turned against her. The Conservative Party lost the majority in Parliament and forged an alliance with the
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) of Northern Ireland. Observers speculate how long Theresa May can withstand the pressure and
stay as Prime Minister and leader of her party.

No policy field remains unaffected by Brexit, and the realm of EU external relations is certainly no exception. It will be hit directly
by the loss of one of Europe’s two military powers, its second economy and its third largest member state measured by population
size. The Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) is bereaved of one its most resourceful and influential partners, substantially
contributing to EU military and civilian missions. Also, EU development policy faces important challenges: short-term problems
regarding existing legal obligations, looming budget shortfalls and the securing of business continuity as well as the longer-term
realignment of EU development policy following the British departure. There is also the problem of the UK’s succession in inter-
national treaties and mixed agreements in which both the EU and the member states are partners, such as trade agreements and
memberships of international organisations, global development financing and representation in multilateral forums or negotiations.

Before engaging in strategic foresight on the likely impact of Brexit (introduction to this special issue), the first task is one of
understanding and “making sense” of the process, the substance and the context. To do so the chosen approach is largely discursive,
building on existing literature as well as on information available through official sources and the press. The analysis of this in-
formation needs to accommodate and account for several uncertainties linked to the direction of the upcoming negotiations. The
starting point is constituted of the following three observations that stand out when examining the state of Brexit-affairs in EU
external relations.

First, Brexit reduces the influence and shaping power of both sides, the UK and the EU. Currently, the issues of security, migration,
citizens’ rights of foreign residents and, above all, trade dominate the Brexit debate. The form and conditions for further involvement
of the UK in EU external affairs have yet to be defined. Overall, EU-UK co-operation will become less structured, less predictable and
more strongly subjugated to British national and trade interests. The weakening of Europe’s posture and of the CFSP, of its diplomatic
and military capacity as well as its economic power may result in a series of negative reciprocal effects for international security,
development co-operation and multilateral processes.

Second, the external security agenda plays a pivotal role in the Brexit negotiations as well as in British politics, and has already
been instrumentalized as a bargaining chip to achieve concessions from the EU. Concomitantly, the political forces that gained the
upper hand in the UK during the Brexit referendum give rise to fears that a shift in political culture and a reduction in the com-
mitment to the “spirit of sincere cooperation” and the significance of multilateral cooperation in British politics could come to pass.
Even if the general elections on 8 June did in the end not strengthen the government’s Brexit mandate and critics vocally oppose full
withdrawal from the Union, Downing Street confirmed its intention to pursue a “hard” negotiation line vis-à-vis Brussels. Thus, which
form the UK withdrawal will finally take is more unpredictable than ever.

Third, the centre piece of an EU-UK relationship is an agreement on trade in goods and services, and the effects of Brexit will
clearly be felt in international commerce, between large trading powers as well as with developing and emerging economies, pre-
senting these with uncertainties as well as specific challenges and problems. It may also empower them to weigh-in on the leave
process, in as much as the situation presents opportunities to improve existing trade and partnership agreements, and to adopt
innovative approaches to economic development and investment policies. Brexit and any new options that emerge from the departure
could be viewed as a reform incentive for the EU to enhance the coherence of trade and investment policies with development
cooperation as well as other related policy areas. Benefits from more effective co-operation at EU level could partially compensate for
the loss of the UK.

Departing from these considerations the article will, in the next section, present the two-fold research approach of understanding
and scenario-building. Based on these, the remaining sections will consecutively follow the leads of the negotiation process, the
substantial issues and the wider political context to assess the likely impact on the EU’s external policy dimension. While, at this point
of time, conclusions remain highly speculative in nature, the analysis aims at contributing to developing the instruments for studying
phenomena of regional disintegration.

2. Research approach

As much Brexit is unchartered terrain for the EU and UK politics, it is for research. Scholars do not have a toolkit readily available
to analyse what is occurring directly in front of their eyes. Brexit is full of ‘unknowns’, and to develop foresight what it entails, it is
necessary to analyse what the negotiations hinge upon, how they unfold, and what their key drivers are. To this end the research
design builds on neo-institutionalist theories of politico-organisational change in complex governance systems (Hall, 2010; Lindblom,
1959; Olsen, 2007; Pierson, 2004). In such a perspective, transformation can occur as disruptive and critical shocks (dis-integration),
incremental, path-dependent and adaptive change (‘muddling-through’) or profound reform and re-orientation. To be able to an-
ticipate how post-Brexit EU-UK relations, in particular in the external policy domain, will evolve and what they might look like, we
therefore need to develop the instruments enabling a deeper understanding of the process, the substantial issues as well as the context
in which to interpret actions and the official discourse of the EU and the UK government. Organisational analysis of how Brexit is
prepared and executed, how administrations deal with it, which alternatives they consider and options they ponder, whether and in
what ways it is factored into political as well as organisational decision-making, and finally which sectors, policies and activities are
concerned, may be of critical importance to understand the process as well as the to predict the outcome (Henökl, 2015;
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