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Teacher’s Handout — Background to Brexit
Key Concepts:

= What is Brexit?

* What was Britain’s relationship with the EU before Brexit?
= Why did Britain vote in favour of a Brexit?

= What are the implications of Brexit?

= What will the Brexit negotiations look like?

* What does Brexit mean for Canada?

What is Brexit?

The term ‘Brexit’ is a joining of two words; Britain, and Exit. The term is used to describe the act
of the United Kingdom (UK) leaving the European Union (EU). A similar term was used earlier
during the Eurozone Crisis in 2014 when it was contemplated that Greece might leave the
Eurozone, called ‘Grexit’. However, Grexit did not become a reality while Brexit did.

Brexit was decided through a referendum held on 23 June 2016. The population voted 51.89% to
48.11% to leave the EU. Voter turnout was relatively high with 72% of eligible voters casting their
ballots.! Even though the referendum was non-binding, the British government had promised to
implement the result. On 29 March 2017, Theresa May, the UK Prime Minister, officially initiated
the withdrawal process.?

So why was there a referendum? The answer stems from the 2015 UK national election. Then-
Prime Minister David Cameron promised that if he was re-elected he would hold a referendum on
the UK’s EU membership.> This campaign promise was made in response to growing
Euroscepticism within the UK as well as the rise of the populist far-right party the United Kingdom
Independence Party (UKIP). However, many politicians, including UKIP leaders, did not think
that the population would vote to leave the EU. Thus, the result came as a great shock to many
both in the UK and the EU.

What was Britain’s relationship with the EU before Brexit?

While the UK was not an original member of the EU, it did eventually join in 1973.* Almost
immediately there was a membership referendum in the UK since some politicians were unhappy

L BBC News, “EU Referendum Results,” https://www.bbc.com/news/politics/eu_referendum/results.

2 BBC News, “Brexit: Article 50 has been triggered — what now?” 29 March 2017, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-
politics-39143978.

3 Rishi Iyengar, “These 3 Facts Explain Why the U.K. Held the ‘Brexit’ Referendum,” The Times, 24 June 2016,
http://time.com/4381184/uk-brexit-european-union-referendum-cameron/.

4 Ibid.
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oted to

The UK has always had an arms-length relationship with the EU and other European countries.
They opted out of joining the Eurozone and the Schengen Area, even though all new member states
must join them eventually. Also, there have been calls within the UK to leave the European Court
of Human Rights. In addition, many UK prime ministers have negotiated for preferential treatment

within the EU, such as getting a rebate of membership funds and being exempt from certain
of EU treaties.

aspects

Euroscepticism has been growing within the UK since 1993 when the Maastricht Treaty came into
effect and the EU was officially created.® UKIP was formed at this time along with a similar party
calling themselves the Referendum Party. Eurosceptic parties primarily utilise nationalism in the
face of growing European integration to foster fear and questioning of the EU. This was especially
seen when the EU expanded to include several eastern European countries in 2004. These countries
were formerly communist and poorer than the other member states, and there was a lot of fear that

citizens of those countries would undergo a mass migration to western Europe, including t

he UK.

More recently, EU crises such as the Eurozone and migrant crisis have shown the weaknesses of

EU institutions. By garnering fear towards aspects of the EU that allow this, such as the

Single

Market and the passport-free Schengen Area, these parties have encouraged Euroscepticism within
the British population and have forced politicians to ask for concessions from the EU in order to

appease these groups.

Why did UK citizens vote to leave the EU?

The result of the Brexit referendum came as a shock to many and sparked debates over why the
UK would choose to leave the EU. Many attribute this result to the rise of far-right and Eurosceptic
political parties, such as UKIP, in the UK. During the Brexit campaign the ‘Vote Leave’ party
appealed to white, rural, working class males by arguing that leaving the EU would mean more
jobs for Britons, more money for the National Healthcare System (NHS), and less immigration to
the UK.” They also argued that by leaving the EU the UK will regain its ‘independence’ over its

laws and borders.

The ‘Vote Remain’ camp, led by David Cameron, based their arguments around the economy.
While the UK may not have complete control over their laws and borders, staying in the EU would
strengthen the economy and be more beneficial in the long run. However, it has been argued that

® Ibid.

6 Toby Helm, “British FEuroscepticism: a brief history,” The Guardian, 7 February 2016,

https://www.thequardian.com/politics/2016/feb/07/british-euroscepticism-a-brief-history.
" Vote Leave Take Control, “Why Vote Leave,” http://www.voteleavetakecontrol.org/why vote_leave.html.
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the ‘Vote Remain’ campaign did too little to convince the population that staying in the EU is the
better option since they were so confident that the British people would vote in their favour.®

It has also become known that many British citizens who voted to leave the EU did so without
understanding the consequences. Several people voted out of protest of the current government,
many were confused about the referendum or did not understand what the EU is or what it does.®
This has brought forward more debates over the efficacy of referendums and whether they should
be used to make such important political decisions, especially if the population is uneducated about
the issues at hand. This has highlighted an EU-wide issue of EU citizens who do not understand
the EU, what it does, and why it is a good thing. The EU has been working hard to create more
widespread understanding of the Union within its member states in order to avoid the
misinformation spread by Eurosceptic parties.

What are the implications of Brexit?

The implications of Brexit were felt almost immediately after the result was announced. Prime
Minister Cameron stepped down the day after the referendum and deputy Prime Minister Theresa
May took over. The British currency (the pound, £) decreased in value and international stocks
and currencies fell in response to the result. There were widespread protests and a call for a new
referendum within the UK and Scottish politicians began arguing for a new independence
referendum since Scots overwhelmingly voted in favour of remining in the EU. It was also reported
that the day after the referendum the most Google-searched question in the UK was “what is the
EU?°10

More long-term implications of Brexit are extremely complicated. The UK negotiates a so called
‘divorce bill” with the EU to ensure that they can leave on good terms. From Prime Minister May’s
initiation of the withdrawal in March 2017, the UK will have two years to negotiate this bill. If
they do not complete this task by March 2019, the UK will be completely cut off from the EU and
will have to negotiate a new agreement.!! There are two different ‘types’ of Brexit which the
country might choose: hard or soft. A soft Brexit would entail the UK staying inside the EU’s
Single Market, which allows for the free movement of goods, services, capital and labour, while a
hard Brexit would keep the UK out of the Single Market. Theresa May and her Conservative Party
are in favour of a hard Brexit; however, a final decision has not yet been made.*2

One of the major reasons the UK voted to leave the EU was for more control over their borders,
however the issue of whether the UK should maintain soft or hard borders after Brexit has

8 Rafael Behr, “How remain failed: the inside story of a doomed campaign,” The Guardian, 5 July 2016. LINK

% Ibid.

10 Zane Schwartz, “What were Google’s most frequent U.K. searches after Brexit?” Maclean’s, 24 June 2016,
https://www.macleans.ca/politics/worldpolitics/what-were-googles-most-frequent-searches-after-brexit/.

11 BBC News, “Brexit: Article 50 has been triggered — what now?”” https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-39143978.
12 Georgina Downer, “The choice between hard or soft Brexit,” The Interpreter, 8 March 2018,
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/choice-between-hard-or-soft-brexit.
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remained unclear. A hard border means that everyone trying to enter the UK must show their
passport and subject to stop and search. A soft border is what the UK currently has with the EU
and allows for an easier crossing for both people and goods into the country. While many who
voted to leave the UK are demanding a hard border, if the UK wants to maintain good trade
relations with the EU, they will need soft borders. Both the UK and EU have recognised that the
border between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland must remain soft to ensure that there
are no tensions or violence between the two.

Brexit Neqgotiations

In order to create a new agreement between the two parties, UK and EU negotiators have been
meeting periodically and negotiating the divorce bill. The UK negotiators report back to the UK
Parliament while the EU negotiators report back to the EU Commission and Council.

There are several pressing issues which need to be negotiated during the Brexit negotiations. Some
of the most important ones are citizen’s rights, trade, financial settlement, and the Irish border. If
the EU feels that the negotiations have not progressed well, they can delay moving on to new
issues until they are satisfied the current ones have been addressed. This gives the EU an upper
hand in the negotiations since the UK has a time limit of two years to generate a favourable deal.
If they fail to reach an agreement, then the UK has much more to lose than the EU. However, if
the UK needs more time to negotiate, the EU can extend the negotiation period if all 27 member
states agree to it.

If the EU and the UK negotiators manage to agree on the new relationship between the two parties,
the work is still not over. The divorce bill must be approved in the EU Parliament and ratified by
all EU member states. If even one member state refuses to ratify the bill, then the negotiations
must start again. But, if the bill passes in every member state and the European Parliament, then
there is still work to do. For a three-year period between March 2019 and March 2022 there will
be a transition period in which technical talks on the future relationship between the EU and UK
will take place. Finally, in March 2022 the UK will formally leave the EU and their new
relationship will begin.*

What does Brexit mean for Canada?

The UK has always been a close trading partner for Canada and the two countries have maintained
a good relationship since Canada declared independence from the UK in 1867. This relationship
has helped Canada gain access to EU markets through the UK, culminating in the Comprehensive

13 European Commission, “Brexit and Ireland,” Representation in Ireland, 16 August 2018,
https://ec.europa.eu/ireland/news/key-eu-policy-areas/brexit_en.
14 BBC News, “Article 50 has been triggered — what now?”” https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-39143978.
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Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) between Canada and the EU which entered into force in

2017.%°

Canada has an interest in maintaining good relations with both the UK and the EU post-Brexit.
This means creating a new free trade agreement with the UK. The UK makes up about 2.5% of
Canadian trade, which is a relatively small amount.'® Only Canadian businesses directly trading
with the UK will feel uncertainty about the situation until a new deal is created.

Important Links

For more information and resources check out the following links:

David Cameron announcing the EU membership referendum,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w87GNWJHtFM

Speech by Vote Leave campaigner and leader of UKIP Nigel Farage on Immigration
during the campaign, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sZL J8gFtCnE.

Speech by Theresa May during the Brexit negotiations,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IliFqvZLY5Yc

Vote Remain official website, https://www.strongerin.co.uk/#mHker8WTC1BO2gk1.97
Vote Leave official website, http://www.voteleavetakecontrol.org/

Article by The Guardian on the rise of referendums and whether they’re a good idea,
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/political-science/2016/oct/06/why-referendums-
are-problematic-yet-more-popular-than-ever

Brexit vote demographics,
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/staggers/2016/06/how-did-different-
demographic-groups-vote-eu-referendum

Timeline of Brexit negotiations, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-43546199

15 European Commission, “EU-Canada trade agreement enters into force,” 20 September 2017,
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/press/index.cfm?id=1723.

16 Angus Gillespie, “Canada-U.K. Trade Relations and What to Expect Post-Brexit,” The Canadian Business
Journal, February 2017, http://www.cbj.ca/canada-u-k-trade-relations-and-what-to-expect-post-brexit/.
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e More on the difference between hard and soft borders, https://www.economist.com/the-
economist-explains/2016/10/06/what-is-the-difference-between-a-hard-and-soft-brexit

e Joint report by the UK and EU on Brexit negotiations,
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/joint_report.pdf

e Brexit publications by the EU, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/brexit-
negotiations/negotiating-documents-article-50-negotiations-united-kingdom_en
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