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THE UNITED KINGDOM

The United Kingdom (UK) joined the European Union in 1973, having maintained
a long-standing relationship with the bloc since its founding. In 2016, following
a referendum, it became the first Member State to end its EU membership.
The UK’s exit from the EU was governed by a withdrawal agreement
signed on 17 October 2019. The trade and cooperation agreement signed on
30 December 2020 defines the framework for the future relationship.

On 23 June 2016, the UK held a referendum in which 51.9% of voters opted to leave
the EU. In March 2017, the British Government notified the President of the European
Council of its intention to withdraw from the EU, thereby triggering the withdrawal
procedure set out in Article 50 of the Treaty on European Union.
The UK formally left the EU on 1 February 2020, but remained in the EU’s single
market and customs union until 31 December 2020. The withdrawal agreement signed
on 17 October 2019 set out the rules for the UK’s orderly departure from the EU. In
particular, it covered:
— Citizens’ rights;

— The financial settlement;

— The governance structure of the withdrawal agreement;

— A protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland to avoid the reintroduction of a hard
border on the island of Ireland, protecting the all-island economy and the Good
Friday Agreement while also safeguarding the integrity of the EU’s single market;

— Specific arrangements for Gibraltar.

The withdrawal agreement came into force on 1 February 2020.
On 1 January 2021, the UK left the EU’s single market and customs union. On the
same date, a trade and cooperation agreement (TCA) governing the new relationship
between the EU and the UK took effect provisionally until 1 May 2021, when the TCA
formally came into force after receiving the European Parliament’s approval.
The withdrawal agreement and the TCA are two distinct agreements, negotiated
separately and governing different areas, although there is a degree of
interdependence.
The TCA provides a comprehensive framework for the future relationship between the
EU and the UK and rests on four main pillars:
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— A free trade agreement (with zero tariffs and zero quotas on all goods that comply
with the relevant rules of origin);

— Cooperation on other economic issues, such as investments, competition, State
aid, tax transparency, air and road transport, energy and sustainability, social
security coordination and fisheries;

— A new partnership for citizens’ security through police and judicial cooperation,
including data protection and data exchange;

— A comprehensive governance system.

Central to the governance of the TCA is a ‘partnership council’, co-chaired by
a representative of the European Commission and a representative of the UK
Government. The partnership council oversees the implementation of the TCA and is
supported by 19 specialised committees.
The TCA also gives civil society a say in the implementation of the agreement through
domestic advisory groups, which play a key role in providing direct feedback from
citizens and stakeholders.
The TCA provides an institutional framework for future agreements, as these two
agreements do not cover some trade-relevant areas (such as standards for financial
services or adequate levels of data protection). Since the UK is now a third country, it
is subject to third-country equivalence approvals in certain specific domains.
The agreements provide a solid framework for cooperation, and give legal certainty
in an unprecedented situation. Nevertheless, implementation challenges have arisen,
particularly with the implementation of the Ireland and Northern Ireland Protocol.

THE PROTOCOL ON IRELAND AND NORTHERN IRELAND

Although under the Protocol Northern Ireland is part of the customs territory of the UK,
goods circulating freely in Northern Ireland can enter the EU’s single market without
restrictions or checks. Ultimately, the aim of the Protocol is to avoid border controls on
the island of Ireland and to safeguard the 1998 Good Friday (Belfast) Agreement. In
order to preserve the EU’s single market, goods from Great Britain to Northern Ireland
are subject to EU border checks when they cross the Irish Sea, because the EU’s Union
Customs Code continues to apply to Northern Ireland. The Northern Ireland Protocol
therefore eliminates the need for customs checks on the island of Ireland, but lays down
rules for goods going from Great Britain into Northern Ireland. In other words, under
EU law, all goods entering Northern Ireland from outside the EU, including those from
Great Britain, are subject to customs declarations.
The UK has taken unilateral measures to disapply parts of the Protocol several times,
culminating in the tabling of the Northern Ireland Protocol Bill on 14 June 2022.

THE NORTHERN IRELAND PROTOCOL BILL

The bill aims to give the UK Government powers to decide whether certain provisions
of the Northern Ireland Protocol will no longer ‘have effect in the UK’. At the time of
writing, the bill was in the House of Lords at the committee stage.
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The UK has said that it would prefer a negotiated solution with the EU, but argues
that talks have so far brought no sustainable agreement, so the government had to
begin the legislative proceedings for this bill. For its part, the EU has denounced the
UK’s lack of political commitment and respect for international law, and has launched
infringement procedures.
The European Commission has said that renegotiating the protocol is not an option,
and all the European Union institutions and Member States are aligned on this issue.
The European Parliament has reiterated its unwavering support for the Protocol on
several occasions.
The European Commission has presented proposals to help find creative and durable
solutions to the challenges that have arisen from the implementation of the Protocol.
On 13 October 2021, the Commission presented a package offering flexibility on
food, plant and animal health, customs, medicines and engagement with Northern
Irish stakeholders. The Commission fleshed out these proposals on 15 June 2022. If
implemented, they would mean:
— Reducing sanitary and phytosanitary checks and controls by more than 80%;

— Halving the amount of customs paperwork;

— Creating an express lane for goods moving from Great Britain to Northern Ireland;

— Simplifying certification so as to allow a single three-page document for a whole
lorry load of different goods;

— Allowing the movement of certain goods that would otherwise be restricted, such
as chilled meats.

On 15 March 2021, the Commission launched an infringement procedure against the
UK for its failure to implement the protocol because the UK had not met certification
requirements for the movement of agri-food products. Nevertheless, in a spirit of
constructive cooperation, the procedure was postponed to allow for joint solutions to be
reached. However, this spirit was undermined by the UK’s unwillingness to engage in
meaningful discussions, along with its continued political commitment to the Northern
Ireland Protocol Bill in the UK Parliament. Therefore, on 15 June and 22 July 2022, the
Commission decided to move forward with the procedure while also launching further
infringement procedures.

THE PARLIAMENTARY PARTNERSHIP ASSEMBLY

Article 11 of the TCA provides for the possibility of establishing a Parliamentary
Partnership Assembly (PPA) and the two parliaments agreed to set up this body.
The PPA meets twice a year, alternating between the European Parliament, in one
of its usual places of work, and the Parliament of the United Kingdom. It is a forum
for an exchange of views on issues arising out of the TCA, including supplementing
agreements, and any other matters of mutual interest. The first meeting of the PPA took
place from 12-13 May 2022 in Brussels.
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