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    ​Introduction


    What is Brexit really going to look like? After 50 years of Britain arguing about Europe, what does leaving the European Union mean for you, me, our families, children, jobs, health care, and our daily lives? Shorn of the posturing and the promises, what are the profound changes that lie ahead? This book is not about the endless arguments over Brexit. It is about facts which will mould the future of our country. These facts, pleasant and unpleasant, should have been discussed properly when we held the referendum to leave in 2016. They weren’t. For good or ill, they are vital now to understand the possible shape of a new United Kingdom. This, then, is not a book about the Brexit you may have thought you were voting for. It’s about the Brexit we will get.


    The most important tip I can give you is not to think of Brexit as an event. Brexit is a process. It will take years to unfold. It has already exposed serious weaknesses in our democracy and deep divisions within the British government, inside both the Conservative and Labour parties, between Scotland and England, in the communities of Northern Ireland, and between families, friends, work colleagues and neighbours. These wounds will take time to heal. Formally leaving the EU is the beginning – not the end – of creating a new story for the UK, making new trade, security and other arrangements with Europe, with the rest of the world, and with each other.


    We need to think about making the most of the opportunities ahead. But we also need to consider the realities of ending a relationship which has lasted almost half a century. The Brexit negotiations have raised legitimate fears that we may lack skilled trade negotiators and politicians who are up to the job. Questions have been raised about whether the competence and standing of the United Kingdom has been so diminished that future trade relationships with such powers as the US, Japan and China may reveal further weaknesses on our part. Hearings by the American negotiator, the US Trade Representative, have revealed American businesses see great opportunities in Brexit – for them. Well-funded American interest groups representing agri-business, pharmaceuticals, health care and high-tech industries have been lobbying the US government. They are openly demanding the UK accept American food standards and reject European ones as the price of a future trade deal. A key demand is for American firms to be able to carve out chunks of the National Health Service.


    Making the best of Brexit, then, is clearly not as easy as some of the more inventive ‘have our cake and eat it’ promises and ‘take back control’ slogans. But we need to give it our best shot. That means ignoring the slogans and focusing on a sober assessment of the challenges ahead.


    Who and What We Are Up Against


    Brexit requires the biggest transformation of the UK since World War Two, something far more ambitious than Margaret Thatcher’s 1980s shock therapy, when she sold off council housing, privatised state industries, checked union power, liberated the Falklands, and confronted the Soviet Union. Brexit has already involved rethinking the United Kingdom’s foreign, economic, trade, migration, health and social care policies and security relationships. It also means turning thousands of European Union laws and regulations into workable British equivalents.


    During the 2016 Brexit campaign, the Conservative Cabinet minister Michael Gove claimed that the British people ‘have had enough of experts.’1 Yet in the ensuing years, experts have been exactly what we have needed, and often sorely missed. In trade matters, the absence of expertise has been exposed. ‘Rolling over’ existing EU trade deals with Japan and Turkey to apply to the UK after Brexit has proved impossible for British trade negotiators. To make Brexit work now, Britain needs to secure a degree of positive cooperation from the remaining 27 EU members. Given the acrimony and derision which British government efforts have directed at EU leaders, this will not be easy.


    Since the Brexit vote I have travelled widely across Europe, to Belgium, Estonia, France, Germany, Holland, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Spain and Sweden. British people sometimes forget that politicians and many ordinary citizens in these countries read our newspapers, watch BBC news, and often have very positive views about British culture and competence. Our reputation for practical hard-headedness has taken a knock. Comedy programmes have poked fun at our position and the eccentricities of our parliament. Irish children’s TV has explained Brexit in terms understandable to five-year-olds. French, Dutch and Swedish cartoonists caricature leading Brexiters as cliches of a stuck-in-the-past Britain. Sober German news magazines have taken to describing the leading Brexit advocate Jacob Rees-Mogg as ‘das lebendes Fossil,’ the living fossil.


    Beyond the jokes and insults, the serious point is that making Brexit work is daunting. The central difficulty is not principally because the other heads of government in the European Council, the Merkels, Macrons and Varadkars, or EU negotiators like Michel Barnier and Sabine Weyand want to punish Britain. Brexit is difficult because all these prime ministers and parliaments in the 27 other member states have their own political pressures and priorities. The post-Brexit future of the UK is not top of anyone’s list, except our own. We must understand that and proceed in a spirit of constructive competence with our EU neighbours, not resentment or suspicion.


    We will need to be industrious. Brexit will touch our homes and kitchens, our restaurants and supermarkets, our hospitals, schools, and workplaces. An estimated 12,000 EU regulations which have been operating in the UK for years will have to be copied into UK law. Every one will have to be re-evaluated, possibly re-drafted or scrapped. And any legal gaps or errors could cause unforeseen problems, leading to costly lawsuits tying up our courts and legal experts for years to come.


    Brexit, therefore, requires detailed decisions on everything from regulations about food and the pricing and availability of medicines to how we boost jobs by selling goods and services abroad, border security, holiday travel, the validity of qualifications, licences and insurance policies. Potentially, it complicates even the most sensitive private matters including marriage, divorce and child custody cases for Britons in relationships with EU nationals.


    Brexit affects not just the 66 million UK citizens, but an estimated 3.8 million EU nationals living here, too. Some EU citizens have already left, fearing they are less welcome or that Britain will make itself poorer and less attractive. A builder in London told me that none of his six contractors who went home to Poland at Christmas 2018 came back to Britain. They told him that the drop in the value of the pound after the referendum in 2016 meant the UK was no longer such a lucrative place to work. (The pound slid 18% from $1.50 in June 2016 to $1.27 in May 2019.)


    Moreover, Brexit has not only changed forever our future relationship with the other 27 nations and the nearly 450 million people who remain in the EU. It has also changed relationships among the peoples of the British Isles, which could well alter the way we live and work for generations. The United Kingdom is divided. England and Wales voted to Leave. Northern Ireland and Scotland voted to Remain.


    In Northern Ireland, nationalists such as Sinn Fein are agitating for another vote on whether to join the Irish Republic, re-opening a painful wound in British politics.


    In Scotland, nationalists are demanding another referendum on independence, arguing that Brexit represents a ‘material change’ since Scots voted to stay in the UK in 2014. The Scottish National Party may not be able to dissolve a political union between Scotland and England dating back to the Union of Parliaments of 1707. But the possibility creates further uncertainty. It opens up the prospect of an EU border between England and Scotland, with an independent Scotland determined to eject Britain’s nuclear deterrent from its base near Glasgow.


    A Very Un-British Beginning


    One of the reasons Brexit is so divisive is that we confirmed our entry into what was then the European Economic Community (EEC) or ‘Common Market’ through the very un-British mechanism of a referendum in 1975. With a degree of political symmetry we are leaving it in the same way. For centuries, Britain was governed without national referendums – as a representative democracy. We elect MPs to make decisions on our behalf. If we dislike these representatives we vote in a new government. In 1973, the UK joined the EEC after a decision taken by Edward Heath’s Conservative government. But such were the political divisions then, and the fault lines in both Conservative and Labour parties, that when two years later Labour came to power under Harold Wilson, he launched what was considered a unique constitutional experiment. The result of the UK’s first ever national referendum was overwhelming. Two thirds of British voters chose to remain in the EEC.


    That clear verdict was overturned in the Brexit referendum of 2016 by a much narrower majority, by 52%, 17.4 million voters, for ‘Leave’ against 48%, 16.1 million voters, for ‘Remain’. The question on the ballot paper appeared clear enough:


    ‘Should the United Kingdom remain a member of the European Union or leave the European Union?’


    The result endorsed the principle of leaving, but gave no clue to what that would mean in practice. The people who voted Leave were clear in their own minds at least what they were voting against. The EU has never been popular in Britain. But it is impossible to believe that all 17.4 million Leavers agreed precisely on what they were voting for, since it took Theresa May two years in Downing Street to come up with her own Brexit policy, which pleased almost no-one.


    Since 2016 I have travelled extensively within the UK, from Cornwall to Aberdeen, taking in Glasgow, York, Leeds, London, Wales and Northern Ireland and many places in between. I have been to ‘Brexit Central’, Kent and parts of the Midlands and ‘Remain Central’, Edinburgh and north London. In many conversations with Leave and Remain voters it is striking that there are still multiple versions of what we think or fear Brexit might mean. Millions of British people want the chance to vote again. Six million signed an online petition to Revoke Article 50 and end the process. Many I have chatted to feel disconnected from politics and politicians, especially the traditional political parties. As a carpenter put it to me:


    ‘They never listen and Brexit was my chance to be heard.’


    He enthusiastically voted Leave, despite not usually voting in general elections. The Leave campaign slogan ‘Take back control’ struck a chord with him and millions of others while the inept Remain campaign was based largely on doom-laden projections about our future, branded ‘Project Fear’ by opponents who accused it of scaremongering. Neither side truly confronted the reality of what leaving the EU would mean. This book is an attempt to do just that. It is a guide for those of us who need to move from principles to practicalities. Some of it involves a degree of informed guesswork. Even after almost three years of discussions much remains to be settled, and there may be many twists and turns ahead in the Brexit road. But these are the best available facts now, laid out to help us all understand what is going on and what awaits us.


    • Any errors or omissions please contact me at gavin@gavinesler.com


    ​1. Brexit & Our Food


    Early on a Saturday morning at a market in Deal, a small seaside town in Kent, traders are setting up stalls. The air is filled with the smell of fresh rolls and sizzling sausages made by a local butcher. The lamb and beef is all local. The Swedish woman who sells cardamom and cinnamon buns is also now a local, a town resident. So, too, is the Frenchman who sells wine. On the corner of the market, the fruit stall has ‘Kent Apples,’ ‘Leeks Picked in Deal,’ and other local produce. It’s a garden of England scene, similar to many weekend markets across the UK, but with one striking difference. From the town beach on a clear day you can see the white cliffs of Cap Blanc Nez and Cap Gris Nez in France, less than 30 miles away. In between is one of the world’s busiest sea routes, the English Channel.


    Deal’s Saturday markets and historic castle attract day-trippers from London – just over an hour away on the high-speed train – and also cars and coaches from France, Belgium, and elsewhere in mainland Europe. Ferries from Calais to Dover take less than 2 hours and outside peak times the crossing can be cheap – £50 return for a family of four in a car. Local Kent residents and some from London make the day-trip in the opposite direction, taking the ferry to France for lunch, then load the car with wine and cheese, and return in the early evening. Another trader, an Englishman, sells clothing and shoes sourced on French trips. So does one of the shops on the main street. There is a stall selling French and English cheeses.


    People on the Kent coast have been doing this kind of trading – and also plenty of smuggling – in and out of France and the Low Countries for centuries. Notoriously, they even did so when England and France were at war. The exploits of smugglers and pirates are celebrated by signs throughout the town and at castles at Deal and Walmer, built by Henry VIII to repel cross-Channel invaders. Today, a Border Force cutter sits offshore looking for illegal migrants who risk crossing the busy shipping lanes for what they hope will be a better life in England.


    Whatever politicians, privateers and warriors were up to in past centuries, English coastal dwellers did not seek or require permission from any government to exploit their closeness to France. Nor did they need membership of the European Union. After Brexit, cross-Channel trade here will continue, and life will go on – but Brexit does change important aspects of how we trade with Europe. Those changes affect everything and everyone in Deal’s Saturday morning market, and in markets and supermarkets and homes and offices up and down the country, including how we source the food we eat, the health regulations governing its transportation, the tariffs that may be put on it, the identity of the people who do the farming, harvesting, buying and selling, and of course the price.


    Freedom of Movement


    Even before Brexit occurs, as part of the preparations, the French wine seller and the Swedish bun maker fell into the category of those who needed to apply for the right to stay in the UK. EU citizens previously already enjoyed this right under Europe’s single market. It enshrined ‘four freedoms’ – the free movement of goods, services, capital and workers. The first of these, freedom of movement, is why our French wine importer or the stall-holder who brings in French clothing can make a living at a street market in England with a minimum of bureaucracy and form-filling. And why any of us can go on a quick ‘booze cruise’ to France, retire to the Costa del Sol, or find work in Germany, as unemployed tradesmen did in Auf Wiedersehn, Pet.


    Broadly, most British people had few complaints about the first three of these freedoms, but pro-Brexit politicians and sections of the conservative press were less enthusiastic about the circulation of people than trade. Freedom of movement became particularly contentious after 10 countries joined the EU in 2004, eight of which were from eastern Europe (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia). Hundreds of thousands of their citizens headed to the UK to work for higher wages. Young workers from Poland or Romania ended up picking vegetables and berries for the stall holders at the Kentish markets.


    The British government says that although freedom of movement will end with Brexit it has no intention of deporting EU nationals currently in the UK. Similarly, EU governments say they respect the rights of UK citizens in their countries. But the relationship and the status of British people in Europe and that of EU citizens here in Britain has already changed (see EU Settlement Scheme in next section). Travel to the Continent will too. In the past, Britons and other EU citizens could travel without passport checks across the Schengen Area, which covers most of the EU and some non-members such as Norway and Switzerland, but not the UK. A British driver who took their car on the ferry to France could visit Berlin or the Russian border with just a driving licence.


    Almost all of the countries on the way, such as France and Germany, accept euros. Again, Britain opted out of the euro. Britain’s position in Europe – with opt outs on border control and the common currency – was considered by many to be fortunate. Jakob von Weizsäcker, chief economist at Germany’s finance ministry, quipped:


    ‘The irony [of Brexit] is that the two most disappointing areas of the EU – the common currency and Schengen – were the two areas from which Britain had most insulated itself.’2


    Rule Changes: The Settlement Scheme


    In preparation for Brexit, Britain changed the rules for the vast majority of EU citizens resident in the UK. Some 350,000 from the Irish Republic were exempted because of the historical closeness of Ireland and Britain. However the remaining 3.5 million EU nationals were asked to apply to an EU Settlement Scheme to continue living in the UK after 30 June 2021. If their application was successful, they would receive either ‘settled or pre-settled status.’


    A £65 fee to register caused great irritation to some. A Labour peer, Lord Wood of Anfield, complained that he was expected to explain to his octogenarian German-born mother, who had happily moved here after marrying an Englishman, that she would have to pay £65 to continue living where she had done for decades. After a public outcry in 2018 the Settlement Scheme fee was dropped3. But that means instead of being self-financing by pulling in an estimated £225 million in fees, it’s become a costly and (to applicants) an unwelcome Brexit burden which affects around 6% of people currently living in the UK. Each of them must now fill in new forms to legitimise their existence. A Romanian care worker told me that she was at first very alarmed at the registration process, then offended but finally – since Britain has been her home for many years – she completed the paperwork and has been told she can remain.


    What Has This To Do With Food?


    The new rules affect many of the people who pick the plums, apples, pears, tomatoes, berries and other produce on sale at our local food markets and in supermarkets. Residents from the other 27 EU states play a very significant (though often unseen) role in food production. In fact, 41% of workers in food and drink processing come from the EU27.4 When it comes to the least glamorous, sometimes backbreaking jobs they are almost two thirds (63%)5 of the workforce for members of the British Meat Processors Association, and almost all those working for members of the British Summer Fruits Association.6 Vets are especially likely to be from the EU27.


    Veterinary Checks on Meat


    An estimated 95% of the vets certifying animals fit for slaughter in the UK are non-British EU nationals. These are the people who check that animals are healthy enough to be eaten by British carnivores or exported to the European mainland where British beef and lamb are in demand. That means that the health and animal welfare standards of UK lamb, beef, poultry and pork depend on a group of highly trained people who have voluntarily come here and who have now been told they must jump through a bureaucratic hoop in order to stay.


    More worryingly, perhaps, depending on the nature of the deal struck (or not struck) with Brussels, Brexit could dramatically increase demand for veterinary inspections of meat. Nigel Gibbens, formerly the Chief Veterinary Officer, estimated that the volume of products requiring veterinary export health certification could increase by up to 325% after Brexit. Even with a satisfactory final deal, in future there will be a far heavier paperwork load – because ‘a UK exporter of an animal product to the EU will need to have an Export Health Certificate alongside the consignment.’


    That additional workload comes on top of an existing vet shortage. In 2018, the Major Employers Group, which represents big vet practices and corporate groups, found its members had vacancies for 11.5% of vets and 7.6% of veterinary nurses.7 Overall, it estimates that about a third of its members’ workforce is non-UK EU graduates.8 What’s more, it says that EU trained vets are more likely than British colleagues to work full time, meaning their overall contribution is even higher than the figures suggest. EU nationals are almost a quarter, 22%, of those working as veterinary academics, teaching the British vets of tomorrow.9


    The British Veterinary Association (BVA) is monitoring further shortages and has asked for government action to ensure EU vets can continue to be recruited. It points out that vets are important to the economy: livestock and the horse industry alone generate £21 billion per year.


    Britain will hope to continue to attract vets from the EU and elsewhere. But the concerns in the profession and in the meat industry are real, and as those of us who own pets know already, insurance costs and vet bills for our animals can be crippling. If you own a dog, horse, cat or other pets, you may also find Brexit brings a shortage of the qualified people who are trained to treat your much loved animal. We deal with pet passports in Chapter 6: Brexit & Travel.


    When more than 1,200 British vets were polled in 2018, 96% said the best option for Britain would be to remain in the EU. As Farmers Weekly put it:


    ‘The veterinary profession is particularly challenged by Brexit, given that half of new vets registered by the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons each year are EU nationals, as are 95% of vets working in abattoirs.’ 10


    

    Fruit and Veg


    EU citizens are just 6% of the population but make up about 8.5% of the total UK workforce across all industries.11 That’s because French, Germans, Spanish, Polish and other EU citizens who live here are more likely to be employed or self-employed than native-born British citizens. They are younger and have more skills, according to the Migration Advisory Committee, an independent public body which advises the UK government. EU migrants often do some of the low-paid and low-status jobs British workers prefer to avoid, such as cleaning and care-home work. According to the National Farmers Union, only 1% of those picking fruit and vegetables in season are UK nationals.


    By providing cheap, willing labour, workers from other EU states have expanded our economy. For many years British production of labour-intensive crops such as asparagus, cherries, raspberries and strawberries fell. But production started rising again when the new, mostly eastern European countries joined the EU in 2004. New cheap labour from the Continent has powered a boom in home-grown production of some of our favourite fruit and veg.


    Many of the more recent arrivals among farm workers have come from poor EU countries, especially Bulgaria and Romania. The nationality of migrant workers tends to vary over time. Where my parents lived in a small town in Norfolk, most of the seasonal agricultural harvest workers were Portuguese. Some


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	First, relations between races and classes amid allegations of increased ‘hate crime.’

    


    
      	Second, the future of the United Kingdom, especially Scotland and Northern Ireland, places in which large numbers of the population wish to leave the UK.

    


    
      	Third, the possibilities for a supposed ‘Global Britain’ or alternatively a ‘Little England’ vision of the future.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	The UK becomes a third country, with no preferential deal for customs purposes or for VAT

    


    
      	Licenses and approvals issued by the UK are no longer recognised by the EU

    


    
      	Companies based in the UK can no longer operate in the EU as a member state and need to either move business or establish a representative in an EU country

    


    
      	The UK is no longer an approved destination for some EU business (eg. ship recycling, some waste management)

    


    
      	UK professional qualifications are not recognised by the EU

    


    
      	The UK stops being part of EU systems – like aviation or energy

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  


    

  

OEBPS/Fonts/BemboBookMTPro-Italic.otf



OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/AzbukaPro-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/BemboMTPro-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/BemboBookMTPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/1.png
Brexit
Without
the Bullshit

Gavin Esler





OEBPS/Fonts/AzbukaPro-MediumCondensed.ttf



