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During the 2016 Bratislava Summit, European Union 
Member States concluded that although the UK 
vote to leave the EU is a serious matter, the EU can 
survive a British exit. Nonetheless, the current po-
litical atmosphere is one of deep unease. Brexit has 
exacerbated a general European malaise, highlight-
ing member states’ struggle in reaching agreement 
when dealing with EU matters. This will have a fun-
damental impact on future negotiations with Britain. 

To date, while countries are afraid that public opin-
ion might support exit referenda at national levels 
– especially if EU institutions negotiate too “soft” a 
deal with the UK – their ideas regarding a British exit 
agreement are not always aligned. In an attempt to 
foresee the UK-EU negotiating pattern, this paper 
will map the Member States’ views, which the EU 
should take into consideration while discussing the 
exit deal with the UK.1

1Methodologically, the findings will be based on opinions expressed by members of national parliaments of the EU member countries during the Mercator European 
Dialogue held in Bratislava on 14-26 October 2016, and also on primary and secondary sources.

TOWARDS A EUROPEAN UNION WITHOUT 
THE UK
In the aftermath of the British referendum on UK 
membership of the EU, the European Commission 
and Member States have been waiting for the UK to 
trigger Article 50 and start the negotiation process 
with the union. However, new Prime Minister The-
resa May has only relatively recently declared that 
the UK will trigger Article 50 by the end of March 
2017, in order to then begin the anticipated two-
year-long negotiation process with the EU. 

Leaving aside the issue on whether the British Par-
liament has the right to vote on a Brexit bill, which 
will soon be decided by the Supreme Court, to date, 
the UK is facing two possible macro-political strate-
gies to leave the EU: 

• a “soft” Brexit, which will oblige the UK to main-
tain some economic and even political ties with 
the EU, 

• a “hard” Brexit, which will reshape UK-EU polit-
ical and economic relations and could lead to a 
possible free-trade agreement between the two.

Yet, the precise terms and conditions of these two 
options are not easy to define. Apart from the UK’s 
internal decision-making process, there is little 

knowledge on what other EU Member States might 
allow Britain to obtain. Indeed, within the frame-
work of a soft or hard Brexit, Member States could 
be more or less flexible and decide to favour the 
UK or not. Knowing European countries’ stances on 
the UK-EU deal is particularly relevant not only for 
a potential British advantage but also for the future 
of the Union itself. The European institutions will 
have to negotiate an exit deal with London taking 
into consideration the interests of 27 member coun-
tries. Moreover, once an agreement with the UK is 
reached, all the remaining Member States will have 
to approve the conditions agreed. The absence of a 
common vision on the Brexit deal might well favour 
the UK. Indeed, while Theresa May could more eas-
ily change her political strategy under such circum-
stances, for the EU the result could be an extremely 
complex process, in which 27 different national in-
terests might clash, undermining the possibility of 
reaching a common goal.

http://www.gmfus.org/events/third-mercator-european-dialogue
http://www.gmfus.org/events/third-mercator-european-dialogue


Table 1 - Overview of Potential Outcomes

Figure 1- Member States’ Stances 
towards UK’s Common Market Access

Brexit “zero-sum” game Soft Brexit Hard Brexit

Positive outcome for the UK

UK retains access to the single 
market (European Economic 
Area - EEA).

The UK will not be required to 
accept free movement, accept 
EU regulations or pay into EU 
budget. It could possibly imple-
ment a trade agreement with the 
EU in subsequent years.

Negative outcome for the UK

EEA will require the UK to accept 
EU regulations and free move-
ment, and pay into the EU bud-
get.

The UK will remain outside the 
single market. This will result in 
economic loss.

“SOFT” OR “HARD” BREXIT?
Considering the exit negotiation as a zero-sum 
game, the ultimate prize for the UK would be to ob-
tain access to the common market whilst restricting 
free movement. This would allow the UK Govern-
ment to respect the will of the 52 percent of Britons 
who voted to leave the EU while preserving the UK 
economy from possible setbacks and the unknown 
consequences of a full exit, not only from the EU but 
also from the larger European market.

However, the majority of member states seem little 
inclined to provide the UK access to the European 
common market without the preservation of the 
so-called “four freedoms,” including the freedom 
for EU citizens to work in the UK. Western European 
countries such as France and Germany – and also 
Sweden, Austria, Slovenia and Croatia – do not want 
the UK cherry-picking only the most advantageous 
political economic options from the EU. The main 
objection is that providing the UK with a more spe-
cial status than it already had would result in a pro-
found loss of credibility for EU institutions.
 
Similarly, Southern Europe – namely Italy, Greece, 
Portugal and Spain – believes that this would make 
the exit deal a tempting option in the eyes of their 
citizens, who are suffering the consequences of Eu-
ropean austerity.

Finally, the Visegrad group (the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland and Slovakia), along with Bulgaria 
and Romania, are the strongest supporters of the 
idea that access to the EU single market depends 
on the acceptance of free labour movement. This 
position is also shared by the other Member States. 
However, limitation to the labour movement, espe-
cially for the Visegrad group, could result in a num-
ber of skilled workers moving back to their countries 
of origin and contributing to national economic de-
velopment.

Within this framework, it would be unthinkable for 
the UK to advance a soft-Brexit option, which would 
entail a special deal within the European Econom-
ic Area (EEA) providing full access to the common 
market without the burden of accepting, as Nor-
way does, EU directives and regulations as well as 
free movement of people. Indeed, it is unlikely that 
Member States would agree on such conditions. 



2 Robin Niblett, “Preparing for the UK’s Brexit Negotiation”, in The World Today, August-September 2016, https://www.chathamhouse.org/node/24234

Such a deal would provide the current government 
with more legitimacy, as it would be acting in ac-
cordance with what was decided by British voters. 
Moreover, according to the Leaving side supporters, 
it would possibly allow the UK to avoid an outright 
economic drop, as it would result in a relatively fast, 
clean break from the EU. Trade relations with the 
EU could only be disciplined, at least initially, under 
World Trade Organization (WTO) rules, and the UK 
could negotiate free-trade agreements with non-
EU countries. With time, the UK is expected to even 
open negotiations for a comprehensive free-trade 
deal with the EU – a Cross-Channel Trade and In-
vestment Partnership (CCTIP) – in order to lower or 
eliminate import/export tariffs for mutual benefit.2

Yet, in Northern Europe, Ireland already fears that 
a hard Brexit would result in the reintroduction of 
borders and tariffs to trade as well as restrictions 
on Irish citizens, metaphorically widening the gap 
between Belfast and Dublin and undermining the 
effectiveness of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA).   
Introduced in 1998, the GFA allowed the overcom-
ing of 30 years of violence between unionists and 
nationalists by introducing power devolution from 
Westminster to Northern Ireland. The GFA also reg-
ulated the development of cross-border initiatives 
and institutions such as the British-Irish Council (BIC) 
– which comprises representatives of parliaments 
from Northern Ireland, the Irish Republic, Wales, 
England, the Isle of Man, the Channel Islands and 
Scotland – and the British-Irish Intergovernmental 
Conference (BIIC).

The Netherlands and Luxembourg are also keen to 
provide the UK with the best possible Brexit deal. 
Both countries have huge investments in the UK and 
there are many successful Anglo-Dutch multination-
als, whose interests need to be protected. Yet, such 
a position has been vacillating since the UK Chan-

Figure 2- Hard Brexit

3 Max Boot, “Why Brexit Alarms Britain’s Baltic Allies”, in The Washington Post, 20 June 2016, http://wapo.st/26b4a9l

cellor Philipp Hammond has maintained that the UK 
might have to change its economic model to remain 
competitive, lowering corporate taxes.  

On the other hand, the Netherlands and Denmark, 
both of whom used to back the UK when blocking 
EU attempts to centralize more power, but also Hun-
gary and Austria are very concerned by a post-Brexit 
scenario of a fast-tracked political union led by Ger-
many and France. Together with Ireland, they fear 
that without having the UK somehow involved in 
European affairs the EU will become less econom-
ically liberal and less Atlanticist.

A hard Brexit worries Russian neighbouring Mem-
ber Countries such as Estonia and the other Baltic 
countries for security reasons. This scenario could 
result in Scotland, where Britain’s nuclear deterrent 
is based, rejoining the EU after a separatist referen-
dum. Although British nuclear capability will then be 
transferred to the UK, such a transition could po-
tentially challenge Britain’s military capacity within 
NATO – at least in the short term.3  

Moreover, the majority of EU member countries – in 
particular, the UK’s biggest trade partners: namely 
Germany, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Italy 
and Spain – will economically suffer from a hard 
Brexit.

IF THE UK WANTS A HARD BREXIT, IT WILL 
GET A HARD BREXIT
Yet, Germany and France might well accept a “full” 
Brexit if the UK were to opt for such a deal. From 
a German perspective, it would be better, for both 
political and economic reasons, to have an effective 
hard Brexit than some “grey,” fudged deal. 

To date, hopes for achieving such an exceptional re-
lationship seem far from realistic. For this reason, as 
recently stated during her speech at the Lancaster 
House Prime Minister Theresa May’s vision for leav-
ing the bloc will most probably rely on hard Brexit.

THE UNSUSTAINABLE UNCERTAINTIES OF A 
HARD BREXIT
A hard Brexit would entail an immediate exit from 
the single market and the termination of any oth-
er ties binding the UK to the continent. Certainly, 
the UK will negotiate exceptions for those European 
citizens who are already living and working in the 
country, in exchange for the same conditions for 
British citizens in the rest of Europe.

https://www.chathamhouse.org/node/24234
 http://wapo.st/26b4a9l


Table 2 - British Exports and Imports, September 2016

Partner Country British Exports (M 
Punds)

% Change from 
September 2015 

British Imports (M 
Pounds)

% Change from 
September 2015

Germany 3,045 16.9 6,072 14.5

France 1,702 30.0 2,124 2.1

Netherlands 1,621 20.1 3,251 29.8

Belgium 1,106 3.0 2,259 18.6

Italy 899 22.5 1,482 7.4

Spain 826 16.1 1,427 17.4

Total EU 13,025 13.1 21,938 14.8

Total non-EU 12,518 -11.0 23,635 51.2

Source: UK Government, UK Overseas Trade Statistics: September 2016, cit.

The latter would be unsustainable politically, as it 
would discredit the Union, and economically, as it 
could worsen trade relationships by creating uncer-
tainty. Similarly, the French Government does not 
wish a Brexit deal to be convenient for the UK, as a 
way of discouraging a “domino effect” in other EU 
countries.

However, much will depend on the outcome of next 
year’s political elections in France and Germany . 
Possible increased legitimacy for eurosceptic Front 
National and Alternative for Germany might well 
challenge their current approach in dealing with a 
UK exit deal.

Elsewhere – in Belgium, for instance – the possibility 
of securing an economic advantage might persuade 
the government not to support softer conditions. 
Indeed, in the aftermath of Brexit, large companies 
might decide to move their headquarters from Lon-
don to Brussels in order to maintain a presence in 
the EU market. Moreover, southern European coun-
tries, such as Italy and Greece, will most probably 
support Germany and France if they decide to ac-
cept a full Brexit, in exchange for concessions on 
economic flexibility and migration. Brexit is, to some 
extent, regarded positively by Italy, which sees it as 
an opportunity to move forward to an “ever-closer 
union” with a common European asylum and migra-
tion policy as well as a completed banking union. 
On the other hand, hard Brexit would represent a 
possibility for Spain to secure closer ties with Gibral-
tar. Indeed, during the June referendum, 96 percent 
of Gibraltarians voted to remain in the EU. Since the 
majority of British voters wanted to leave the Euro-
pean Union, Gibraltar might call a “reverse Green-

land” and ask to retain EU membership while re-
maining a British Overseas Territory. This might not 
be legally possible. Yet, Gibraltar is refusing the idea 
of granting Spain a joint sovereignty with the UK 
over its territory, even if such an agreement would 
allow the country to remain in the EU and Gibraltar-
ians to keep their British nationality while acquiring 
the Spanish one.4   

Moreover, since Austria, along with the Visegrad 
group, heavily depends on the German economy, 
it is unlikely that they would opt to sustain too fa-
vourable a position for the UK against Berlin’s wish-
es. Within this framework, although many Member 
States share different visions on the Brexit deal, 
much will depend on how Germany and France will 
decide to act. Should Berlin and Paris adopt a more 
lenient approach towards the UK, the majority of EU 
countries could follow the same line.

CONCLUSION
While the majority of European countries will prob-
ably suffer economic loss from a hard Brexit; still, it 
appears that both France and Germany are unwilling 
to compromise any further with the UK. For various 
different reasons, the Baltic countries– as well as the 
Netherlands, Denmark and Ireland – could instead 
attempt to provide the UK with some concessions 
for security, economic, political and social reasons.
 
While Ireland, the Netherlands and Denmark are 
strongly connected to the UK, the more distant Bal-
tic countries need Britain to remain economically 
wealthy in order to secure its military power within 
NATO. On the other hand, all the above countries 

4 Hortense Goulard, “Spain: Post-Brexit UK Should Drop Gibraltar”, in Politico, 24 June 2016

http://www.politico.eu/article/spanish-minister-calls-for-gibraltar-to-be-returned-to-spain-on-back-of-brexit-vote-eu-leave-sovereign.


The Mercator European Dialogue aims at encouraging a European network of national parliamentarians, 
providing emerging and senior members of parliament a unique opportunity to exchange ideas on the fu-
ture of Europe, to voice national concerns on the European level and to better understand emerging trends.
 
This European dialogue platform is a project by the German Marshall Fund of the United States in coop-
eration with the Barcelona Centre for International Affairs, the Istituto Affari Internationali in Rome, and 
the Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign Policy in Athens and is funded by Stiftung Mercator.

www.mercatoreuropeandialogue.com
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are also concerned that without the UK “on board,” 
Western European countries could push the EU to-
wards a fast-tracked Eurozone-led political union, 
loosening its ties with the Atlantic sphere and mak-
ing the EU economic model less liberal.

Within this framework, Brexit represents a funda-
mental challenge for the European Union – not only 
because Britain is one of the biggest economic and 
political actors in Europe but also because the leav-

ing process might reveal fractures and divergences 
among and within the EU member countries. Indeed, 
Member States seem to be concerned not only by 
the Brexit deal per se but also by what the EU could 
become without the UK influencing its integration 
process. In this respect, Brexit negotiations might 
end up being the test bed for the future of the EU.

An extended version of this article was published 
as an IAI working paper and can be accessed here.

http://www.mercatoreuropeandialogue.com
http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/iaiwp1631.pdf


Stiftung Mercator is a private and independent 
foundation. Through its work it strives for a soci-
ety characterized by openness to the world, so-
lidarity and equal opportunities. In this context 
it concentrates on strengthening Europe; increa-
sing the educational success of disadvantaged 
children and young people, especially those of 
migrant origin; driving forward climate change 
mitigation and promoting science and the huma-

nities. Stiftung Mercator symbolizes the connec-
tion between academic expertise and practical 
project experience. One of Germany’s leading 
foundations, it is active both nationally and inter-
nationally. Stiftung Mercator feels a strong sense 
of loyalty to the Ruhr region, the home of the 
founding family and the foundation’s headquar-
ters.

The Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI) was foun-
ded on 11 October 1965 on the initiative of Al-
tiero Spinelli.  The Institute's main objective is 
to promote an understanding of the problems 
of international politics through studies, rese-
arch, meetings and publications, with the aim of 
increasing the opportunities of all countries to 
move in the direction of supranational organiz-
ation, democratic freedom and social justice (IAI 
Bylaws, Article 1). It's main research areas inclu-
de: EU Institutions and Politics, the EU's Global 

Role, Turkey and the Neighbourhood, Internatio-
nal Political Economy, Mediterranean and Middle 
East, Transatlantic Relations, Security and Defen-
ce, Italian Foreign Policy, Energy. A non-profit 
organization, the IAI is funded by individual and 
corporate members, public and private organiz-
ations, major international foundations, and by a 
standing grant from the Italian Ministry of For-
eign Affairs. 

The Barcelona Centre for International Affairs 
(CIDOB) is an independent and plural think tank 
based in Barcelona, dedicated to the study, rese-
arch and analysis of international affairs. Created 
in 1973 as an International Documentation Cen-
tre of Barcelona, it is a private foundation since 
1979.

CIDOB promotes global governance and 
good practices – based on local, national and  
European democratic government – to ensu-

re that people possess the basic elements to 
live their lives free from fear and in liberty, by  
facilitating a dialogue that includes all diversities 
and which actively defends human rights and 
gender equality. CIDOB is a dynamic community 
of analytics that works to produce and offer to all 
political actors – from individual citizens to inter-
national organizations – information and ideas to 
formulate and promote policies for a more secu-
re, free and fair world for everyone.

ELIAMEP is an independent, non-profit and po-
licy-oriented research and training institute.  
It neither expresses, nor represents, any  
specific political party view. It is only  
devoted to the right of free and well-documented 
discourse. 

ELIAMEP’s mission is to provide a fo-
rum for public debate on issues of European  
integration and international relations to  
conduct scientific research that contributes to a 
better informed and documented knowledge of 
the European and international environment.

The German Marshall Fund of the United States 
(GMF) strengthens transatlantic cooperation on 
regional, national, and global challenges and op-
portunities in the spirit of the Marshall Plan.
GMF contributes research and analysis and con-
venes leaders on transatlantic issues relevant to 
policymakers. GMF offers rising leaders oppor-
tunities to develop their skills and networks th-
rough transatlantic exchange, and supports civil 
society in the Balkans and Black Sea regions by 
fostering democratic initiatives, rule of law, and 
regional cooperation.

Founded in 1972 as a non-partisan, non-profit 
organization through a gift from Germany as  
a permanent memorial to Marshall Plan as-
sistance, GMF maintains a strong presence 
on both sides of the Atlantic. In addition to  
its headquarters in Washington, DC, GMF has of-
fices in Berlin, Paris, Brussels, Belgrade, Ankara, 
Bucharest, and Warsaw. GMF also has smaller re-
presentations in Bratislava, Turin, and Stockholm.
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