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Foreign Affairs and International Relations Post-Brexit

Executive Summary 

Overview
The paper contains a collection of essays from Conservative Group for Europe (CGE) members, with 
a  variety  of  backgrounds  from  retired  diplomats  and   politicians   to   business,  who  share  a 
Conservative perspective in presenting a common approach on how a UK post-Brexit vision can be 
delivered by the government in a pragmatic way, whilst reconciling past divisions on the subject of 
the EU. A common theme running through the collection of essays is that for the UK to realise its 
ambition to become ‘Global Britain’, continuing to work closely with its allies and neighbours in 
Europe will be of significant assistance; our foreign policies will rarely be contradictory but more 
often mutually reinforcing.

The paper is divided into six sections, the first five adopt a geographical approach, covering the EU; 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA); Sub-Saharan Africa, the Americas and East and South 
Asia. Each section offers an overview of its respective region and the UK’s involvement, highlights 
potential  future  opportunities  and  dangers  and  offers  practical  suggestions  to  help  the  UK 
strengthen  and  expand  its  influence.  The  final  section  covers  the  future  of  UK-EU  defence 
cooperation and considers the hard choices that the UK must make in regard to its defence spending 
and capabilities.

The paper is designed not only for Conservative members at all levels, but as a contribution to the 
ongoing  discussions  about  the  UK’s  role  in  an  ever  changing  and  challenging  world,  where 
resources will be stretched and priorities must inevitably be chosen. It cannot answer all questions, 
nor mention every area of interest to all readers, and any omissions should not be seen as oversight, 
but only as necessary for space and sense in a short paper. The authors and others will update their 
opinions regularly through the CGE website, so as to provide opportunities for continuing debate.  

Whatever  the  future  relationship  between  Britain  and   its  wider  allies  in  the  US,   its 
longstanding Commonwealth friends and in particular the EU, the British Government has some 
very  tough  choices  to  make.  It  is  hoped  that  this  paper  makes  a  timely  contribution  to  such 
arguments, and we wish the Government, and the UK, well as Global Britain. It  is also offers a 
number of foreign policy recommendations to the government. 

The UK and the EU
The opening section highlights how active EU engagement will  be necessary for promoting a truly 
Global  Britain  and avoiding  a  progressive  withdrawal  from world  affairs.  The  UK should  remain 
actively engaged with the EU on foreign policy and global defence and security issues by seeking to 
become an equal partner and working collaboratively in areas of mutual self-interest.  For example, 
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projection of rule of law values globally is far more effective in conjunction with the EU27- especially so 
in international fora like the UN and the WTO.  

The UK is uniquely placed to play a crucial role in both Washington and Brussels and, where necessary, 
help both parties to find common ground. The UK is Europe’s most prominent Atlanticist and pro-US 
voice  and  its  profile  in  the  US  and  among  key  Commonwealth  allies  will  be  better  by  virtue  of 
constructive relations with the EU.

Suggestions for the UK in 2021 and beyond include: 

• Develop new structures or reinvent older ones -  like WEU - to formalise foreign policy, defence and 
security dialogue between the EU and UK (perhaps also to include certain non-EU NATO states). 
One possible dialogue channel would be an EU PSC+ format;

• Promote networks of influence and strengthen cultural diplomacy in Europe, such as continued 
participation in Earumus and Horizon Europe;

• Play a constructive role in other essential intra-EU security agreements such as Frontex, Europol, 
Eurojust, the European Arrest Warrant, PNR and ECRIS.

The UK and the Middle East & North Africa  (MENA) 
The  section  begins  with  cause  for  optimism,  the  UK  can  be  confident  post-Brexit  that  it  will  be 
recognised for its role in the region and for what it can now bring to its peoples as they look ahead. 
Very little within MENA is affected directly by Brexit as relationships were forged long before 1957 or 
2021 and where the UK has been ‘Global Britain’ for several hundred years. The UK's diplomatic reach 
and expertise in the region is genuinely recognised as definitive.

Given the MENA that the UK will face in 2021 is in some turmoil, it has much to gain from ensuring 
that the E3 of Paris, Berlin and London continues to operate closely. Where the EU does not have a 
common foreign and security policy, their voluntary acting together carries much weight. The E3 would 
augment the UK’s individual global clout, and provide some useful protection if challenges are needed 
towards states, or blocs of East or West.  

Given the newly formed FCDO is still in its infancy, the section offers guidelines for MENA policy. 
These include:

• Continuing to work with partners who share our values - there is no need to work alone to prove 
ourselves;

• The E3 and the US remaining foundation partners for the UK;

• Offer technical assistance across the board to governments genuinely looking for help to change;

• Work through the UN, including in conflicts such as Libya, Syrian and Yemen, and support a 
rules based international order; 

• Do not give up on the Middle East Peace Process, or on finding a way to avoid a catastrophic 
confrontation involving Iran;

• Work out in what circumstances the UK is prepared to use its defence forces, and say so.
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The section also offers an overview of challenges in the region, including North Africa and the Arab 
Spring; Libya; migration; areas of conflict (Libya, Syria and Yemen); the coalition against Daesh; Iran 
and the Middle East Peace Process and sets out the policies which might best apply.

The UK and Africa
The essay on Africa successfully recognises the growing importance of the continent. It argues that is is 
vital  for the UK to build and maintain strong relationships with each African state,  as well  as the 
African Union (AU) and regional groupings such as the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) and Economic Community of Western African States (ECOWAS). It also reminds the reader 
that African markets have largely been overlooked by UK business over the past 30-40 years.

The section offers a guide to both expected and possible unexpected challenges and opportunities in 
Africa during the 2020s, including in areas such as food security; education; climate change;  health and 
combatting diseases; the growing influence of China, Russia and Turkey and others issues.

A number of recommendations are made to strengthen and grow the UK’s position in Africa:

• Having an Embassy or High Commission in every African state and a dedicated Ambassador to 
the African Union;

• Working through the Commonwealth and remaining open to other states joining;

• Like  Ireland  and  many  Eastern  European  states,  seek  observer  status  of  the  Organisation 
internationale de la Francophonie (OIF) given that many members are African countries;

• Establish formal channels through which UK citizens of non-UK heritage can support the growth 
of positive international relationships.

The UK and the Americas
As the United Kingdom charts its new course as a non-EU member state, the Western Hemisphere 
presents itself as among the safest arenas to test-drive its new ‘Global Britain’ approach. Home to some 
of  our  closest  and  longest-standing  allies,  the  Americas  include  numerous  Commonwealth  states, 
existing trade partners and, arguably, our most important non-European ally: The USA.

The essay considers recent US foreign policy under President Trump and the potential foreign policy of 
a Biden administration. It is anticipated that the US would return to multilateralism with Biden already 
committed to rejoining the Paris Climate Agreement on the first day of his presidency. Despite the 
polarisation of US politics, the essay highlights areas of continuity between Trump and Biden, such as 
the continued challenging of China on regional expansion and human rights, with a less enthusiastic 
embrace of globalisation and free trade.  A new Biden administration is likely to decide to work directly 
with the EU, which might risk leaving the UK marginalised. A UK-US trade deal under Biden will be 
contingent upon the Good Friday Agreement being upheld.

Canada, Latin America and the Caribbean present issues for the UK in terms of trade. The EU has a 
number of Free Trade Agreements in the Americas, although the UK Government has successfully been 
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able to carry over some of these, the UK will lose preferential trading access to a number of states, 
including Canada. 

The UK and East and South Asia 
The penultimate section of  the paper provides an overview of  East  and South Asia states  offering 
country or regional specific insights to Japan; the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, Hong Hong, 
South Korea, ASEAN and India. Striking an optimistic tone, the opportunities for the UK to strengthen 
its role in the region - both in economic and diplomatic terms - are set out.

Brexit continues to be particularly challenging for Japanese companies, given their heavy investment in 
the UK. For example,  Japanese automotive sector investors with a highly integrated,  “just-in-time” 
supply chain are fearful of the EU’s 10% automotive tariff and inevitable customs delays, should a no-
deal outcome occur.

The essay contains a number of recommendations, including:

• Calling for HM Treasury to increase its offer of financial support to the Wylfa nuclear project;

• Increasing cultural diplomacy. The Indian diaspora in Britain is an asset for transnational bridge-
building in many fields.

• Continuing to uphold commitments to the Hong Kong people and promote its policy position 
with EU, Commonwealth and others

UK-EU Defence 
The final section of the paper considers the future of UK-EU defence and, whilst it is in the interests of 
both UK and EU to forge a close defence and security partnership,  recognises the current political 
realities. For example, expectations of retaining counterterrorism and policing cooperation foundered 
on the incompatible EU and UK positions with respect to the European Court of Justice (CJEU).

Given that a full-spectrum unilateral defence policy has not been a realistic option for decades and 
having, through Brexit, foregone the option of leading more integrated European defence capabilities,  
the UK must consider its future defence capabilities and priorities. The paper considers these difficult 
choices and offers practical solutions for reform and future EU cooperation, including:

• Taking advantage of geography and focusing on full-scale air capability over land forces; 

• For  counterinsurgency,  counter-terrorism  and  stabilisation  missions,  focus  on  high-end 
capability,  including drones,  to  support  the  large deployable  gendarmerie  forces  fielded by 
countries such as France and Italy; 

• Given the UK cannot afford to operate both its aircraft carriers, perhaps the second could either 
be operated as part of a joint battle group, or conceivably be leased to an ally such as France or 
South Korea.
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