Boris Johnson’s Brexit:
The Six Tests He Has Set Himself

1. A comprehensive deal on trade and security
What he promised
•

Since becoming a key figure in the 2016 referendum campaign, Boris Johnson
consistently promised that Brexit would mean leaving with a deal.
“It doesn’t seem to me it would be very hard to strike, to do a free trade deal very rapidly indeed.”
Boris Johnson, Treasury Committee, 23 March 2016 1
“They believe the other EU countries would rapidly do a free trade deal, and an unshackled British
business sector would probably export more to the rest of Europe than it does today.”
Boris Johnson, The Telegraph, 15 May 20162
“[T]he heart of the new relationship should not be Chequers, but a free trade agreement at least as
deep as the one the EU has recently concluded with Canada.”
Boris Johnson, 27 September 20183

•

He has promised a comprehensive deal, covering trade in goods and services, and
cooperation on security, foreign policy and counter-terrorism.
“[A] new relationship was rapidly forged based on free trade and with traditional British leadership on
foreign policy, crime-fighting, intelligence-sharing and other intergovernmental cooperation."
Boris Johnson, 22 May 20164
“Of course, we need a proper deal for our financial services industries.”
Boris Johnson, 22 September 20165
"It goes without saying that a SuperCanada deal would also comprise extensive and intimate
intergovernmental cooperation between the UK and our EU friends on many other matters of mutual
interest: security, counter-terrorism, foreign policy and defence cooperation."
Boris Johnson, 27 September 20186

•

He used to insist that there was no chance of crashing out of the EU with No Deal, and
therefore “no plan” for it.
“There is no plan for no deal because we are going to get a great deal.”
Boris Johnson, Hansard, 11 July 2017

Why he can’t deliver it
•

He has unequivocally ruled out trying to pass the Withdrawal Agreement, saying "I do
think this deal is dead, and I think it's very important that is recognised." 7

•

He has ruled out any deal that includes the Northern Ireland backstop saying we “need
basically to remit it, to remove it, to delete it.”8

•

EU leaders have repeatedly made it completely clear that the backstop cannot be
removed.9

2. No new trade barriers between the UK and Europe
What he promised
•

Johnson has promised that, deal or no deal, businesses will face no new barriers to
trade with the EU, and that there will continue to be “zero tariffs and zero quotas”.
“[T]here will continue to be free trade, and access to the single market”
Boris Johnson, The Telegraph, 26 June 2016 10
“It would be only logical and to be expected that this would involve – as now – zero tariffs and zero
quotas on all imports and exports between the UK and the 27.”
Boris Johnson, 27 September 201811
“There will be no tariffs and there will be no quotas, because what we want to do is to get a standstill
in our current arrangements.”
Boris Johnson, 201912
“It’s overwhelmingly in their interests. Not only do we buy more German cars than anybody else, we
drink more Italian wine than any other country in Europe – 300m litres of prosecco every year. They’re
not going to put that at risk.”
Boris Johnson, 22 September 201613

•

More recently he has said that, if the UK leaves with No Deal we will be able to
continue trading tariff-free anyway through recourse to Article 24 of the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade.
“There will be no tariffs, there will be no quotas because what we want to do is to get a standstill in
our current arrangements under GATT 24, or whatever it happens to be, until such a time as we have
negotiated the [free trade agreement].”
Boris Johnson, 18 June 2019 14

Why he will struggle to deliver it
•

There are only two ways to achieve this: leave with a deal in place, or stay in the
EU. If we leave with No Deal, the EU’s common external tariff will apply to us from
day one. And under WTO rules, on 31 October we would either have to build a
tariff wall against imports from our largest trade partner or remove all our tariffs

against all our trade partners.15
•

Article 24 of the GATT requires both parties to agree, and to agree the shape of a
future trade agreement. The EU has made crystal clear that it will not agree to
anything until the issues of Northern Ireland, citizens’ rights and the divorce bill
have been settled. Michel Barnier has said: “let me be very, very clear. We would
not discuss anything with the UK until there is an agreement for Ireland, for
Northern Ireland as well as for citizens’ rights and the financial settlement.” 16

3. No hard border on the island of Ireland, and no backstop
What he promised
•

Boris Johnson has repeatedly promised there will be no hard border on the island of
Ireland.
“We will not have under any circumstances a hard border in Northern Ireland. We will not have checks
at that border."
Boris Johnson, 28 June 2019 17
“Let me tell you, there are abundant, abundant technical fixes that can be introduced to make sure
that you don't have to have checks at the border.”
Boris Johnson, 24 June 2019 18

•

But he has also pledged to remove the backstop entirely.
"We need to junk the backstop and agree that neither side will introduce a hard border in Northern
Ireland."
Boris Johnson, 24 November 201819
“They need to take the 175 pages of the Irish backstop and they need basically to remit it, to remove
it, to delete it and to put the solution to all the issues of frictionless trade across the Irish border and
indeed elsewhere and resolve them in the context of the FTA, the Free Trade Agreement.”
Boris Johnson, 12 July 201920

Why he will struggle to deliver it
•

Leaving the Single Market and Customs Union, without an alternative arrangement
in place, means the UK will become a ‘third country’ to the EU, and there would be
a legal obligation on both sides to impose the standard checks they have at their
border with any third country.21

•

In a recent report the Irish government has confirmed that if the UK leaves the EU
the backstop is the only way to avoid a hard border: “The backstop is the only
viable solution on the table that avoids a hard border, including physical
infrastructure and related checks and controls, preserves the all-island economy
and fully protects the Good Friday Agreement, as well the integrity of the EU Single
Market and Ireland’s place in it.”22

4. Brexit will make the country richer and improve our NHS
What he promised
•

Throughout the 2016 referendum, Boris Johnson – and the Vote Leave campaign that
he led – promised Brexit would result in a £350m dividend for the British economy
which could be spent on all manner of things including the NHS.
"The UK’s gross budget contribution is currently over £19 billion or £350 million per week... we would
then be able to spend all of our net EU contribution of £10.6 billion on our priorities like the NHS and
cutting VAT on fuel."
Statement by Michael Gove, Boris Johnson and Gisela Stuart, 3 June 2016 23

•

Since then, he has not only doubled down on this claim, he has said it was an
underestimate.
“There was an error on the side of the bus. We grossly underestimated the sum over which we would
be able to take back control... As and when the cash becomes available – and it won’t until we leave –
the NHS should be at the very top of the list.”
Boris Johnson, 15 January 201824

•

He has said the UK shouldn’t pay the divorce bill to the EU.
"The sums I have seen that they propose to demand from this country seem to me to be extortionate
and I think that ‘go whistle’ is an entirely appropriate expression."
Boris Johnson, 11 July 201725

Why he will struggle to deliver it
•

Brexit has already cost the UK economy £550m a week since the referendum,
according to a recent study by Standard and Poor’s.26

•

Nearly every study, including the Treasury’s own forecast, shows that every form of
Brexit will leave the UK significantly worse off.27

•

The independent Office for Budget Responsibility has said that a No Deal Brexit could
throw the UK economy into recession.28

5. New trade deals from day one, with no lowering of UK standards
What he’s promised
•

He has consistently said that under his Brexit plan Britain could easily secure a “huge
number” of free trade agreements around the world “at great speed”.
“If the Leave side wins, it will indeed be necessary to negotiate a large number of trade deals at great
speed. But why should that be impossible? We will have at least two years in which the existing
treaties will be in force.”
Boris Johnson, The Telegraph, March 201629

•

In particular he and those close to him have focused on securing a trade deal with the
United States, “the moment we leave” the EU.
"There is no question that the moment we leave on the 31st we should be in a position to get some
kind of arrangement with the US."
Source close to Boris Johnson, 15 July 2019 30

•

He has further claimed that such a deal would not involve any lowering of UK
standards and that instead the US would have to raise their standards.
“We can use the leverage of a trade deal to get the USA to raise their own standards (on animal
welfare)."
Boris Johnson, 15 July 201931

Why he will struggle to deliver it
•

Trade negotiations usually take many years and usually involve significant
concessions, particularly for the country that is most in need of a deal.

•

There is no chance whatsoever that the US will agree to raise their standards in
line with EU standards after Brexit.

•

If we leave with No Deal, the UK will lose access to the vast majority of the trade
deals we currently have with more than 70 countries around the world.

6. Full clarity about the future relationship on the day we leave
What he’s promised
•

Boris Johnson has said the UK must not embark on a “blind Brexit” where we leave
with no idea about our future economic relationship with the EU.
“It makes no sense whatever to embark on a so-called Blind Brexit, whereby we sign a withdrawal
agreement, but without specifying (yet again) what kind of future economic relationship we want.”
Boris Johnson, 27 September 201832

•

The Vote Leave campaign of which he was a key spokesman said that the UK wouldn’t
begin the process of leaving the EU until “a new deal” had been agreed.
“Taking back control is a careful change, not a sudden step – we will negotiate the terms of a new deal
before we start any legal process to leave.”
Vote Leave, June 201633

Why he will struggle to deliver it
•

Any Brexit ‘deal’ would be a blind Brexit because the withdrawal agreement and
political declaration don’t specify anything legally binding about the future
relationship.

•

Leaving with No Deal would be the ultimate ‘blind Brexit’, with no idea whatsoever
about where we will end up. As well as trade, No Deal means no deals on anything,
from counterterrorism and policing to aviation and imports of medical supplies.
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