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            Introduction

         

         Theresa May took office in July 2016 with one job and one job only. To deliver Brexit. But there was a problem with this. The two Leave campaigns had been very careful not to define exactly what Brexit meant in order to maximise their appeal. Some had voted to leave because they wanted less immigration, others had voted for the UK to regain its sovereignty from the EU. Some were openly relaxed about the UK remaining in the single market and the customs union, others demanded nothing less than a clean break from all EU institutions.

         So there was no clear roadmap to Brexit and it was up to May, whom many commentators had confidently declared to be a safe pair of hands, a competent bureaucrat, to set her own vision. Which she did by repeatedly stating that Brexit meant Brexit. At first this was received as some kind of mystic vision, loaded with wisdom, but it wasn’t long before many people began to wonder if there was less to May than met the eye. And when she started uttering sentences, such as ‘I am determined to deliver on the things which I am determined to deliver’, her characterisation as the Maybot was born. 

         By January 2017, many of the Brexiteers in the Conservative party were beginning to get decidedly twitchy. It was seven months since the referendum and the UK had made no real moves to leave the EU. Nor was it at all clear on what terms we would be leaving. Not least because the EU had itself refused to enter any discussions with the UK on the divorce settlement and any future trade agreement until after Article 50 was triggered. So eventually, Theresa May was forced to jump. Having decided that alienating the hardline Eurosceptic MPs of the European Research Group risked splitting the Tory party – on balance, she rightly considered her Remainer-leaning MPs to be more amenable and pliable – she delivered a speech at Lancaster House that spelled out what Brexit actually meant. No membership of the single market or a customs union and no jurisdiction by the European Court of Justice. A hard Brexit.

         Parliament voted to trigger Article 50 on March 29th. The die had been cast. The UK had laid out its Brexit objectives and had set in motion the two-year time limit in which to achieve it. This was the high point of the May administration and she was widely praised by many sections of the media as the prime minister who had stood up to Europe and delivered on the result of the referendum. This period of grace lasted only a matter of weeks.

         In the first nine months of her premiership, May had been explicitly asked seven times on national television whether she would be calling a general election. On each occasion she had said no, insisting it wouldn’t be in the national interest. After a brief walking holiday in Wales, she returned to Downing Street after the Easter break and promptly declared a general election. The calculation was quite straightforward. The Conservatives were about 20 points ahead of Labour in the opinion polls and on course for a majority of between 80 and 100 seats. Enough for her to wipe out the opposition for a generation and to force any deal through parliament without having to worry about the Brexit hardliners in her own party.

         Where the strategy fell apart was in the execution. First her advisers encouraged her to run a presidential-style campaign. Not the most obvious choice for a prime minister with little charisma or personality who had made plain she intended to avoid all TV debates. Then May was forced to disown her own manifesto after her dementia tax was universally panned. With the prime minister in full meltdown – even the right-wing press were now calling her the Maybot – unable to do more than repeat ‘Strong and Stable’ and ‘Nothing has Changed’ while looking perpetually startled, and with Jeremy Corbyn campaigning rather more passionately than he had in the referendum, the polls began to narrow.

         Even so, it was a major shock – not just to the Conservatives, but also to Labour – when the result of the June general election was declared and May had lost her overall majority. If the election had been a proxy vote on Brexit, then the country was every bit as divided as it had been the year before. The prime minister had gambled and lost. She returned to Downing Street with her position far weaker than before and relying on the votes – thanks to a £1 billion bung – on the 10 MPs of the Northern Irish Democratic Unionist Party.

         From then on, May was firmly on the back foot. She retired to lick her wounds over the summer and her attempt to reassert her authority over her party with the party conference speech in the autumn ended in excruciating embarrassment. First a protestor presented her with a P45. Then she lost her voice. Then parts of the scenery collapsed around her. May’s world was literally collapsing around her.

         Meanwhile the EU looked on in amazement. There had always been a very good reason why the EU had made Article 50 a two-year process. Because it had imagined most countries would conclude it was an impossibly short time in which to agree a settlement and therefore not worth doing. Predictably the EU chose to make the process as difficult as possible by insisting that it would refuse to discuss the future trading relationships before citizens’ rights, the divorce bill and the Irish border had been agreed. Something to which the UK had little choice other than to agree.

         If things were going badly in Brussels – citizens’ rights and a £39 billion divorce bill were eventually agreed, but Ireland proved a whole lot trickier as the DUP were unwilling to sign off anything that treated Northern Ireland differently to the rest of the UK – they were also crumbling back in the UK. David Davis, the Brexit secretary, had claimed his department had produced 57 sectoral assessments analysing Brexit’s potential impact in ‘excruciating detail’, but when parliament called his bluff and demanded to see them, they showed that the UK was hopelessly underprepared.

         The government was also falling apart, with three ministers being forced to resign. Michael Fallon and Damian Green for allegations of sexual misconduct and Priti Patel for lying about conducting her own unofficial foreign policy. With just a year left on the clock until the UK was to leave the EU, May’s grasp on power was looking increasingly tenuous – and the country was no clearer on just what Brexit would really mean. 

      

   


   
      

         
            Decline and Fail

         

         The sky won’t fall in after Brexit? Maybe not for you, Theresa

         29 MARCH 2018

         There are few things more guaranteed to induce a sense of national panic than the prime minister announcing she is doing a whistle-stop tour of the country to reassure everyone that leaving the EU wasn’t going to be quite as bad as they feared. To mark the year to go till Brexit day, Theresa May started out by spending a few minutes at a textile factory in Ayr. Shortly after she left, most of the workers were checking to see if the factory was about to close.

         Quite why the prime minister puts herself and the nation through such ordeals is something of a mystery. She finds it hard enough to look one of her cabinet ministers in the eye and clearly feels even more uncomfortable meeting ordinary people. The feeling is mutual. Her smiles are more like gurns and her conversation is mostly notable for its silences. At her second stop of the day, she sucked the life out of a children’s daycare centre in Northumberland and everyone breathed a sigh of relief when she headed off. 

         Next on the itinerary was Bangor in Northern Ireland, where she had a private lunch with four farmers. One of them was dragged out to discuss on Sky News how it felt to have drawn the short straw. The poor man looked totally traumatised by the experience as he described how the prime minister had done absolutely nothing to convince them that she had a solution to the Irish border question. Partly because she didn’t have one, but also because she had barely said a word.

         Some time en route, May found time to give an interview to the BBC’s Laura Kuenssberg. Would she like to say what kind of Brexit dividend Britain would be getting? Not really, the prime minister shrugged, because there probably wasn’t going to be one. Kuenssberg wasn’t getting the feelgood story she had been expecting. She tried another tack. Will Brexit be worth it?

         ‘I think Brexit is going to deliver a country that will be different,’ the prime minister said carefully. Kuenssberg tried to get her to expand on the nature of this difference. ‘I said the sky won’t fall in,’ May continued, her software close to crashing, ‘but it will be different and it will be different.’ She could hardly have sounded less enthusiastic about Brexit if she had tried. Off camera, her advisers were tearing their hair out. By the time she got back to London, even Jacob Rees-Mogg would be having second thoughts about the wisdom of leaving the EU.

         The whole day might have gone rather better if the prime minister had stayed at home and sent Tony Blair out in her place. Instead the former Labour prime minister was to be found addressing a couple of hundred people at the UK in a Changing Europe conference where he laid out his Brexit agenda. Or Breggsit agenda, as he prefers to call it.

         Blair’s tragedy is that when he had the country’s trust, he dealt too often in half-truths and lies: and now he’s on the level, most of the country doesn’t believe a word he says. So if he had been heard on the national news channels saying we needed to be realistic about our global standing – Britain was now only a medium-sized player that had benefited from being part of one of the world’s biggest political alliances – then he would probably have convinced even the most ardent Remainers that the UK was heading to be a global superpower. Breggsit: bring it on. Just show us the cliff edge and we’ll happily jump.

         There we had it. A prime minister who doesn’t believe in her own policies but is trying to persuade herself she does. And a former prime minister who did persuade himself he believed in what he was doing and now wishes he hadn’t. The state of Britain. The state of us. Three hundred and sixty five days and counting. 

         Boorish Boris Johnson is now a one-man rogue state

         15 MAY 2018

         There was a time when the post of foreign secretary was considered one of the great offices of state. A person who could be guaranteed to remain calm under fire and take the heat out of global flashpoints. Someone other countries might take seriously and respect.

         For reasons best known to itself, though, the Conservative government has abandoned any pretence of taking the foreign secretary seriously. Boris Johnson is now a one-man rogue state, free to do more or less exactly what he wants, safe in the knowledge that no one dares sack him. A latter-day Toby Young on speed who roams the world losing friends and alienating people at an alarming rate. His motto: there’s no bad situation that can’t be made worse.

         Boris doesn’t hold with anything so old-fashioned as diplomacy. His mission is not the promotion of peace, it is the tireless promotion of himself. In Boris world, nothing really matters but Boris. Anything and everything is just leverage for his own career. A walking narcissistic personality disorder, the last remaining believer in his own genius who is oblivious to the destruction he creates. 

         Even when confronted with a list of his more obvious failings at Foreign Office questions, Boris shows an almost psychopathic lack of remorse. The fact that Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe faces extra charges as a result of his incompetence doesn’t seem to cost him a second of sleep. And certainly not his job. In his own echo chamber of a mind, everything he does gets rewritten as a major triumph.

         Take the Commonwealth. Even the doziest Brexiter MP knows that increased trade with the Commonwealth won’t come anywhere close to making up for lost trade with the EU if the UK leaves the customs union and the single market, but Boris feels free to insist that it will.

         And no one bothers to contradict him – mainly because it’s not worth it. There’s only so many times you can point out that a serial liar is lying before you want to kill yourself. So he jabbers and blathers on, laughing at his own tired jokes that no one else now finds funny.

         Boris’s selective memory has extended to all corners of the globe. He forgot that Malaysia’s new 92-year-old prime minister is a committed antisemite when praising the return of democracy to that country. He forgot that he had once said President Erdoğan was the ‘wankerer from Ankara’, when welcoming the visit of the Turkish leader to the UK.

         He forgot he had called for Donald Trump to be awarded the Nobel prize shortly before the US president pulled out of the Iran nuclear deal and moved his embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. He forgot there is no area of realpolitik that he can’t be relied on to make the wrong call.

         Labour’s Emily Thornberry chose to test him on his recall of cabinet splits over the customs union. Did he think cameras counted as physical infrastructure? Silly question. Boris doesn’t think. So he didn’t answer. Would he care to explain his differences with the prime minister and how he thought his ‘Mad Max’ plans would work?

         ‘I am completely behind our magnificent prime minister,’ he declared. Even his most loyal fans on the Tory backbenches were taken aback at that. Boris didn’t even so much as blush. If Theresa May had even a hint of self-worth she would sack him right now, before he undermines her any further. She’d feel so much better if she did. And so would the rest of us.

         The Tories had wisely made sure that Boris was kept off the subject of the massacre of more than 50 Palestinians by the Israelis. Some things are too sensitive to be handled by the foreign secretary. So it was left to junior minister, Alistair Burt, to update the house.

         What did he make of Boris’s claims that the US moving its embassy could be a force for peace? ‘I always agree with the foreign secretary,’ he said miserably. At least there’s one person left in government who still believes in collective responsibility. 

         Corbyn finds the formula to fire up the Maybot. Just ask after Brexit

         16 MAY 2018

         Jeremy Corbyn has a stubborn streak. Critics might call him a slow learner. But even he can recognise when he’s on to a winning streak. After months – years – of rambling on about something sent in by Susan of Solihull that goes on for so long no one can remember quite what his original point was, the Labour leader has twigged that prime minister’s questions isn’t really that complicated. Especially when you’re up against someone as hopeless as Theresa May.

         Last week, Corbyn broke with the habit of a lifetime by asking six short questions about Brexit and had the best PMQs of his time as leader. So quite understandably, he opted for doing the same thing this week. With precisely the same result. At this rate Wednesdays could become a cushy number for the Labour leader. Why bother to spend hours mugging up on the NHS or Windrush, when all you need to do is casually inquire how the prime minister thinks Brexit is coming along and then sit back and wait for everyone to start sniggering.

         ‘How is Brexit coming along?’ Corbyn asked. Theresa was completely blindsided by this. As if she had never heard of Brexit, let alone had a solution to it. Her mouth opened and shut as she waited for her voice to synch with her lips. Umm, Brexit, she said, stalling for time as she willed an electrical charge to fire up her circuit board.

         It had all been going so well that she had divided the cabinet subcommittee into two sub-subcommittees. One sub-subcommittee had said that everything was going splendidly because the solution they were working on was a complete waste of time. And the second sub-subcommittee that had been working on the other solution had reported that they, too, thought things couldn’t be better because their option was a total non-starter.

         To make things even clearer, the Northern Ireland secretary, Karen Bradley, had spent the morning telling the select committee that both solutions were equally workable. As in equally unworkable. Theresa was now minded to further divide the two sub-subcommittees into three sub-sub-subcommittees.

         Corbyn then further confused the prime minister by asking her epistemological questions on the nature of friction. How much friction was as little friction as possible? ‘The government has a policy,’ the prime minister creaked, defaulting to her normal Maybot mode. A policy of having done almost nothing for two years. A policy of literally not having a clue.

         Alongside the prime minister on the government front bench, there were collective groans of despair. The closest the cabinet has come to a show of unity in months. Even Matt Hancock, who has never knowingly met a bum he doesn’t feel compelled to lick, threw his head back in a state of tortured rictus. Shares in the heroin trade rose sharply. At times like these, only oblivion will do.

         The Maybot stumbled on. An incoherent death spiral of free association. The Art of Mindlessnessnessness. Failing to answer even the easiest questions. Failing even to realise that she had inadvertently committed the UK to remaining in the customs union. The ghost of Freud. It was terrifying to realise that someone whose job description is to speak and think is often incapable of doing either.

         Corbyn merely stuck to his formula. Keep it simple, stupid. It didn’t really matter that his own party’s position is inconsistent with the realities of Brexit. Labour doesn’t have to come up with any intelligent ideas of its own. It merely has to point out the stupidity of the government’s. AKA shooting fish in a barrel. The hunt for the cabinet’s solitary brain cell continues.

         There was some light relief when the Tory MP, Owen Paterson, who is just out of hospital after falling off a horse, intervened. What Paterson had learned from his mishap was that the horse had been a Remainer saboteur and that everyone in the hospital in which he had been treated had come round to thinking Brexit was a good idea when threatened with deportation. His injuries may have been more severe than first thought. The Maybot smiled gratefully. It was always nice to know there was someone more delusional than her. 

         
             

         

         At prime minister’s questions on 6 June, Jeremy Corbyn asked if the government was going to publish its long-delayed white paper on its negotiating position before the Commons voted on the Lords’ amendments to the Brexit withdrawal the following week. As it might be quite handy. If not essential for anyone hoping to make an informed decision.

         May struggled for words. She agreed that the white paper might be a good idea, but there was a snag. The cabinet could not agree what should be in it. Or when it should be published. The white paper remained defiantly white.

         As a metaphor for Brexit the actual debate on the Lords amendments could hardly have been bettered. A speech cut off in mid-sentence due to an arbitrary time limit set by the government, and the chief whip darting around the chamber desperately pleading with Tory rebels not to defeat the government over a meaningful vote.

         The solicitor general making up government policy on the hoof while making plea bargain concessions in public to Dominic Grieve. A government that can barely negotiate with itself, let alone the EU. Hundreds of MPs milling around, unsure of what had and hadn’t been agreed. The rebels reckoned they had a deal, while a government minister briefed that they had been stitched up. A shambles. AKA strong and stable leadership in the national interest.

         The session ended in chaos. Anna Soubry appeared suspicious, but Grieve reassured her they were going to get what they wanted. Almost immediately, prominent Brexiters were claiming they wouldn’t. Not for the first time May appeared to have promised different things to both sides. Indecision and ambivalence are the only things at which she excels. But something had to give. And it was going to get messy.

         Don’t panic! Brexit Dad’s Army ready and willing to tell EU to sod off

         14 JUNE 2018

         The Royal Mail has done some expert trolling this week by announcing plans to release a set of Dad’s Army stamps. ‘Don’t panic! Don’t panic!’ and ‘We’re all doomed!’ might be just the kind of nostalgic messages being whispered within the government but ministers are keen not to let the good news spread to members of the general public. Careless talk costs lives and all that.

         There was some good news for the Brexit department. The Royal Mail stopped short of superimposing the heads of ministers on those of the Walmington-on-Sea Home Guard. David Davis is the perfect Captain Mainwaring. All mouth and no trousers, the perfect leader for any disorganised retreat: the bank manager capable of mis-selling himself his own pension.

         Then there’s Steve Baker, the spivvy Private Walker. A man to flog the country a dodgy Brexit straight off the back of a lorry. Preferably one parked up on the M2 outside Dover. Robin Walker, the very essence of Private Pike. Nice but dim. Too stupid to appreciate the irony in his constant repetition of Brexit Britain wanting ‘the brightest and the best’. If that was really the case, Walker wouldn’t have a job.

         Suella Braverman is slightly more of a problem. There weren’t many women in Dad’s Army and she would be an unlikely contender to be Pike’s mother. But with a stretch of the imagination she could pass for Private Godfrey. Someone whose grasp on reality is increasingly slim and who largely exists in a private fantasy world where people losing their jobs is a price worth paying for the One True Brexit.

         It was Walker – the spiv rather than the Robin – who got Brexit questions in the Commons under way in characteristic fashion. Britain had an unwavering commitment to workers’ rights, he said, but if it turned out that those commitments weren’t quite as unwavering as he promised then it was just one of those things. This was music to the ears of Tory Brexiters who have been getting a bit twitchy in recent weeks. David TC Davies jumped up to check that we would still be able to tell the EU to sod off. The spiv was happy to confirm it wouldn’t be just the EU we would tell to sod off. It would be the whole world.

         Next over the top were Privates Pike and Godfrey. Pike was happy to confirm that making up policy in real time during the debate on the meaningful vote earlier in the week was precisely the sort of tactic that struck fear into the enemy. If we didn’t know what we were doing then there was little chance of the EU second-guessing us. Godfrey went one further by refusing to recognise anything she didn’t like. Her own department’s best-case scenario indicating that Scotland would be 2.9% worse off after Brexit was just wrong. The foreign secretary’s remarks that the Brexit negotiations were a mess were unpatriotic.

         Leading from the rear was Captain Mainwaring, bravely karate-chopping away all comers. First he saw off Hilary Benn. It wasn’t true that Michel Barnier had rejected the government’s idiotic Northern Ireland Brexit backstop plan as idiotic. What Barnier had actually done was to say he would reject the idiotic backstop plan as idiotic in a week or so’s time when the EU Council next met.

         Mainwaring smiled to himself, thrilled at the brilliance of his own logic. A few of the sharper minds in the house started sobbing. Jacob Rees-Mogg made a mental note to transfer the administration of more of his trust funds to Ireland. Keir Starmer then chose to take one for the country. Observing that the Brexit secretary had threatened to resign more often than he had met with Barnier over the last six months, he asked for clarification over the meaningful vote. Who was going to win? Dominic Grieve or the solicitor general?

         ‘The solicitor general,’ said Mainwaring confidently. It was vital for the sovereignty of parliament that parliament should not be sovereign. You couldn’t risk this taking back control business falling into the wrong hands.

         Starmer ran the same question by the minister again. This time Mainwaring gave an entirely different answer. He had no idea what was going to be in the amendment that was due to be tabled later in the afternoon, so everyone would have to wait and see. A self-satisfied nod. He hadn’t got where he was today by knowing what he was doing.

         
             

         

         Not for the first time, Boris Johnson had done himself no favours. First he had needed to arrange an entirely pointless day trip to Afghanistan at the taxpayer’s expense to save himself the embarrassment of wondering whether to keep his promise to vote against the government over the Heathrow expansion and resign as foreign secretary. The battle between cowardice and principle is almost invariably a losing one for Johnson.

         Then he had been recorded saying ‘Fuck business’ – a sentiment that had gone down like a cup of cold sick in the Tory party – and prompted many leading multinational companies to question the government’s competence in its handling of Brexit. Still, the one piece of good news for Theresa May was that the men’s World Cup had started and most of the country would be spending the next month more preoccupied with football than politics.

         Napping May scores own goal in face of Belgium Brexit striker

         28 JUNE 2018

         Not even catching a glimpse of Iain Duncan Smith in the Daily Mail cleverly comparing British business to Nazi collaborators – irony meters went off the scale – could spoil Theresa May’s morning. Flying to Brussels was the prime minister’s very own ‘me time’. A time when she could put her feet up and no one or nothing could get to her for an hour or so. Several members of her cabinet could have launched blue-on-blue attacks. One or two might even have resigned. And she would be none the wiser. Which is just the way she liked it.

         Life was about to get better still. Her two-day visit to the European Council was about to merge into a four-day weekend because she literally had nothing to do. The summit was meant to be the time when the prime minister spelled out the final details of Britain’s withdrawal agreement with the EU but what with one thing and another – mainly her incompetence and cluelessness – this had been pushed back yet again. 

         She was now hoping she would be in a position to announce the terms of the withdrawal six months after Britain had withdrawn. So she could sit back, kick off her shoes and let the other EU leaders rabbit on. They might all get round to discussing Brexit once she had left, but it worked better for everyone that way. It was the only way any progress could be guaranteed.

         Shortly after landing, May stopped off for a coffee. It was customary to let the more important EU leaders turn up first, so she had time to kill and could watch them arrive on TV. There were Emmanuel Macron and Angela Merkel embracing one another. May felt a small pang of sadness. There was a time when she might have been a member of the inner circle. There again, she wasn’t even a member of the inner circle in her cabinet any more.

         A little later, the Dutch prime minister, Mark Rutte, appeared and gave a mini press conference. After talking about immigration, he was asked for his thoughts on how Brexit was progressing. ‘I don’t want to say it’s apocalyptic but …’ he said. But it was apocalyptic. Next came the Irish taoiseach, Leo Varadkar. ‘We had been expecting progress … any progress,’ he said unhelpfully. Was Britain really being serious in its negotiations. ‘We’ll have to wait and see.’ If there had been anything left alive in Theresa, it too would have died at that point.

         Then the prime minister got the nod. There was a spare five minutes on the red carpet if she wanted to use it. May wandered purposefully towards the only microphone that wasn’t switched on so her opening words went unrecorded. Eventually the sound cut in and she could be heard saying how happy she was that the summit was prioritising the prohibition of chemical weapons. Everyone looked blank. They had imagined immigration was the main subject up for discussion.

         Next came the Brexit question. ‘We are making very good progress,’ said May. The blank faces turned even blanker. What did she imagine little progress would look like? A reporter pointed out that wasn’t what the other EU leaders were saying. ‘We’ve been setting things out,’ she babbled desperately. ‘We’re in a strong position … we want to sit down and move at pace.’ A snail’s pace.

         Once inside the main hall, the Belgian prime minister, Charles Michel, made a beeline for the prime minister. Pulling a Belgian football shirt out of his bag, he thrust it into May’s hands. Which she promptly held up for the cameras. Half time: Belgium 1 (May og), England 0.

         ‘Oh look,’ she said. ‘It’s got a Number 10 on it. I live at Number 10. What a coincidence! Are Belgium playing tonight?’

         Michel couldn’t believe his luck and started distributing Belgium scarves to everyone else. Jean-Claude Juncker held his above his head. So, too, did Varadkar. Before long the whole room was pointing at the prime minister and chanting, ‘You’re shit and you know you are; you’re shit, and you know you are.’ Final score: Belgium 27, England 0. 

         
             

         

         On Friday 6th July, Theresa May summoned her entire cabinet to Chequers, the prime minister’s Buckinghamshire weekend home, to agree the Brexit plan she proposed to offer the EU. Phones were confiscated at the door and ministers were warned that anyone who didn’t feel able to sign up to the deal would be expected to resign and return home by cab. Business cards with the telephone number of a local taxi firm were helpfully left out on a table by the front door.

         After ten hours of talks, May’s hardball tactics of trying to bounce the more hardline Brexiteers in her government into coming on board with her deal appeared to have paid off. The cabinet all signed off an agreement committing the UK to maintaining a close relationship with the EU. There would be continued access to the single market for goods and a common rulebook on state aid, forbidding government subsidies of particular industries.

         May also stated there would be no hard border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland and no border in the UK. An as yet not fully specified ‘facilitated customs arrangement’ would remove the need for checks between the UK and the EU. At the conclusion of the talks, Boris Johnson promised to write a newspaper opinion piece endorsing the deal and urging Eurosceptics to put aside their misgivings and get behind it. Number 10 declared that collective responsibility was up and running again after months of disunity.

         That last claim didn’t age well. Within hours of the deal being announced, it was being attacked by both Remainer and Leaver Tory MPs. The former believed it a fudge that would leave the UK worse off than it was inside the bloc; the latter saw it as a betrayal. Both Labour and the Lib Dems predicted that the prime minister’s deal would never get past her own party, let alone parliament. The EU was similarly lukewarm in its response. Michel Barnier welcomed the fact that the UK had finally come up with some kind of proposal – better late than never – but other EU leaders were sceptical, arguing that May had failed to grasp that the UK was not in a position to cherry-pick which bits of the EU it liked. Ultimately any deal would have to be determined by the red lines that she herself had laid down in her Lancaster House speech more than a year previously.

         Two days later, Brexit secretary David Davis resigned saying he couldn’t support the deal. The next day, Boris Johnson followed suit, not wanting to be left out of the Brexiteer in-crowd. So brave. Quite why it took both men so long to realise that they actually disagreed with the thing they had wholeheartedly endorsed just days earlier is anyone’s guess. Perhaps the threat of the cab ride home from Chequers had been effective. Davis was replaced by Dominic Raab. Jeremy Hunt was moved from the department of health to become foreign secretary. 

         Why does Theresa May hate making decisions? Because they all go wrong

         9 JULY 2018

         It’s now clear why Theresa May is so averse to making decisions. On the rare occasions she does come up with a plan, it invariably seems to go hopelessly wrong. Surprising her cabinet with a new Brexit customs plan that nobody else had seen and daring any ministers who disagreed with it to resign and take the taxi ride of shame home from Chequers had initially seemed to pay off.

         There was a rare burst of cabinet unanimity over the weekend with everyone admitting they were taken aback that the prime minister had actually done something.

         Then the surprise wore off and, just before midnight on Sunday, the Brexit secretary chose to resign, conceding that he wasn’t the right person to implement the prime minister’s vision of Brexit. Most people wondered what had taken David Davis so long. He had never been the right person to deliver anyone’s vision of Brexit.

         Midway through Monday afternoon, having holed himself up in his official residence and failed to attend a west Balkans summit he was due to host that had been designed to display Britain’s post-Brexit openness, Boris Johnson belatedly offered his own resignation as foreign secretary. After years of fruitless searching, he had finally found a principle he could get behind. His career. To have stayed on after Davis had jumped ship would have made him look even more spineless than usual.

         Half an hour later, and with a couple of hasty rewrites to recast the disintegration of her government as natural wastage, May went to the Commons to give a statement on why she was the only person in Britain who believed her ‘facilitated customs arrangement’ was a plausible solution. She cast her eye around the chamber. Dominic Raab was on the front bench. At least he hadn’t got round to resigning yet.

         There was no sign of Davis and Johnson, so there was no danger of a Geoffrey Howe attack. And then Michael Gove slipped in just as she got to her feet. If he was planning to jump ship, he wasn’t going to do so today. All was about as good as it could be. She would survive.

         May began first by damning Davis and Johnson with faint praise. Davis had been totally exhausted by the four hours of negotiations he had completed with Michel Barnier during his time in office; Boris needed time alone after years of shameless self-promotion.

         She then went on to explain her magical thinking. Her customs arrangement was going to deliver both the hard Brexit that the right wing of her party had demanded and the soft Brexit that business and everyone else in the country was begging for. We would be in and out of the customs union, the single market and the European Court of Justice. ‘What we are preparing is challenging for the EU,’ she declared to widespread laughter. It was also challenging for anyone with half a functioning synapse.

         As so often when faced with the government in a near terminal death spiral, Jeremy Corbyn decided that the best course of action for the opposition was not to oppose. Instead of showing leadership by coming up with any clear alternative of his own, he just shouted out a few obvious objections before getting into competitive boasting with the prime minister over which of them would have conducted the fewest preparations before triggering article 50. ‘It’s me.’ ‘No, it’s me.’ May looked at him with a look that came close to love. At times like these, the Labour leader is her closest ally in the Commons. Somewhere there is an eighth circle of hell in which they are a couple.

         Thereafter the session divided down predictable lines. Tory Brexiters, such as Iain Duncan Smith, Owen Paterson, Jacob Rees-Mogg and Andrea Jenkyns, voiced their disquiet over the prime minister’s deal while Remainers, such as Anna Soubry and Nicky Morgan, congratulated May on her leadership – they just about managed not to snigger – in facing down the hardliners. Even if her deal was a bit rubbish.

         For her part, May was content to cruise on auto-pilot. She could do being a bit useless and saying one thing to one person and another to someone else in her sleep. It was what she was programmed to do. 

         It took the Labour backbenchers to give the prime minister a reality check. Ben Bradshaw startled everyone by declaring that he believed May ‘to be a rational human being’. No one else does. Barry Sheerman urged her to escape the imprisonment of the far right of her party. May adopted the persona of someone in a hostage video and insisted: ‘I am acting of my own accord’. If true, that would make the situation even more terrifying.

         Wes Streeting pointed out that even if her deal wasn’t useless – which it was – the government didn’t have the numbers to get it through parliament. May stuck her fingers in her ears and yelled, ‘La, la, la’. Yvette Cooper had another go. Could the prime minister not see she was again saying ‘nothing has changed’ when everything had changed. Apart from the fact that this deal, like all the others, was dead in the water. ‘I didn’t say nothing has changed,’ the prime minister said. ‘I said it had evolved a bit.’ But nothing had changed. May was still a bit hopeless. And still waiting on a miracle.

         Who runs the country? The answer is too awful to contemplate

         16 JULY 2018

         ‘Nothing has changed, nothing has changed,’ a fragile Theresa May snapped during her statement on the NATO summit, after Labour’s Stephen Kinnock had observed she had effectively ripped up her own Chequers white paper by accepting the wrecking amendments to her customs bill that had been tabled by the hardline Brexiters of the European Reform Group.

         She was right. Nothing had changed. Yet again, when faced with a challenge to her authority from the right wing of her party, she had given way. May is a psyche in near total collapse. Someone whose only remaining function is to try to do whatever it takes get through to the end of each day in the hope that tomorrow never comes. A prime minister in name only.

         That thought was uppermost in Anna Soubry’s mind when she opened the debate on the third reading of the customs bill. Who was running the country, she asked? Theresa May or Jacob Rees-Mogg? The answer was even more terrifying than the question. The reality is that no one appears to be running the country. At a time when the UK is in the grip of a political and existential crisis, the government is no more than flotsam drifting aimlessly between competing tides of reality and ideology.

         Soubry was damning of her ERG colleagues on the Tory benches and forensic in her dismantling of their arguments, accusing them of putting hundreds of thousands of jobs at risk when they were protected by gold-plated pensions and private incomes. This predictably drew return blue-on-blue fire from the ERG cabal of Edward Leigh, Christopher ‘Upskirting’ Chope, David Davis, Steve Baker, Priti Patel and Bernard Jenkin who were huddled together near the back of the chamber. A true confederacy of dunces. Six MPs in search of a brain cell.

         ‘You ain’t no Margaret Thatcher,’ leered Leigh in, what was for him, one of his more intelligent contributions to parliamentary life. Even his colleagues appeared embarrassed by that. All but Jenkin, who was hellbent on seeing how high he could raise the stupidity bar. Having earlier in the day declared that business was far too interested in making money, he now suggested that the way to reconcile just-in-time production with longer border checks was to make sure that lorries set out from the EU several days earlier than they currently did. That way it wouldn’t matter if they got held up. If he wasn’t already an MP, Jenkin would be hard pushed to get a job.

         Often in the past, Soubry has been more talk than action. She labours under the misapprehension that it’s possible to fight the ideology of a hard Brexit with appeals to reason. So when she agreed to withdraw her own amendment to remain in the customs union to show willing, the Brexiters just sniggered at the back. They thought that yet again she and the other Remainers were ineffectual if noisy cheerleaders. This time though, they appeared to have found some steel. The Remainer rebels had finally learned how to rebel. For the government, it was another unnecessary self-inflicted wound. A total clusterfuck. 

         Moments later, Davis stood up to make his first contribution in the house since his resignation last week. He opened by saying he wasn’t going to make a Geoffrey Howe-style resignation speech rubbishing the prime minister. Rather he wanted to go out of his way to offer an olive branch. Now that May had officially abandoned her Chequers agreement there was nothing to stop her reappointing him as Brexit secretary. Let bygones be bygones. If May could pretend that nothing had happened – or indeed changed – then so could he. The year of magical thinking.

         What Davis hadn’t banked on was his own intellect. Or lack of it. In making a pitch for wisdom, he unwittingly proved exactly why he had always been so unsuited to being in office. Not so much gravitas, as levitas. The best way to increase world trade was to trash our trade with the EU. We needed lorries to be stacked up outside Dover. Hard borders? No problem. Best of all, we were bound to get a great trade deal because as the other EU countries couldn’t speak English they wouldn’t be able to understand when we were negotiating in English. Really.

         He was heard in near silence by MPs on both sides of the house. Under the circumstances it was the kindest response. Davis is now a stranger not just to government but also to intelligent life.

         Yet again nothing had changed. 

         Boris Johnson’s fans wanted a roaring lion. They got a paper tiger

         18 JULY 2018

         His departure became his time in office. Long on bombast, short on content. Long on grandiosity, short on self-awareness. In public and in private, Boris Johnson is a disappointment. Not least to himself. Cut through the fragile narcissism and there is a ball of self-loathing and insecurity. No one understands his own failure better than him. A man of little courage and fewer principles. The lion that keeps forgetting to roar.

         Never one to pass up an opportunity to manoeuvre himself into the history books, Boris had chosen almost the identical seat in the Commons to make his resignation speech as Geoffrey Howe had taken for his in 1990. There the comparisons ended.

         Howe had been addressing the prime minister in person. Boris was speaking mainly to himself. Theresa May was otherwise engaged with an appearance before the liaison committee, and the government had managed to programme so much pointless prior business that most other MPs had drifted away.

         So the chamber was only about a third full for his statement. And, apart from a small handful of Boris Believers that included Nadine Dorries, Ben Bradley and David Davis, most were only there out of idle curiosity. To be there at the end of a career that had promised much but delivered little. Howe’s speech had done for Margaret Thatcher. Boris succeeded only in doing for himself.

         He began by thanking the staff of the Foreign Office for all their hard work while he was in charge. The gratitude hadn’t been reciprocated. When Boris had resigned, some in the Foreign Office had broken out the champagne. They were thrilled to be finally rid of the worst foreign secretary in living memory.

         He then moved on to the prime minister. Theresa was a marvellous woman. Full of resilience. Absolutely the best woman for the job. If only she were completely different. As so often with Boris, his speech was a model of disingenuousness. He might have imagined it to be oratory, but everyone else could see it for its hollowness. And cowardice. Even when he was questioning May’s authority, he couldn’t bring himself to do so directly.

         What followed was a leadership challenge by innuendo. Boris couldn’t even bring himself to take ownership of his own actions. A man for whom opportunism and disloyalty is so innate, he cannot prevent himself from being disloyal to himself. The words flowed easily enough, but they were nearly all empty boasts and idle threats. It was as if the past two years had never happened and he was in euphoric recall for the referendum campaign. The last time he had really felt the public’s love. A time of fantasy when he could believe in miracles and they would come true. 

         Belief. That’s what he demanded of those around him in the Conservative party. It wasn’t that the prime minister’s Lancaster House speech had run aground on the realities of Brexit. It was that she just hadn’t believed enough in what she was doing. She had got lost ‘in a fog of self doubt’ and her Chequers white paper would submit the UK to the EU’s ‘vassalage’ and leave us in a state of permanent limbo. All-too-familiar yadda. The therapy of mindless mindlessness.

         Boris did not stop to explain why he had initially been only too happy to sign up to the Chequers deal and had only resigned after being shamed into doing so by David Davis. Then Boris isn’t much given to introspection. Primarily because there’s almost nothing to see. Strip away the vanity and the ego and there’s a giant void. A black hole of misery that he’s hellbent on inflicting on others.

         For 12 minutes Boris bumbled on. Neither making a direct leadership challenge, nor pledging his support. Rubbishing the Chequers deal without giving any sign he had anything better to offer. Just bluster and lies. There were a few reassuring cheers and pats on the shoulder from his handful of friends when he finally limped to the end of his speech, but they were more of sympathy than acclaim. The send-off to an embarrassing relative you hope not to see again.

         They had come in search of a saviour lion and found only a paper tiger. If Boris was the answer, they had long since forgotten what the question was. Maybe they really were better off with May after all. A thought that was as terrifying to them as it is to the rest of the country.

         Enter Dominic Raab, a veritable chip off the old Brexit block

         19 JULY 2018

         There is no sincerer form of flattery. It had been expected that the appointment of Dominic Raab to replace David Davis as Brexit secretary might raise the average IQ of the department by a few dozen points. After all, even appointing my dog – one of the dimmer creatures on this planet – would have been an improvement. But these hopes have been quickly dashed. Either there is something about the Brexit department that renders all ministers who work for it catatonically stupid or Raab is determined to live down to the standards of his predecessor. An act of kindness.

         What Raab does have, however, that Davis doesn’t, is a limited amount of self-awareness. He realises that the whole purpose of his job is that it’s entirely cosmetic. He’s not there to actually do anything. He’s there to give the impression that he’s doing something. The Brexit negotiations are far too complex to be left to any of the halfwits in the Brexit department. They’re also way too tricky for the prime minister and the civil service, but it’s they who are calling the shots and Raab’s main function is to do the photocopying and make the tea. Jobs he can just about manage.

         At his first departmental questions, Raab immediately set about proving his lack of credentials by declaring he was very much looking forward to Michel Barnier offering ‘his full support’ for the Chequers white paper when they met later in the day. A curious reading of the situation, given that the other EU countries have been openly sniggering about the white paper’s faults for much of the past few days and were under the impression they were currently still negotiating the withdrawal agreement. Raab hadn’t got to where he had today by knowing what he was doing. Or what was going on. The ghost of Davis past.

         The general sense of futility around Brexit is catching. When Hilary Benn first became chair of the Brexit select committee, his questions to ministers in the Commons came with bite. A sense of real anger that the government was failing in its duty to the country. Now they come with the weary resignation of a man who knows he is an eyewitness to an ongoing major pile-up but is powerless to prevent it. Would the minister care to talk through how he was going to avoid a hard border in Northern Ireland, Benn sighed, more in hope than expectation. Not really, Raab shrugged. It would be fine because it would be fine because it would be fine. That’s about as far as anyone in government has really got. It was the same with the services sector. The reason no one had got around to thinking about it was because it was only 80% of the economy so it wasn’t that important.

         The shadow Brexit secretary, Keir Starmer, felt obliged to try a couple of questions on the viability of the Chequers agreement but he, too, was sweet-talked with meaningless circular arguments that went nowhere. A world of magical realism where everything could be simultaneously exactly the same and entirely different. Here and not here. Where there would be a Brexit dividend even if the country was worse off because being worse off was a price worth paying for taking back control.

         It wasn’t just Labour that was getting fobbed off. Several of the hardcore Tory Eurosceptics were keen to make sure ministers were making detailed plans for their preferred no-deal Brexit. Absolutely, Raab insisted. The department had started thinking about it very hard a few days previously and had already come up with some nicely coloured wall charts he hoped would be made available to the public at some point in the future when it would all be a bit late. But it would still all be fine even if it wasn’t.

         At this point, Steve Baker, the former junior Brexit minister who had been Private Walker to Davis’s Captain Mainwaring and is now a self-appointed cheerleader for Boris Johnson, intervened to ask if his one-page masterplan – MY MASTERPLAN by S. BAKER. 1. Tell the EU to sod off. 2. Take back control 3. So there. 4. Panic – could be widely distributed around the department. Are you sure? Raab said. Wouldn’t it be less embarrassing if it was quietly fed through the shredder?

         Baker wasn’t satisfied. It’s not enough for him to be thought an idiot. He won’t rest until he’s proved it. So he carried on, demanding also that the minister appoint a tame economist to rubbish the HMRC report that warned even a soft Brexit would cost the country jobs and money. Raab said nothing. It didn’t feel the time to point out Brexit had already cost Baker his job and there was every chance it would claim those of several more ministers. The sooner the better. For their sake as well as the country’s.

         
             

         

         It was with some relief that parliament broke up for the summer recess at the end of July. For Theresa May it was welcome respite from the open dissent both within her cabinet and the Tory party as a whole. For everyone else it was a time to enjoy the heatwave that had gripped Britain. Not that the government’s Brexit problems entirely eased up. On July 26th, Michel Barnier formally rejected the UK’s proposal to collect customs duties on its behalf, while just three days later Ministers revealed plans to send in the army to deliver food, medicine and fuel supplies if Britain left the EU without a deal. It was also reported that supermarkets were beginning to stockpile supplies. Not exactly the positive message of reassurance that Brexit was entirely on track that most of the country wanted to hear.

         Still, there was always Boris Johnson to act as a distraction from the government’s shortcomings. Since leaving office as foreign secretary, Johnson had quickly resumed his £250k per year gig as the Daily Telegraph’s star columnist – being in government had come at the price of much financial hardship – and in early August he provoked controversy by writing an article in which he said that Muslim women wearing burqas looked like ‘letter boxes’ and ‘bank robbers’. Johnson merely shrugged it off. Much as he had always dismissed all his many previous offensive statements over the years. And as before, he appeared Teflon-coated, riding out the storm as right-wing friends in the media rallied to his defence. Yet again, Johnson had got away with something that might have ended the career of almost any other politician.

         Towards the end of August, when it hoped no one was paying much attention, the government sneaked out the first in a series of papers on its plans for a no-deal Brexit. They did not make great reading. Import and export declarations would be needed on all goods going across the border and importers would have to learn how to classify their goods in relation to World Trade Organization tariffs.

         Six weeks’ worth of medicines would be stockpiled by the government and pharmaceutical companies were advised to do the same. Northern Irish companies doing business with the Republic were told to ask Dublin for guidance. Businesses should expect higher transaction costs with other EU countries and UK exporters of organic food could expect a nine-month block to sales.

         Other than that, everything would be more or less fine. Apart from what might be revealed in subsequent government papers. Fingers crossed and all that. The next parliamentary session could be a bumpy ride.

         Dominic Raab reduced to the lowest common denominator of stupidity

         4 SEPTEMBER 2018

         The Commons got back to business after the summer recess with a deadening sense of déjà vu. The House broke up in July with the Brexit secretary trying to convince himself as much as anyone else that the UK was genuinely getting somewhere in the EU negotiations, and it returned to find him doing much the same thing.

         Dominic Raab was ostensibly in the House to give a statement updating MPs on the progress of his recent talks with Michel Barnier but, as there hadn’t been any, he chose instead to ad lib. The break has been kind to the Brexit secretary. In July, he looked tense and sweaty and would get tetchy if anyone dared contradict him, but now he appeared more urbane and confident at the dispatch box. 

         Unfortunately for him, it was the confidence of a man who had forgotten just how sidelined and out of his depth he really was.

         Everything was going really well, Raab declared breathlessly. Apart from the bits that were going extremely badly. The talks had been injected with a new pace and intensity – they now ate sandwiches at the negotiating table rather than taking a two-hour break for lunch – and agreement had been reached in some key areas. The EU and the UK had settled on who would do the photocopying (they would take it in turns) and only semi-skimmed milk would be used for the coffee.

         There were still a few problems, mind. Northern Ireland was still proving a bit tricky but he was sure it would get resolved one way or another without war breaking out. There again, maybe not. On the bright side, a no-deal wouldn’t be as bad as all that. We would be keeping a six-week stockpile of medicines, so there was a fair chance that no one would die unnecessarily immediately. And if everyone put aside a few cans of baked beans, then no one should starve while the government tried to come up with a better plan.

         ‘There are some risks to a no-deal scenario,’ Raab generously conceded. But, one way or another, the UK would be ready for Brexit next March. His voice rather tailed off as he added that last bit, as he realised the fundamental absurdity of what he was saying. The UK is going to be ready for nothing. The only Brexit we are going to get is the one the government manages to smuggle past both the EU and parliament. And right now it doesn’t have a clue what that might be.

         Keir Starmer sighed. The shadow Brexit secretary had hoped that Raab might prove to be a bit brighter than the dim David Davis, but there was clearly something about the nature of the job that reduced every incumbent to the lowest common denominator of stupidity. Still, Starmer was willing to do his job even if Raab wasn’t up to doing his, so he read out the same checklist of questions that he always asked on these occasions. Questions he knew weren’t going to be answered.

         Was Raab aware that time was running out to get a deal? In July he had said he would have the outline of a deal by October. Now he was suggesting it would come in November at the earliest. When was he going to get round to dealing with Northern Ireland? And was he aware that saying a no-deal wouldn’t be the end of the world wasn’t the most inspiring rhetoric?

         The Brexit secretary bristled. He doesn’t like having his obvious shortcomings pointed out so forensically. He was doing better than Labour would have, he snapped. Hard to refute, but equally hard to believe.

         There was one upside for Raab. As everyone knows that it is now the prime minister who is calling the shots and the Brexit secretary has less authority than the Four Pot Plants, none of the big-name Tories such as Boris Johnson, Iain Duncan Smith, Jacob Rees-Mogg, Ken Clarke and Anna Soubry bothered to turn up to give him a hard time. The worst of the friendly fire was the deranged Owen Paterson insisting that Northern Ireland could easily be sorted out with technology that hadn’t been invented yet. Someone call a doctor.

         So it was left to Labour’s Hilary Benn, Yvette Cooper and Chuka Umunna to deliver a few home truths. The Chequers deal was dead in the water. Barnier said so. The Tory right said so. And Labour said so. So wouldn’t the government be better off coming up with a new plan and working out what it was going to do if it couldn’t get any deal through parliament.

         ‘Ssssh,’ whispered Raab. This was the kind of careless talk that could cost lives if the EU got wind of it. At this point some MPs began to wonder if Raab actually had been born yesterday.

         One plus one equals a trillion in the Brexiters’ theatre of the absurd

         11 SEPTEMBER 2018

         Shortly before 11am, committee room nine began to fill up. First in were Owen Paterson, Steve Baker, Peter Bone, David Davis, Iain Duncan Smith, Bill Cash and Andrew Bridgen. Next was Matt Ridley. Always useful to have a climate change denier who destroyed Northern Rock onboard. Then came Jacob Rees-Mogg, followed a short while later by a sleep-deprived Boris Johnson, trying to slip in unnoticed. A full house. Just about all those whom no sane person would dream of leaving in charge of the country were gathered together to tell the world how they proposed to run the country if given half a chance.

         It was all very confusing. Last week, we were told by the Brexiters that they would be announcing their alternative cunning plan to the prime minister’s Chequers deal this week, only for them to change their mind when it was revealed the best they could come up with was to turn the UK into a tax haven, spend billions on a ‘star wars’ defence system and invade the Argies.

         Then, on Monday night, Duncan Smith insisted it wasn’t the job of backbench MPs to come up with credible alternatives. Fortunately, that still left room for some entirely incredible alternatives. Though Rees-Mogg was careful to explain that this alternative plan wasn’t necessarily the alternative plan.

         The event had been billed as ‘economists for free trade’. The plural turned out to be optimistic, as there was only one economist in the room. And only then if you apply the term ‘economist’ very loosely. Patrick Minford is a man who has made a career out of being wrong about nearly everything, and he wasn’t about to break the habit of a lifetime.

         Every other economist had predicted a no-deal Brexit would lead to a 7% decline per year in GDP over the next 15 years. But Minford had news for them: they had all been looking at their graphs the wrong way up. If you turned them all upside down then the UK would see an unprecedented 7% year-on-year increase in GDP. It was simple, if only you knew how. Far from being broke, we were going to have an extra £1.1 trillion to spend.

         It rapidly got even better than that. If Brexit caused a devaluation of the pound then everyone would be a lot better off. But if Brexit pushed the pound higher then we would also all be a lot better off. There literally were no downsides to Brexit. Nothing could possibly go wrong because ‘any competent government would sort out any problems’. Minford had rather missed yet another obvious flaw in his argument. Looking around the room, it was hard to spot anyone who would count as competent.

         Johnson’s eyes began to close – it’s been a rough few days – and even Rees-Mogg, looking increasingly like an undertaker in an oversize suit, didn’t appear entirely convinced by Minford’s analysis. After thanking him for his work, he advised everyone not to be too concerned about the exact figures. Rather to just concentrate on the fact that everything was going to be great if we left with a no-deal Brexit. So great that he now said his preferred option was something entirely different to what Minford had proposed. What he really wanted was a Canada-style deal. Just because he wanted to be friendly with the EU. Apparently.

         Things really began to fall apart, though, when the media were invited to ask questions. Though Rees-Mogg tried to keep order, several of the Tory MPs were less than impressed – Duncan Smith and Cash were especially grumpy – that no one seemed to be taking any of their ideas in the slightest bit seriously and were only interested in whether this was an open challenge to Theresa May and, if so, whether Johnson was leading it.

         ‘This isn’t about personalities,’ snapped Baker. Johnson looked surprised at that. Why else was he hanging out with these people he didn’t really like if not to get their support for his ambition? He had meant to try to get through the hour without saying anything, but then his narcissism got the better of him. He tried to find some words, but only managed to mumble something incoherent that brought him sympathetic applause from his embarrassed colleagues, who were beginning to look as desperate as he was.

         There was just time for one more spat, as Baker insisted he was a numbers man and he had all the numbers he needed – one plus one equals one trillion – before a relieved Rees-Mogg drew the event to a close. Johnson left the room and promptly headed the wrong way down a dead end. It had been that sort of day. A theatre of the absurd.

         
             

         

         After a fortnight back in action, the Commons took a three-week break for the conference season. That time of the year when every party briefly forgets about taking on its opponents and concentrates on fighting among itself.

         As usual it was the Lib Dems who went first. Ever since the party had been all but wiped out at the 2015 general election, the Lib Dem conference had tended to resemble a rather depressing end-of-the-pier show. One that knew its time was up, but couldn’t bring itself to admit it in public. Despite the leader, Vince Cable, doing his best to put a damper on proceedings by failing to say when exactly he would be stepping down – he hadn’t exactly energised the party – this year’s conference did have more of a spring in its step.

         Six months previously, no one had given the calls for a people’s vote – aka a second referendum – more than a passing thought. Now it was beginning to gain serious traction. This may have been as much down to the hopelessness of the government’s negotiating tactics as the demands from Remainers, but the Lib Dems weren’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. A glimmer of hope was on the horizon.

         Meanwhile, Theresa May had other problems. Before her own party conference, she was due to go to an informal summit in Salzburg where she was due to hear the EU verdict on her Brexit plans. It was worse than even she expected.

         

         Theresa May in denial after her Salzburg ordeal

         20 SEPTEMBER 2018

         If it hadn’t all been so numbingly inevitable, it might have been possible to feel sorry for Theresa May. Back in the UK, both Remainers and Leavers had pronounced her Chequers’ proposals to be dead in the water, but the prime minister had still travelled to the informal EU summit in Salzburg hoping for a stay of execution. A few lukewarm words and some insincere air kisses at the very least, until after she had survived the Conservative party conference. Her current range of vision really is that limited.

         Instead she got a lesson in plain-speaking brutality. No attempts to sugar the pill, as EU leader after leader took it in turns to dismiss Chequers and to mock the UK over its lack of progress in its Brexit preparations. Even the Dutch thought they were better prepared for a no-deal Brexit than us. It was left to Donald Tusk, president of the EU Council, to deliver the coup de grâce. The Chequers deal was unworkable because it undermined the integrity of the single market. And, by the way, its solution to the Northern Ireland border was just fantasy.

         Moments after being given the bad news in person, May had to face the UK media. The room in which the press conference was held was small and airless, but the prime minister was already sweaty when she walked in. More than that, she looked angry and terrified. Alone and out of her depth, her eyes darting across the room, searching for one friendly face. There wasn’t one. There hadn’t been one in the two days she had been in Austria.

         May did what she always does when she’s up against it. She went into denial. Stick her fingers in her ears and pretend absolutely nothing had happened. Nothing had changed. She began by highlighting the important work on people trafficking and national security that had been discussed before – almost as an afterthought – getting round to Brexit. Ah yes, Brexit. ‘Our white paper remains the only serious, credible proposal,’ she said nervily. ‘And I am confident we shall reach a deal.’ Nothing really had changed. Madness.

         There were a few seconds of silence as everyone took this in. It almost felt intrusive to observe the prime minister visibly falling apart. A public humiliation on the epic scale of both her refusal to accept the reversal of the dementia tax during the general election campaign and her car-crash leader’s speech at last year’s Tory party conference. Then May composed herself as best she could and invited the kicking she knew was coming her way. Bring it on. Everyone else had had a go so she might as well let the media have theirs. The martyrdom of St Theresa.

         Her head swivelled back and forth frantically several times as she tried to pick out Laura Kuenssberg. She just couldn’t get her eyes to focus. Eventually, May spotted the BBC’s political editor, sitting where she had been all along, in the front row just a couple of feet from where she was standing. As the inevitable questions came, challenging her version of reality, the prime minister couldn’t help but disconnect and go full Maybot. She wasn’t there, no one was there. All she had to do was to hang on for the next 10 minutes and the ordeal would be over.

         ‘I’m negotiating hard to give the British people what they voted for,’ she said mindlessly, playing for time. Except she wasn’t. Almost no one had voted for the level of helplessness that was all she apparently had to offer. If the EU did have concerns, she continued, reluctantly admitting that – just possibly – there were objections to her Chequers plan, then she wanted to sit down and hear them. The last 24 hours were now a total blank. She had completely forgotten she had spent them sitting down listening to the EU’s concerns.

         The digging became ever more fevered as her facial expressions became more contorted. Too much more of this and she would have become a dead ringer for Munch’s The Scream. She did have a counterproposal but everyone would have to wait until she had thought of what it was. In any case, the EU were really just kidding – they did like to have their little European jokes – and would come round and see sense in the end. Just wait and see.

         As quickly as decently possible, May made her excuses and left, keeping her head down, fearful that she might burst into tears if she made eye contact with anyone. If the shame didn’t get her, then the pity would. She had been laid bare. The naked prime minister. Sans eyes, sans teeth, sans everything.

         Theresa May excels herself in another exercise in futility

         21 SEPTEMBER 2018

         Was this the moment Theresa May finally lost all touch with reality? The day the Maybot’s circuits overloaded and reverted to their factory settings. The day when history was rewritten in such a way as to make it virtually unrecognisable.

         Shortly after midday rumours started to circulate that the prime minister was going to make a statement at 1.45pm. An important one. A lectern and flags job. The sense of panic was palpable. And not just inside No 10. Everyone felt it. The combination of the prime minister, a lectern and an unscheduled statement usually signifies turmoil for the country and disaster for her. A general election? A resignation? A visitation from Bono? Anything was possible.

         As it happened we nearly didn’t get any statement at all. The power had gone down inside No 10 and there was no live news feed. Sometimes the metaphors write themselves. But when she did eventually appear, 20 minutes later than planned, we were treated to the bizarre sight of May barricading herself inside No 10 with a solitary BBC cameraman – she clearly didn’t trust either the lectern not to blow over in the wind or the assembled hacks outside not to ask awkward questions at the end – to announce that what she had said on Thursday in her press conference (which went disastrously and ended in humiliation) was what she had actually meant to say all along.

         May, who has turned exercises in futility into an art-form during her time in office, excelled herself this time. Nothing had changed from yesterday, when nothing had changed from the day before. Except this time she wanted to appear determined and steely instead of sweaty and terrified. She had looked into the abyss of her own career and decided that if she was going down then she would do her best to take her party and the country with her.

         The Salzburg summit hadn’t gone very well, she began. Nothing like a statement of the obvious to get things rolling. But now she wanted to make some things very clear to the EU. Cue her best death stare. The one she usually reserves for Boris Johnson. What she was clear about was that the Chequers plan – rubbished by many Tories, dismissed by the EU leaders and without a prayer of getting through parliament – was still the plan she intended to get through parliament and get the EU to accept.

         As a denial of reality it was already a bravura performance, but within minutes things had lurched into another space-time continuum. One that even Stephen Hawking could never have imagined. Everything was basically the EU’s fault. It was the EU that had forced the UK into leaving the EU. It was the EU that was making the UK confront the possibility of a hard Irish border because the UK had voted to leave. She had fallen over backwards to come up with a sensible solution and the EU had come up with none of their own. Other than, of course, to make it clear right from the start that the Canada and Norway models were the only options available and there could be no cherrypicking. Madness.

         ‘I’ve never treated the EU with anything other than respect,’ she said, her bottom lip quivering with what she hoped was righteous indignation. And she wanted some respect back. She had a point. She could have handled things better – face it, almost anyone could – but the EU could also have been slightly less charmless. But then they were probably only following the example of Boris and the other Brexiters who make a point of disrespecting May on an almost daily basis. Maybe Donald Tusk and Emmanuel Macron had got the impression she liked being treated that way.

         May appears now as a woman with almost no respect for herself. Otherwise she would have long since walked away from a job she clearly does not like and a Brexit in which she does not believe. She knows she is compromised and she hates herself for it. It shows in every gurn, in every awkward hand gesture. 

         With a quick 180-degree turn, she left the room. A statement that had been meant to make her appear resolute had only highlighted her weakness. An exercise in damage limitation – to wash away the sins of Salzburg – that had always been doomed to failure. When you don’t have anything to say, it’s usually best to say nothing. But May just couldn’t stop herself from carrying on digging.

         Hard Brexiters’ new plan gets A+ for idiocy

         24 SEPTEMBER 2018

         Take two. A fortnight ago, Jacob Rees-Mogg, David Davis, Steve Baker, Boris Johnson and other leading members of the European Research Group squeezed themselves into a Westminster committee room to share their excitement at having found a single economist who was optimistic about Brexit. Here was the way forward. Ignore the doom-mongers, just crash out of the EU on World Trade Organization terms and the UK would be more than £1 trillion better off. Happy days all round.

         Until today, when many of the usual suspects – with the exception of Boris, who tweeted his undying solidarity with anything and anyone that helped him become Tory leader – rattled around in a barely half full Gladstone library of the Liberal Club to tell a handful of reporters that – much to their surprise – they had found a second economist who was tremendously enthusiastic about Brexit. Only he had come up with a completely different model – something more akin to a Canada-style trade deal – so that’s what they were now endorsing. Fickle doesn’t begin to describe them. Though simple-minded might.

         Shanker Singham, the author of the IEA’s ‘Plan A+’, was introduced as the country’s leading trade lawyer. Which rather suggested there can’t be much competition for that coveted title, as Singham immediately did his best to live down to expectations. The problem with the Brexit negotiations so far, he declared confidently, was that we had been treating them as a problem singular to the UK and the EU. Silly, silly us. His reasoning was all to be found in footnote 28 on page 37 of his report. Which didn’t appear to exist.

         What we should have been doing is signing loads of other trade deals with the US and the rest of the world behind the EU’s back – the US was apparently just gagging to do deals before it knew what final trade arrangement we had agreed with the EU – because the EU would definitely never have found out was going on and pointed out its illegality, said the country’s leading trade lawyer, failing to grasp the basics of international trade.

         As if to prove he really was as stupid as he sounded, Singham went on to suggest that post-Brexit, the UK might do some individual trade deals with separate EU countries. He concluded by saying that deregulation was the way forward – British workers deserved the same rights to be crushed to death by collapsing buildings as their counterparts in Bangladesh – and that Brexit could make the whole world about 10% richer. After several decades in which everyone was at least 10% poorer.

         The four politicians on the panel heroically maintained the idiocy quotient. The former Labour MP Gisela Stuart excelled herself by claiming that Brexit was actually a game of four-dimensional chess and we needed negotiators who could rise above the two-dimensional. Which rather ruled out everyone on the panel as you wouldn’t trust any of them not to lose a game of draughts to a five-year-old.

         Rees-Mogg loftily declared that he had already solved the problem of the Irish border in a previous presentation, that had been dismissed out of hand as fantasy by everyone who understands the issues, and so there was no reason why Theresa May shouldn’t immediately accept these new proposals as government policy. Other than the fact that even she recognised them to be unworkable. Which is saying something.

         The last word went to David Davis, who can seldom resist the opportunity of saying something he will later regret. Most deals were really only finalised in the last 48 seconds, he insisted. Which explained both why he had invariably come off worse in all negotiations and why he had done almost nothing during his time as Brexit secretary. The possibility now has to be entertained that Davis has been an undercover agent for staying in the EU all along. It’s the only rational explanation. 

         If there is a third economist who thinks Brexit is going to benefit the UK, she wasn’t to be found in Liverpool, where the Labour party was going through massive contortions at its conference to find a way of keeping everyone happy. And pleasing no one. While everyone seemingly agreed Brexit was a terrible idea. The party leadership seemed to think the solution lay in only offering people a vote on a bad deal or an even worse deal. Clowns to the left, jokers to the right.

         Labour’s Brexit plan: to have an illusion of a plan, not an actual plan

         25 SEPTEMBER 2018

         Confused? You soon will be. After an hour in which delegates argued about constitutional arrangements and conference procedures which only they appeared to fully understand, Keir Starmer was finally called to the lectern to begin the Brexit debate. It was a question of priorities. First things first.

         ‘Just when we need a strong government, what do we see?’ he began. ‘Division. Chaos.’ You had to admire his honesty. Trying to keep up with Labour’s internal manoeuvrings on its Brexit proposals over the previous 24 hours had proved to be next to impossible.

         Despite having come up with a composite motion that was sufficiently vaguely worded to mean whatever anyone wanted it to mean, the shadow chancellor, John McDonnell, had already managed to disagree with himself in two separate interviews on just what a people’s vote would signify.
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