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  INTRODUCTION




  OUR FIRST COLONY – HOW EUROPE TOOK CONTROL OF BREXIT





  That day was spent hanging around. The marathon negotiations to agree the terms of the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union had at last been brought to a conclusion, and on 14 November 2018 everyone in the European Parliament in Strasbourg was waiting for Theresa May to come out of her Cabinet meeting in London and say the magic words: they have agreed to my deal – the infamous Article 50 Withdrawal Agreement. But the meeting took longer than hoped for – although not really longer than expected – and Guy Verhofstadt, the Brexit coordinator of the European Parliament, got restless. He kept checking his watch and the messages crawling along the bottom of the TV screen in his office. ‘Come on, statement following Cabinet meeting at Downing Street, but she’s not doing it for the moment.’ Everybody was expecting good news – those were the rumours than had filtered through – but the delay was going to mess up Verhofstadt’s whole evening. His press team had loads of interviews lined up for him to react to the decision in London. But what was he going to say if there was no decision? ‘I can’t come on TV with the message: we’re waiting; it’s taking longer than expected.’ He told them to cancel everything and they took off to their own office two floors below.




  I fled the scene as well, because after two years of filming him, I had learned when to hide from Verhofstadt. I took my camera and joined Bram Delen, Verhofstadt’s speechwriter, and Jeroen Reijnen, his head of media and communications, who share a small office with opposing desks, and a window that looks out on a lot of concrete.




  To keep myself busy, I decided to film them one more time, because the end was obviously near now, and when I had all my shots, wide and close up, I asked, ‘Any famous last quote? These might be the last images I make of you here in the office in Strasbourg.’




  Bram smiled, thought for a moment, and then shouted, ‘We got rid of them. We kicked them out. It took us two years. But we managed. On our terms and conditions.’ And Jeroen, who had to up Bram’s bravado, added, ‘We finally turned them into a colony, and that was our plan from the first moment.’




  We all laughed – but we weren’t finished yet.
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  ‘A failure of British statecraft on a scale unseen since the Suez crisis’ – that is the way the Brexit talks were described by the senior Tory Jo Johnson as, in November 2018, he resigned from the government in protest against the EU withdrawal deal agreed by Theresa May. This book tracks the journey to that outcome step by step; it is the story from the other side of the negotiating table, and it is unspun; a frank, freewheeling commentary from those on the EU’s negotiating team, recorded as this great and consequential political drama unfolded. And at its heart is a piece of the Brexit jigsaw that Britain’s politicians and its public have simply missed, a figure every bit as central to the EU’s negotiating coup as ‘backroom boys’ like Dominic Cummings and the money man Arron Banks were to the success of the Leave campaign in Britain.




  In February 2017, Lode Desmet, a Belgian documentary maker, persuaded Guy Verhofstadt, a former prime minister of Belgium who had been appointed as the European Parliament’s representative in the Brexit negotiations, to allow him regular filming access. They agreed that the resulting film would not be broadcast until after Britain’s expected departure from the European Union at the end of March 2019, and in return Verhofstadt promised to allow Lode to film freely. The working title of the project was ‘The Last European’, because, when it started, many in Europe feared that other member states might follow the Brexit example and the European Union might implode.




  For Verhofstadt, that would have been the ultimate tragedy, because he is a passionate champion of the European cause. ‘It is not chocolate, or beer or Tintin, that makes us Belgian,’ he declared in a recent speech. ‘No, it is our love of Europe, our passion for the European project . . . our lands have for too long been the battlefield for all Europe. Everyone has come through; the French, the Germans – twice – the Spanish, the Dutch, the Austrians, even the Italians if you go back to Roman times. Wars of religion, of succession, trench warfare with millions of dead and the world’s first use of gas, of chemical weapons. Only Europe can save us from the misery of the past.’




  For many in Britain, EU membership has always been a transactional arrangement, a matter of money; for most EU members the European project is existential – the Union is the guarantor of peace and security on a continent that has been ravaged by war and tyranny for much of the past century. That fundamental difference goes to the heart of Britain’s negotiating failures – and Verhofstadt brings it into sharp focus. With his passionate commitment to European integration, he represents everything about the EU that British Brexiteers resent most.




  And he secured himself a central role in the Brexit process. The European Parliament has veto powers over any withdrawal agreement with Britain, but, in formal terms, it has been at one remove from the day-to-day negotiations, which were handled by the EU’s executive branch, the European Commission, and its main representative, the EU’s chief negotiator Michel Barnier. Guy Verhofstadt, however, is an extremely skilful politician – he served for nine years as prime minister in Belgium’s often turbulent political waters – and he secured the close confidence of the Frenchman.




  Lode in turn made himself trusted by the Verhofstadt team, and was able to film and record almost all their interactions with Barnier, who briefed Verhofstadt and the Brexit Steering Group of the European Parliament frankly and in detail at every twist and turn of the talks, debating strategies, obstacles and solutions throughout the process. So the behind-the-scenes testimony Lode has assembled is a contemporaneous record of what was really happening.




  It reveals how the EU’s strategies were shaped and put into action, and charts the development of the unusual and dynamic relationship between the two main European players, Barnier and Verhofstadt. The archive material Lode has amassed during twenty-five months of near continuous filming offers a unique insight into this extraordinary moment of history. It took time for him to secure the confidence of his subjects, as he notes in his record of filming in the days after Theresa May’s Florence speech in the autumn of 2017.
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  On 27 September 2017, I received a WhatsApp message from Bram Delen, Guy Verhofstadt’s spokesperson and speechwriter. Michel Barnier, the chief EU Brexit negotiator, had asked to talk on the phone with Verhofstadt about the ongoing round of negotiations. The phone call was scheduled for three o’clock that afternoon.




  I was at home making transcriptions, but immediately dropped everything to travel to the European Parliament in Brussels. From where I live in Leuven that’s a forty-minute trip by train.




  I had filmed Barnier and Verhofstadt a number of times already, but always in the presence of others. This was going to be a private conversation between just the two of them. I was curious to find out whether Barnier would be as poised and cerebral as he usually was with more people around.




  I knew Barnier and Verhofstadt had had a couple of head-to-head meetings in restaurants, but Barnier refused to be filmed there. This phone call was going to happen on Verhofstadt’s home turf – in his own office – and Barnier wasn’t going to see me. So I sensed a chance to get some unique access. If of course Verhofstadt agreed to put his phone on speakerphone. I sent Bram a message back to ask whether he could ask his boss if he’d be willing to do that. Bram replied that he would prefer if I asked myself. So I did – and Verhofstadt agreed.




  The phone call itself was shorter than I’d expected. Barnier mainly needed to vent his frustration, it seemed. A week earlier, Theresa May had made her Florence speech, apparently adopting a more flexible approach to the negotiations. Immediately afterwards, Verhofstadt had remarked, ‘I have asked myself, “Why in Florence?” I have the answer. In the fifteenth century, Florence was exactly like the Conservative Party today. So that’s the reason. The same environment. The Medicis fighting with the other families.’ Barnier had been more cautiously optimistic, marking the speech down as a moment of ‘truth, of sincerity’, though he continued to worry that the British government was spending more energy arguing with itself than negotiating with him. But his hopes of a fresh approach from the British had been dashed when the next round of negotiations started; instead of progress, he was faced with a return to the negotiation positions of the very beginning. As soon as Verhofstadt got him on the phone, his disappointment poured out.




  Barnier: ‘I can’t tell you – they want to link everything, everything. They said it again the day before yesterday. They want to mix everything up because they want to negotiate their future relationship by paying off their past debts. And for me that’s completely unacceptable. It is simply non-negotiable that they should [be able to] haggle over the future relationship with the settlement of their past debts, and the divorce.’




  The only real progress, Barnier reported, was that, in the negotiations over money, David Davis had stopped talking about ‘moral commitments’ (as if Britain would be doing a favour by meeting them) and that the EU team had managed to persuade the British team to go through the list of commitments Britain had made, line by line. And Barnier repeated to Verhofstadt his main point: ‘There is absolutely no justification for debating the future of the European Union with the United Kingdom while mixing up the subject with debts.’




  Verhofstadt chipped in to agree, and Barnier took off again: ‘Guy, you [using the familiar tu in French] can of course see what’s behind this: it’s Hammond’s demand . . .as chancellor of the Exchequer, he wants – and I am speaking frankly now, just between the two of us – to negotiate general equivalence for financial services, and to pay for it with past debts.’




  ‘Equivalence’ is the system that allows the City of London continued access to Europe’s financial markets, and Barnier was determined that he was not going to give that card away. ‘I’ll never give them equivalences – if they get them some day it will be done one bit at a time, as we did with Japan and the United States, and the Commission will keep the power to take them back . . . otherwise I’ll be giving away half my hand – at the moment they are one among twenty-eight, but that way they’d be one on one.’ Verhofstadt listened patiently, not even trying to break in, because there was no stopping Barnier – ‘It’s impossible, do you see? We’d be giving them more power than they have today. It’s just not possible.’




  The EU’s chief negotiator ended with a warning. Theresa May, he said, was after ‘à la carte’ access to the European market, ‘cherry picking’. And he would need all the help he could get from the European Parliament, ‘the guardian of the temple of the single market’, as he described it.




  Before hanging up Barnier urged Verhofstadt once more to keep their conversation under wraps: ‘Don’t say all this publicly.’ I smiled to myself because I knew that I’d just filmed the opening scene of my film. With the complicity of Verhofstadt, who even made a joke about what we just did, together – telling his chief of staff not to bother with making a written debriefing of the phone conversation with Barnier for the Brexit Steering Group, because ‘We have a new method of debriefing now. We can just show them the video. They will like that. Especially when Barnier says: please keep what I say between us.’




  On Verhofstadt’s desk stood a figurine of Tintin’s colourful cursing Captain Haddock, well known for his ‘lily-livered bandicoots, freshwater swabs, ectoplasmic byproduct, prattling porpoise, scoffing braggart, and rotten sand-hoppers’. The captain winked at me.
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  The characters you will meet in this book are as colourful as Haddock’s curses. The Verhofstadt team are clever, bibulous, multilingual and sometimes foul-mouthed; they talked freely in front of Lode’s microphone – about their European colleagues as much as their British interlocutors. There is plenty of gossip, but this story is also, and in the first place, a civics lesson – a contemporaneous account of high diplomacy in action, in one of the most intricate political playgrounds on earth.




  The bodies that run the European Union are riven with intersecting rivalries – national, political, personal and institutional (between the Parliament, the Commission and the Council, where the governments of the member states meet) – and this book will illustrate how bitter they can sometimes be. British diplomacy within the EU has always thrived on these divisions, and during Britain’s four and a half decades as a member state its diplomats gained a grudging respect for their ability to put together coalitions that served Britain’s interests. The British government believed it could do the same during the Brexit talks.




  But they fatally miscalculated the difference between being a malcontent member and a nation that is abandoning the club altogether. As this book will illustrate, the common enemy of Brexit brought the EU together. The twenty-seven remaining states agreed a strategy and gave clear negotiating instructions to a skilled and experienced negotiator in the person of Michel Barnier. This time it was the British who were undermined by political divisions at home.




  The European team remained constantly curious about British political opinion. Europe’s negotiators sometimes misjudged the dynamics of the British position – and in this book we will see them anxiously trying to decode British intentions – but they paid close and sophisticated heed to the way British politics were evolving.




  Their British counterparts, by contrast, were obsessively focused on and hamstrung by the domestic political debate. Good diplomacy depends on empathy, an understanding of the forces driving your partners or opponents. Britain has been stubbornly tone-deaf to the mood music from the rest of Europe.




  That failure of political imagination explains the explosion of anger that greeted the publication of the details of Theresa May’s European deal in November 2018. Some of the most striking evidence in this book is the repeated contrast between the public statements of optimism by the British government, MPs and commentators, and the reality of negotiations as recorded by Lode’s microphone. Britain’s failures look especially stark because they stand against Europe’s sometimes unexpected successes.




  This story is often uncomfortable; before the vote to leave the EU, Euro-enthusiasts like Verhofstadt regarded the United Kingdom as an awkward but formidable player on the European scene. After the vote they feared Britain’s negotiating power. By the end of the negotiations, all too often, they laughed at the UK leaders and pitied the British people.
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  When the documentary, with all the material I’d filmed behind the scenes of the Brexit negotiations, was released in May 2019, the colony scene with Bram and Jeroen caused an uproar. Their boisterous bantering was seen (or used) as evidence of what the EU had actually been up to: subduing, shackling and humiliating the UK. It was frustrating to see a two-hour detailed account of political life and how it really works, defined as it is by human beings, be reduced to that one scene. But it was also a good reason to start writing this book. What was it about Brexit that made the British lose their world-famous dry wit and united Europe in such a rarely seen way? I often wished: if only the EU could always function as harmoniously and efficiently as it did during the Brexit negotiations.
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  The lessons here for Britain’s officials and politicians are painful, but they are also essential. Britain still has a long Brexit battle ahead. On 23 March 2019, amid the chaos of what should have been Britain’s final week as a member of the European Union, the former British and EU diplomat Robert Cooper wrote, in the Financial Times, ‘If the UK prime minister had a sense of humour, she would set up the committee of inquiry now, so that it could take evidence in real time, as the tragedy unfolds.’ That is the kind of evidence you will find in this book.
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  MISTER BREXIT




  June 2016–early March 2017




  ‘Hard to think of a more anti-British figure,’ tweeted The Sun’s political editor, Tom Newton Dunn, on the appointment of Michel Barnier as the EU’s Brexit negotiator – ‘declaration of war’. That was echoed by the paper’s Murdoch press stablemate, the Sunday Times: ‘Appointing Michel Barnier, one of the least popular ex-commissioners in London, is an act of war by Brussels,’ wrote the paper’s political editor, Tim Shipman. The tabloid Daily Express had him down as the ‘Most DANGEROUS man in EU’, and the blogger Guido Fawkes described Barnier as a ‘hardline Britain basher’.




  Political reaction to the news of Mr Barnier’s new job – it was announced on 27 July 2016, just over a month after Britain voted to leave the EU – was not much warmer. In an interview with the BBC, Lord Myners, a former Treasury minister under Gordon Brown, revived a catty anecdote about Mr Barnier’s alleged vanity, which he had once told in the House of Lords: ‘I met Mr Barnier when he was a minister,’ he had reported to the upper house. ‘He came to see us at the Treasury. He came down the corridor and I was watching him. I am a great fan of art and I was rather impressed that he stopped to look at every painting. I thought This is a man with whom I share a common interest – until I realised he was actually looking at his reflection in the glass on every painting, and adjusting his hair or his toupee. This to me is a man whom we should treat with a very long spoon.’ Even the Liberal Democrat Nick Clegg, a committed enthusiast for the European Union, warned that ‘he is no friend of the City of London’, and ‘I think he’s going to drive a very hard bargain indeed’.




  The charge of ‘Brit-bashing’ related back to the years 2010–14, when Mr Barnier was the European Commissioner responsible for the single market. He had the job of tightening up regulation of the financial services sector in the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis, and he made himself especially unpopular in the City of London by championing a 2013 EU reform that capped bankers’ bonuses. But he also sided with Britain when the European Central Bank tried to insist that only companies based in the eurozone could clear financial trades in euros, though that episode did not feature much in the press coverage of his new job.




  The appointment of Guy Verhofstadt – a ‘diehard Europhile’, according to one British daily – as the European Parliament’s Brexit point man at the beginning of September provided another tempting target. ‘Mr Verhofstadt’s devotion to a federal Europe and fiery oratory – his schoolmaster resorted to taping his mouth shut to stop him jabbering – have made him a bête noire of Brexiters,’ reported the Financial Times.




  The appointment came about as a result of the kind of horse-trading that is routine in the European Parliament (EP). Verhofstadt was the president of the ALDE group in the Parliament – the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe. The label Liberal in this context means a mixture of free-market economics – Verhofstadt was once dubbed ‘Baby Thatcher’ – and social liberalism. Verhofstadt’s sharp tongue and political savvy ensured that the group – which ranked fourth in size among the Parliament’s alliances – often boxed above its weight. And so it was with the Brexit job. Verhofstadt was planning to challenge the German Social Democrat Martin Schulz for the presidency of the EP. Schulz was confident that he could beat Verhofstadt, but he needed ALDE’s votes to secure a majority. So Schulz offered Verhofstadt the Brexit job. Verhofstadt accepted, and pulled out of the presidency race.




  Syed Kamall, the leader of the British Conservatives in the European Parliament, called it a ‘backroom stitch-up’, and UKIP’s Nigel Farage, himself an MEP, described Verhofstadt as ‘a fanatical supporter of EU federalism’, declaring, ‘Guy Verhofstadt hates everything we stand for, which should mean a much shorter renegotiation.’




  Verhofstadt, by instinct a political bruiser, told Farage from the floor of the Parliament that Brexit at least meant that ‘finally we will be getting rid of the biggest waste in the EU budget – that we have paid for seventeen years of your salary’. But the Financial Times presented a more emollient side to the EP’s Brexit point man: ‘[I]n an extended interview, Mr Verhofstadt kept his sharper views in check,’ the paper reported, ‘denying any ill will towards Britain, quoting Thatcher and Churchill and talking with pride about his vintage Aston Martin and Elva sports cars. “I like Britain,” he said. “I race British cars. How [much] more a lover of Britain can you be than racing a British car?” ’




  Less than a month after Verhofstadt’s appointment, Britain’s new prime minister, Theresa May, was on her feet at the Conservative Party conference in Birmingham. She told her party, ‘Today, too many people in positions of power behave as though they have more in common with international elites than with the people down the road, the people they employ, the people they pass in the street. But if you believe you’re a citizen of the world, you’re a citizen of nowhere. You don’t understand what the very word “citizenship” means.’ And she attacked what the European Union stood for: ‘The referendum was not just a vote to withdraw from the EU,’ she said. ‘It was about something broader – something that the European Union had come to represent. It was about a sense – deep, profound and, let’s face it, often justified – that many people have today; that the world works well for a privileged few, but not for them.’




  The British press has a long tradition of painting relations with Europe in bellicose terms; it goes back at least as far as Margaret Thatcher’s budget battles with Brussels in the 1980s. In the run-up to the 1992 Maastricht agreement, which shaped the EU we know today, almost all European summits and negotiations were presented in the British press as stories about plucky Britain standing up to an overweening European super state. Theresa May’s 2016 conference speech slipped neatly into this narrative tradition; to stand up to the ‘dangerous’ Barnier and ‘fanatic’ Verhofstadt, Britain now apparently had a Churchillian prime minister.




  ‘A truly global Britain is possible, and it is in sight,’ she told the conference.




  

    

      And it should be no surprise that it is. Because we are the fifth biggest economy in the world. Since 2010 we have grown faster than any economy in the G7. And we attract a fifth of all foreign investment in the EU. We are the biggest foreign investor in the United States. We have more Nobel Laureates than any country outside America. We have the best intelligence services in the world, a military that can project its power around the globe, and friendships, partnerships and alliances in every continent. We have the greatest soft power in the world, we sit in exactly the right time zone for global trade, and our language is the language of the world.


    


  




  She continued:




  

    

      We don’t need – as I sometimes hear people say – to ‘punch above our weight’. Because our weight is substantial enough already. So let’s ignore the pessimists, let’s have the confidence in ourselves to go out into the world, securing trade deals, winning contracts, generating wealth and creating jobs. And let’s get behind the team of ministers – David Davis, Liam Fox, Priti Patel and Boris Johnson – who are working on our plan for Brexit, who know we’re going to make a success of it and who will make a reality of global Britain.


    


  




  Of those four ministers – David Davis, the secretary of state for exiting the European Union; Liam Fox, the secretary of state for international trade; Priti Patel, the international development secretary; and Boris Johnson, the foreign secretary – only one, Liam Fox, survived in office for the full first phase of the Brexit negotiations.




  Theresa May’s strategy was dictated by the demands of party management. She had become leader and prime minister almost by accident in the political turmoil that followed Britain’s unexpected vote to leave the EU and the consequent resignation of her predecessor, David Cameron. She was very nearly defeated in the leadership election by one of the party’s most committed Eurosceptics, Andrea Leadsom, who was forced to withdraw only after making a political gaffe (Mrs Leadsom suggested in a newspaper interview that being a mother made her a better candidate for prime minister than the childless Mrs May). As a declared, although discreet, ‘Remainer’ during the referendum campaign, Mrs May believed she would always be regarded with some suspicion by the Eurosceptic wing of her party, so she went out of her way to demonstrate her commitment to their agenda. It was one of the first of many ironies thrown up by the Brexit process that the Tory Party should choose someone who believed Britain was better off in the EU to lead the country out of it.




  On 17 January 2017, in the opulent surroundings of Lancaster House, just across the Mall from Buckingham Palace, the political messages the prime minister had delivered at the party conference the previous autumn emerged as fully developed government policy. The ambition was sweeping: ‘I want this United Kingdom to emerge from this period of change stronger, fairer, more united and more outward-looking than ever before,’ the prime minister declared. ‘I want us to be a secure, prosperous, tolerant country – a magnet for international talent and a home to the pioneers and innovators who will shape the world ahead. I want us to be a truly global Britain – the best friend and neighbour to our European partners, but a country that reaches beyond the borders of Europe too. A country that goes out into the world to build relationships with old friends and new allies alike.’




  And there was an olive branch to the EU: ‘It remains overwhelmingly and compellingly in Britain’s national interest that the EU should succeed,’ she said, adding:




  

    

      Our vote to leave the European Union was no rejection of the values we share. The decision to leave the EU represents no desire to become more distant to you, our friends and neighbours. It was no attempt to do harm to the EU itself or to any of its remaining member states. We do not want to turn the clock back to the days when Europe was less peaceful, less secure and less able to trade freely. It was a vote to restore, as we see it, our parliamentary democracy, national self-determination, and to become even more global and internationalist in action and in spirit.


    


  




  But the ‘red lines’ she believed necessary to, in the words of the Leave campaign, ‘take back control’, were drawn with clarity. The jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice would end: ‘We will take back control of our laws and bring an end to the jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice in Britain. Leaving the European Union will mean that our laws will be made in Westminster, Edinburgh, Cardiff and Belfast. And those laws will be interpreted by judges not in Luxembourg but in courts across this country.’




  Britain was also to ‘take back control’ of immigration, so: ‘What I am proposing cannot mean membership of the single market. European leaders have said many times that membership means accepting the “four freedoms” of goods, capital, services and people.’ And May had another reason for rejecting the single market. ‘Being out of the EU but a member of the single market would mean complying with the EU’s rules and regulations that implement those freedoms, without having a vote on what those rules and regulations are.’




  ‘A global Britain must be free to strike trade agreements with countries from outside the European Union too,’ the prime minister declared, and that meant an end to Britain’s membership of the customs union also, although on this point she was a little more ambiguous: ‘I do not want Britain to be part of the Common Commercial Policy and I do not want us to be bound by the Common External Tariff. These are the elements of the customs union that prevent us from striking our own comprehensive trade agreements with other countries. But I do want us to have a customs agreement with the EU.’




  Towards the end of her speech Mrs May deployed a punchy phrase that was to be much quoted back at her: ‘And while I am confident that this scenario need never arise – while I am sure a positive agreement can be reached – I am equally clear that no deal for Britain is better than a bad deal for Britain.’




  The speech was a bold interpretation of the 2016 referendum result, which, while delivering a clear, if narrow, verdict on whether Britain should leave the EU, delivered no view on what that should mean for the customs union or the single market. And it went down very well indeed in the Brexit-supporting press. The Daily Mail headlined the ‘Steel of the New Iron Lady’, comparing her favourably with her immediate predecessor, who had tried to renegotiate Britain’s EU relationship before the referendum; she had, the paper declared, ‘put Cameron’s feeble negotiations to shame with an ultimatum to Brussels: We’ll walk away from a bad deal – and make EU pay.’ The Mail’s online iteration was equally enthusiastic: ‘Theresa May lays down law to EU leaders AND Merkel and Hollande [the leaders of Germany and France] as she declares we WILL quit the single market to control immigration.’ The Times summarised her message with: ‘May to EU: Give Us Fair Deal or You’ll Be Crushed’. There was even praise from the politician who had come to haunt Tory nightmares; Nigel Farage tweeted, ‘I can hardly believe the PM is now using the phrases and words that I’ve been mocked for using for years. Real progress.’




  The speech included a recognition that ‘as we leave, the United Kingdom will share a land border with the EU, and maintaining that Common Travel Area with the Republic of Ireland will be an important priority for the UK in the talks ahead’, but no indication of how the open border on the island of Ireland could be accommodated within the prime minister’s ‘red lines’. She merely pledged to find ‘a practical solution that allows the maintenance of the Common Travel Area with the Republic, while protecting the integrity of the United Kingdom’s immigration system’, and her declaration that ‘nobody wants to return to the borders of the past’ sounded almost like a dutiful afterthought.




  The Irish Times was unconvinced. ‘May’s speech indicates Border customs controls likely to return’ was its headline, and an editorial took the view that ‘the Irish position for the last six months has been to hope Brexit would be as soft as possible. That hope had faded in recent months and was finally buried yesterday.’ The Dublin government was guarded, but the Fianna Fáil party, then in opposition, was unambiguous: ‘The prime minister’s tone may have been conciliatory,’ declared their foreign affairs spokesman, Darragh O’Brien, ‘but the content of her speech was not.’ Ireland’s main business lobby group, Ibec, warned that ‘the possibility of the UK leaving both the single market and the customs union raises fundamental questions about Ireland’s future trading relations with the UK’, and called May’s strategy ‘an aggressive move by the UK, showing little regard for our trading relationship and for relations with other EU member states’.




  Lode Desmet became part of the story shortly after May’s Lancaster House speech.
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  In January 2017, I received a phone call from the main commercial TV station in Belgium, VTM. They wanted to know whether I would be interested in making a film about Guy Verhofstadt’s book on the future of the European Union: Europe’s Last Chance. It was ‘a no-holds-barred report on a once ambitious European project that has degenerated into an institutional quagmire’, according to its cover. ‘Europe still imagines itself to be the moral centre of the world, yet its foreign policy is conspicuous for its cowardice, the Mediterranean is developing into a migrants’ graveyard and Europe has yet to succeed in overcoming the economic crisis. Guy Verhofstadt sees a solution in a big leap forward in European integration. It need not result in the creation of a superstate, but it does need to produce a more efficient and democratic Europe.’




  I said I was interested, because I am a freelancer and freelancers, like working girls, never say no straightaway. But I wondered if a book full of ideas could be turned into a good film, because films work best when they show, not explain. So I suggested an alternative. What if the documentary followed Guy Verhofstadt behind the scenes of the Brexit negotiations? A film like that would be much more exciting to watch, and it would surely also show how Europe works, what its problems, and its prospects for the future, are. I asked whether they could check. Would Verhofstadt agree to be followed and filmed in his role as Brexit negotiator for the European Parliament?




  Two weeks later I was invited for dinner with Verhofstadt and his spokesperson for the Belgian press, Bram Delen, who is also his speechwriter. Delen is a very clever young man, as idealistic but more cynical than his thirty years older boss.




  It turned out that the idea to make a film about Verhofstadt’s book came from them. What Verhofstadt had had in mind was a film like An Inconvenient Truth, the hugely influential 2006 documentary about the efforts of the former United States vice-president Al Gore to educate people about climate change. But this would be about the European Union. The pair had even travelled to the US to find someone interested in making it. But Verhofstadt and Delen were turned down everywhere. So a new idea was welcome.




  A few days before the dinner, Delen had asked me whether I had a website, because his boss was a stickler for information, and if I had a site, Verhofstadt would surely want to have a good look at it. I told Delen to hold on, I was just refurbishing it. I wasn’t, but then I did, and during the dinner I found out that Delen had been right. Verhofstadt had browsed the website thoroughly.




  When I later started filming him, I would find out how Verhofstadt does that, the browsing. It all happens on his phone, which is not even a very big model. He takes off his glasses, brings the phone very close to his eyes, almost touching his nose, and reads, and scrolls. And answers emails, and sends emails. He’s on his phone whenever he has a moment, during the day, but also at night, because he is a bad sleeper. His team members all have stories of beeps waking them up when Verhofstadt wants something, and wants it now.




  But that was later. First Verhofstadt had to agree to the proposal of being followed and filmed for two years; the Brexit negotiations had not yet started, so maybe it was going to be even longer.




  The dinner where he said yes took place in a small but nice Italian restaurant with a good wine list on the outskirts of Brussels – because good wine is another thing Verhofstadt is a stickler for. The big issue at the table was control. I explained to Verhofstadt that the quality of the documentary he had in mind was dependent on its veracity. Nobody wanted to see a promotion film for a politician, except his supporters. But a film with real access to the negotiations was something a lot of people would want to watch. Was he willing to give up control of the end product, in return for that broader audience?




  It was a difficult question because Verhofstadt controls the way he communicates thoroughly. No tweet he makes is spontaneous; they’re all discussed and improved by his press team. Every speech he gives is written, rewritten, and rehearsed several times before the final delivery.




  To give a filmmaker access to his life and work, without command over the end product, would require an enormous leap of faith and trust. In the end Verhofstadt and I came to a gentlemen’s agreement: Verhofstadt would be allowed to see the final edit, and if there were scenes he had a problem with, we would talk about them. Verhofstadt undoubtedly believed that in the end he would get his way, something he always believes, and often does. I trusted my skills and my own stubbornness. Somehow, at the end of the dinner, the politician and I decided to trust each other.




  I also raised the question of how the people Verhofstadt would be meeting might react to the presence of a camera. Verhofstadt shrugged and smirked: ‘When they come to see me they’re on my turf, and I decide what happens there.’ As things turned out, he sometimes proved almost too helpful, trying to convince people that I was just recording pictures without sound. I always took care to correct him.
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  There was, however, one problem: at the root of the project lay a misunderstanding; the idea was based on information on the role of Verhofstadt in the Brexit negotiations that was not completely correct, even if it was (and still is) widespread.




  When Verhofstadt took up his Brexit role, the Belgian public broadcaster VRT reported the news with patriotic pride:




  

    

      The European Parliament has appointed Guy Verhofstadt as its representative in the upcoming Brexit negotiations. The European Union is putting forward three negotiators: one representing the Commission, another for the member states and a third to represent Parliament. Two of the three are Belgians. The Belgians will be playing an important role in the Brexit talks to determine under which conditions Britain will have access to the European market after their exit process has been completed. The European Commission appointed Frenchman Michel Barnier for the task. The European Council, i.e. the different heads of state and government leaders, chose the Belgian diplomat Didier Seeuws to represent the member states. Now, the European Parliament has announced that they will be represented by Guy Verhofstadt, the speaker for the liberal democratic faction ALDE. This makes two of the three EU negotiators Belgians; moreover, Seeuws used to be Verhofstadt’s spokesman when he was Belgium’s Premier in different governments between 1999 and 2008.


    


  




  Two years later, the Getty Images website is still putting the caption Brexit negotiator Guy Verhofstadt under shots of the politician. But that information is not, strictly speaking, correct. The only real negotiator for the EU in the Brexit talks was to be Michel Barnier, whose official title became ‘Chief Negotiator – Task Force for the Preparation and Conduct of the Negotiations with the United Kingdom under Article 50’. Barnier alone negotiated directly with the British; Verhofstadt never did. His task was to coordinate the European Parliament’s views on Brexit and liaise with Barnier: to make sure, above all, that the Frenchman took on board the prerogatives of the Parliament in his talks with the UK, and to report back about Barnier’s progress (or, as it turned out, very often lack of progress) to his fellow MEPs. Verhofstadt was not the Brexit negotiator for the European Parliament, but its coordinator.




  Verhofstadt’s press team was only too happy to allow this misunderstanding in the media to stand; because negotiator sounds more important than coordinator, and being important is . . . important for a politician. And the fact that Verhofstadt was attributed a bigger role than he actually had was also important institutionally, for the European Parliament as a whole, which had to fight hard to make itself heard in the Brexit negotiations.




  The battle was an example of a constant struggle at the heart of the European Union, which is the cause of many of its problems. The EU consists of three big institutions which vie with each other for power and influence, in roles that, after half a century, are still fluctuating. The European Parliament, with 751 representatives from twenty-eight member states (before the UK’s planned departure), the European Commission, which fulfils the EU’s executive role and includes most of its civil service, and the European Council, where the heads of government of the member states gather.




  The European Parliament is the world’s only international legislative body, but it has always felt undervalued. Its role has long been the focus for debate about the charge that the European Union is flawed by a ‘democratic deficit’, and its powers have been steadily enhanced. Its early rights to a voice in a ‘consultation procedure’, which allowed it to give non-binding advice to the Council, became a ‘cooperation procedure’, and then, under the Maastricht Treaty which created the EU, a ‘co-decision procedure’. The 2007 Lisbon Treaty gave the European Parliament the ‘ordinary legislative procedure’, which means that it has, in theory at least, equal law-passing powers with the EU’s Council.




  The role each of the three institutions was going to have in the Brexit negotiations was set out in one succinct paragraph in the Lisbon Treaty, under the infamous Article 50, that before the referendum nobody believed was ever going to be used.




  It says – under No. 2 of the Article:




  ‘A Member State which decides to withdraw shall notify the European Council of its intention. In the light of the guidelines provided by the European Council, the Union shall negotiate and conclude an agreement with that State, setting out the arrangements for its withdrawal, taking account of the framework for its future relationship with the Union. That agreement shall be negotiated in accordance with Article 218(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union. It shall be concluded on behalf of the Union by the Council, acting by a qualified majority, after obtaining the consent of the European Parliament.’




  Those last eight words – ‘after obtaining the consent of the European Parliament’ – are all that Article 50 has to say on the subject; that the deal at the end of the negotiations has to be approved by the Parliament. Verhofstadt exploited this vagueness to his and the Parliament’s advantage, arguing that if the Parliament was to approve the deal in the end, it was only logical that it should, from the start, be able to say what it expected from the negotiations.




  He had to fight hard to be heard.




  His intervention on the subject from the floor of the European Parliament in December 2016 was provocative even by his own standards. He told the representative of the European Council:




  ‘What they are proposing is, ‘Oh, simply we go forward with the Brexit negotiations, but without the Parliament.’ We can invite Sherpas [EU jargon for the civil servants who do the ground work for negotiations], maybe, but that’s all. You’re not aware that we have to approve the agreements, at the end? You’re aware of it? OK, that’s already an enormous step forward. I’m going to tell you; it’s time that you also involve the Parliament from day one. Do you want that we open separate negotiations with the British authorities? Is that what you want? You can get it, eh? If that’s what the heads of state want, we are going to do it. Parallel negotiations. I don’t want it, but apparently the Council wants it. Maybe I can give you a famous phrase of Lyndon B. Johnson. He said once: “Better to have him inside the tent pissing out, than outside the tent, pissing in.” ’




  Verhofstadt was angry that day, but in the end he got what he wanted.
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  The new role came with new chores, however, and on my first day of filming, 14 March 2017, I found Verhofstadt in a blazing row with some of his staff about the demands it made on his time. Verhofstadt was checking his phone in his tiny office in the French city of Strasbourg, where the Parliament moves every month for a week; although most of its work is done in Brussels, French governments have successfully insisted that all except a few plenary sessions are held in Strasbourg, which remains its official seat.




  The office is situated on the sixth floor of the impressive oval Louise Weiss building, which has an inner courtyard that is almost never quiet: the building rises 60 metres around the courtyard, and functions like an echo chamber. Through his office windows, which are very often open – even in winter, because it is hard to regulate the heating – Verhofstadt can hear the click clack of heels, the rolling of suitcases of MEPs and their staff arriving or leaving, the chatter of youngsters on a school trip, and the songs of choirs brought along by activists or regional representatives.




  But on that first day of filming it was unusually quiet outside. So the row that erupted sounded all the louder. Verhofstadt’s spokesperson for France, Yannick Laude, was trying to persuade him to go to Paris to meet students who were organising a Brexit event, and he enlisted the support of Edel Crosse, his head of private office, who guards Verhofstadt’s agenda.




  

    

      CROSSE: Yannick has an idea for Thursday.




      VERHOFSTADT: What idea?




      CROSSE: He wants you to go to Paris.




      VERHOFSTADT: Pffff, Thursday? I don’t go to Paris, no, no, no, no.




      LAUDE: Listen, Guy. You offered your blessing . . .




      VERHOFSTADT: I AM NOT GOING, that’s it, OK?




      LAUDE: But yes, listen.




      VERHOFSTADT: But I am not going, I am just not going.




      LAUDE: So what am I supposed to say to these students who have included your name in their promotional material?




      VERHOFSTADT: But I invited them to come and see me in my office at Parliament . . .




      LAUDE: You spent two minutes with them!




      VERHOFSTADT: They were all there – and they took photos.




      LAUDE: And they want you at their event. You are Mr Brexit. Won’t you listen?




      VERHOFSTADT: No.


    


  




  Yannick Laude turned to me: ‘Great pictures – and that’s typical,’ he said. ‘I hope you got sound too?’ Edel Crosse interjected. ‘You are in a bad mood.’ But Laude’s retort came straight back: ‘I am not in a bad mood – you’ve got people who trusted Guy Verhofstadt, and he’s telling them to piss off.’ Crosse finished the discussion with the observation: ‘If Article 50 is triggered, what’s to fuck around with in Paris?’
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  The exchange settled one question; Verhofstadt clearly was not going to curb his occasional attacks of grumpiness for the sake of the camera; though he is an inspired speaker, cherished by his supporters, and used to shaking more hands and smiling at more people than anyone of us will ever do in several lifetimes, he prefers, really, to be left alone.




  The row between Verhofstadt and Laude, with Edel Crosse in the middle, was conducted in a quick-fire mixture of French and English, the two working languages in his team, with occasionally a dash of Dutch, Verhofstadt’s mother tongue, tossed in. English is – ironically – the language most often used, but it is spoken with all kinds of national accents. Verhofstadt has gathered a polyglot bunch of staffers around him, from the four corners of Europe. His team reflects his pan-European dreams.




  Edel Crosse’s accent is Irish. She grew up in a small coastal town in the Republic of Ireland, a background audible in almost every phrase she utters (and not just in the accent). Yannick Laude’s is French – although the grumpy Frenchman rarely speaks English. Il préfère son Français, wears it with pride like the waistcoats he sports.




  The way Eva Palatova, Verhofstadt’s foreign policy adviser, speaks English places her firmly in Eastern Europe; she’s from the Czech Republic and turned down the job of Czech foreign minister so that she could keep working for Verhofstadt. The accent of Jeroen Reijnen, Verhofstadt’s head of media and communications, is distinctively Dutch. Bram Delen’s English marks him out as Belgian, as does that of Erik Janda, Verhofstadt’s personal secretary and accountant, who also transports his racing cars to events when the boss is competing. It is a complex relationship; they are master and servant, but friends and – sometimes – enemies too.




  The only native English speakers in the team are Nick Petre and Guillaume McLaughlin. Petre, Verhofstadt’s press spokesman for the UK, hails from Theresa May’s own constituency of Maidenhead in Berkshire. Verhofstadt tried hard to persuade him to run against the prime minister as a Liberal Democrat candidate when Mrs May called a snap election, but in the end the rather shy Petre declined. McLaughlin, Verhofstadt’s chief of staff, has a British father and a French mother. He grew up in Brussels and remembers vividly how at the age of six he was taken to the Belgian seaside to help his parents put stickers on cars owned by British tourists, urging them to vote ‘Yes’ in the 1975 referendum on whether the UK should stay in the European Economic Community (as it was then called), which it had joined two years earlier.




  So with Brexit, history repeated itself for Guillaume. ‘Except that’ – WhatsApp quote from Guillaume – ‘the 1975 one was won by over 66 per cent by those who wanted to stay.’ Guillaume McLaughlin still has a British passport and his sons are at school in Britain. He takes Brexit personally.




  McLaughlin, Delen, Crosse, Palatova and Reijnen are the inner circle of the Verhofstadt political operation. Occupying a slightly different orbit are Petre and Laude. They all loved that their boss was seen as Mister Brexit, even if Brexit would eventually wear them out.




  On that very first day of filming, 14 March 2017, in an interview with the Financial Times, Verhofstadt was already looking ahead to the timeline that would unfold when Britain triggered the Article 50 process. He clocked that it would bring the negotiations right up against the deadline for the next European parliamentary elections, in May 2019, and he was determined to use that to argue the case for keeping the European Parliament closely engaged in the negotiating process.




  ‘It will be at a very difficult moment. It will be two months before the elections, you can imagine what the mood in the Parliament is at that moment,’ he predicted. ‘Most of them [MEPs] will look to their [electoral prospects], is my yes or no vote going to help me to get votes in my constituency? That will be the ultimate judgement that every MEP will make, so it will be a very tricky moment, so that’s why we are saying, if you want that at the end, there is a smooth process of consent by the European Parliament, it will be necessary to involve the EP from day one.’ He was also determined to put down a marker for the way events would unfold once Article 50 had been triggered: ‘And the second thing is that the Parliament will be the first institution . . . to give its opinion and its red lines on [what] this agreement has to be about.’ Verhofstadt planned to do this in the form of a resolution that the Parliament would vote on as soon as the UK triggered Article 50 and set the divorce process in motion. He didn’t mention that this resolution would be written in close conjunction with both the European Council and the European Commission. The Parliament would get its moment to shine, but only in consultation with the two other big European institutions, and of course, Michel Barnier.




  The EU lead negotiator, Michel Barnier, well understood the importance of creating a united front to deal with the British. A crucial element in his negotiating strategy was constant consultation and communication between the institutions, and within the institutions, between their members – the representatives of the twenty-seven remaining member states, both those in the Council, and those in the European Parliament. Another, perhaps more surprising element, was openness: the EU decided to publish, as quickly as possible, any documents that the three EU institutions had agreed on – the Parliament’s resolution, and the EU negotiation directives, for example. The idea was that making the EU line a matter of public record, one that everyone signed up to, would limit the opportunity for the British to engage in the diplomatic game of divide and conquer, wheeling and dealing behind the scenes to exploit national, party and personality rivalries.




  Mrs May, by contrast, saw much less room for manoeuvre because of the raw divisions within her own party; clear statements of her negotiating ambitions carried the risk of alienating one side or the other in the Brexit debate. From the very first, the British side of the negotiations reflected the prime minister’s concern with party management, while the European position was based on consensus.




  





  2




  THE BAD GUY




  Late March 2017




  On 25 March 2017, heads of state and government of the members of the European Union gathered in the Italian capital to celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of the signing of the Treaty of Rome, which laid the foundations of today’s European Union. Theresa May was invited, but she declined – logically, since the event was designed to celebrate the EU’s future, and she was just days away from issuing official notice of Britain’s plans to withdraw. It was, for many EU leaders, an important declaration of confidence; after the Eurozone crisis and the deeply damaging divisions over immigration and asylum seekers in 2015, and with the Brexit battle still to come, the Union was looking somewhat ragged at the edges.




  Guy Verhofstadt was there, but he eschewed the official festivities to join a pro-European march with young people elsewhere in the city. Verhofstadt saw the Brexit vote as confirmation of his belief that the EU was losing its way. His anniversary speech in Rome was characteristically pugnacious, and radical in its vision of European unity:




  

    

      The reason we are all here is very clear. We want to give a message to those European leaders who are now in Campidoglio [the Capitoline Hill, the heart of ancient Rome]. To tell them, that it is not enough to make new declarations. We have enough declarations in Europe . . . What we need now is action forward, action to a real European Union . . . It’s a lie that people don’t want Europe. What they don’t want, dear friends, is the EU as it works today. Because it is not a union. It is in fact a loose confederation of nation states. Still based on the unanimity rule. It’s in fact a failed state. A fake state that we have in Europe today.


    


  




  Also present in Rome that day were two vice-presidents of Verhofstadt’s Brexit Steering Group, or BSG. Elmar Brok is a stout German Christian Democrat who likes his food. Verhofstadt once suggested they had ‘Brokfast’ together instead of breakfast. Brok became a member of the European Parliament in 1980 and, as a young man, he – just like Verhofstadt’s chief of staff Guillaume – helped to campaign for a ‘Yes’ vote in Britain’s EU referendum in 1975. His command of English and forthright views have made him a familiar face and voice on the British broadcast media. Roberto Gualtieri, a balding Italian Social Democrat, has a long history of collaboration with Verhofstadt and Brok on projects to reform the EU’s institutions. Gualtieri is the dossier cruncher of the BSG. Nobody reads documents and dossiers as thoroughly and as fast as him, and nobody asks lengthier questions. At the very end of one BSG meeting, Verhofstadt asked Gualtieri whether he had a question and Gualtieri said, ‘We only have five minutes left, so I think I will abstain.’
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The BSG – I was the one who first started using the abbreviation, with the lame joke that it sounded like BSE, or mad cow disease – was set up to help Verhofstadt in his function as watchdog for the Brexit negotiations, but also because it was thought that Verhofstadt needed a watchdog himself. Despite his background as a prime minister of Belgium, leading coalition governments, Verhofstadt can be a bit of an Einzelgänger – or loner. Acting on your own is not something the European Parliament condones.
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Apart from the Christian Democrat Brok and the Social Democrat Gualtieri, the BSG had three other important members: Philippe Lamberts, the Belgian leader of the Greens in the European Parliament; Gabi Zimmer, from Die Linke, or the Left, the current incarnation of East Germany’s old Communist Party, who leads the group of the European United Left–Nordic Green Left [sic]; and Danuta Hübner, from Poland, who presides over the EP’s important Constitutional Affairs Committee, and is a member of Civic Forum, the liberal-conservative party of the EU Council president Donald Tusk.




  The Conservatives and Reformists, ECR, the group supported by the United Kingdom’s Tory MEPs, were excluded, as were nationalist parties, like UKIP and Marine Le Pen’s Front National. But keeping them out took some manoeuvring. When the Reformists pressed to be included, Verhofstadt and his allies even considered managing the situation by holding secret backroom meetings without them:




  

    

      VERHOFSTADT: There is a request of the ECR to send someone who is not a British [MEP] to the Brexit Steering Group.




      GUALTIERI: I think we should not say no, never, because it’s always good to broaden a parliament position.




      BROK: The result is, if we’re going to do that, then we have to find a smaller room, of ‘behind discussion’.




      VERHOFSTADT: Otherwise we have to organise then another format, that means that we have this format, and that after this format you have a second meeting, that becomes ridiculous. At the end you have so many—




      GUALTIERI: Layers.




      VERHOFSTADT [laughing]: Layers . . . that you don’t know in what layer you are playing. You can make huge mistakes, saying things that were in fact meant for another layer.


    


  




  Two days after the Rome celebrations, the BSG met in Verhofstadt’s Brussels offices to discuss a parliamentary resolution on the guidelines for the Brexit negotiations. The triggering of Article 50 was imminent, and the group had been working for weeks on a text they would issue in response. For two hours they laboured through every comma in the resolution with stubborn attention to detail. As the meeting drew to a close, Verhofstadt cheerfully noted that if Theresa May announced something unexpected – ‘We want to stay in the single market, or something. Or we agree with the four freedoms’ – their efforts would have been in vain. ‘Then we have a totally different story and we can rip up this text,’ he joked to his colleagues.




  Verhofstadt and the EU knew what Mrs May and the UK were going to propose: in her Lancaster House speech, the prime minister had set out her ambitions for a speedy procedure, settling Britain’s future relationship with the EU at the same time as the withdrawal agreement that would sort out their divorce, all within the two year timetable laid down by Article 50. At Lancaster House she had acknowledged that the new arrangements would have to be phased in, but it would be another six months before Mrs May’s government confirmed that beyond these two years it would also need a transition – or, as she preferred to call it, ‘implementation’ – period for the United Kingdom. The BSG already assumed there would have to be such a period of adjustment, and as they drafted Section 28 of their statement they were debating how long it should be.




  

    

      BROK: Barnier told me today two years. Two or three years. Three years is already the maximum for him. Otherwise they [the British] will use the transitional period as a permanent position, for the next 100 years.




      VERHOFSTADT: ‘Should not exceed three years.’ You cannot put here something else. Two is ridiculous, too short. If you start with four or five everybody says: are they crazy, yes?




      BROK: But it’s a very weak formulation, ‘should not exceed’ . . .


    


  




  The Italian Roberto Gualtieri chipped in with ‘OK, I accept three, but let’s change years to decades’, provoking general laughter. The final version of Section 28 stated that the European Parliament ‘Believes that transitional arrangements ensuring legal certainty and continuity can only be agreed between the European Union and the United Kingdom if they contain the right balance of rights and obligations for both parties, preserve the integrity of European Union legal order, with the European Court of Justice responsible for settling any legal challenges; they must also be strictly limited in time, and should not exceed three years, and in scope they can never be a substitute for Union membership.’




  In thirty-seven separate sections, the document identified almost all the areas that would become headline news in the course of the negotiations over the next two years. It noted Mrs May’s ‘red lines’ with regret, and laid out what were effectively EU red lines in return; the Union would not be prepared to compromise its core principles to accommodate Britain’s position: ‘A continued membership by the UK of the single market, the European Economic Area and/or the Custom Union would have been the optimal solution for both the UK and the EU-27,’ it stated, ‘[but] [t]his is not possible as long as the UK government maintains its objections to the four freedoms and the jurisdiction of the Court of Justice of the European Union, refuses to make a general contribution to the EU budget and wants to conduct its own trade policy.’




  The text was drawn up with close attention to detail, and, in accordance with the principles of transparency and consultation, it was cleared with European Commission and the Council. Crucially, it laid out a timetable for negotiations which was based on the strict letter of Article 50 and made it impossible to settle everything at once in the way Mrs May’s Lancaster House speech suggested; talks on the United Kingdom’s withdrawal and on its future relationship would be conducted separately. Under the heading ‘sequencing of the negotiations’ it said:




  

    

      13. Underlines that, in accordance with Article 50(2) of the Treaty on European Union, the negotiations are to concern the arrangements for the United Kingdom’s withdrawal while taking account of the framework for the United Kingdom’s future relationship with the European Union;




      14. Agrees that should substantial progress be made towards a withdrawal agreement then talks could start on possible transitional arrangements on the basis of the intended framework for the United Kingdom’s future relationship with the European Union;




      15. Notes that an agreement on a future relationship between the European Union and the United Kingdom as a third country can only be concluded once the United Kingdom has withdrawn from the European Union.


    


  




  The resolution was also very clear on the three issues that should be dealt with first: ‘The legal status of EU-27 citizens living or having lived in the United Kingdom and of United Kingdom citizens living or having lived in other EU member states; the settlement of financial obligations between the United Kingdom and the European Union; and the European Union’s external border.’




  According to FullFact, an independent UK factchecking charity, around 3.7 million (in 2018) people living in the UK are citizens of another EU country – about 6 per cent of the total UK population. Just under 1 million of these EU citizens are Poles, over 400,000 come from Romania, and Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Lithuania, France, Spain, Germany and Latvia complete the list of the ten countries with the largest number of citizens in the UK. The number of people born in the UK who live in other EU countries is estimated at 1.2 million (data collected by the United Nations in 2015). Spain hosts the largest group, 308,000. The second largest number lives in Ireland, an estimated 254,000, France is third with 185,000, Germany hosts 103,000, and 64,000 live in Italy. The European Parliament demanded that ‘their respective rights and interests must be given full priority in the negotiations’. The EU citizens in the UK and the UK citizens in the EU were quick to organise themselves into lobby groups – the 3 Million and British in Europe. They put pressure on the European Parliament with a constant stream of letters to Verhofstadt and many other MEPs.




  On the settlement of financial obligations, the resolution stressed that:




  

    

      A single financial settlement with the United Kingdom on the basis of the European Union’s annual accounts as audited by the European Court of Auditors must include all its legal liabilities arising from outstanding commitments as well as making provision for off-balance sheet items, contingent liabilities and other financial costs arising directly as a result of the United Kingdom’s withdrawal.


    


  




  The third big issue, that of the European Union’s external border, was above all about the border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, which, with Britain’s departure from the EU, would become the only land border between the EU and the UK. Although the issue did not at this stage have anything like the political prominence it would later acquire, the basic dilemma was there from the first. On the one hand the border had to be kept open, to ensure continued peace and stability on the Irish island, in accordance with the Good Friday Agreement. On the other hand, it could not simply stay open as if nothing had changed, because the EU did not want a 300-plus-mile open door for goods which might not conform to their standards to be smuggled into the single market and the customs union. The problem might be solved by a future trade agreement that maintained the alignment of tariffs and regulations in the two markets, but because the European Union insisted on the ‘sequencing of negotiations’ a trade agreement was not something the EU wanted to talk about at this stage.
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The BSG members slaved on their resolution for over two hours, and then a bottle of wine came out – a good one, from Sicily. Bram Delen, Verhofstadt’s speechwriter, produced some glasses. ‘OK, we are going to not drink on the Brexit, but on the resolution,’ Verhofstadt declared. ‘On the revocation,’ Danuta Hübner suggested. But that seemed an unrealistic proposition, so Verhofstadt stuck with what was possible. ‘If we make an agreement with the Brits, we are going to pour 100 of these . . .’ The wine connoisseur briefly took over from the politician.




  

    

      VERHOFSTADT: A little bit too cold, eh?




      GUALTIERI: Yeah, it’s cold. French way, they serve [it like] that.




      VERHOFSTADT: So 100 per cent cabernet sauvignon, Etna. I think that it’s four, five hundred metres altitude that they make it . . .


    


  




  The Pole Danuta Hübner teased the group’s president with, ‘But you used to give good dinners, and now wine only?’, at which point they turned their attention to future meetings. Verhofstadt raised his glass and put an affectionate hand on Brok’s arm.




  

    

      VERHOFSTADT: This is the Brexit Steering Group, for two years together . . . Yeah!! [laughs] And then the transition period also. Again three years. Yeah!!




      BROK: At least three years.




      VERHOFSTADT: At least.


    


  




  That good humour had evaporated when Verhofstadt’s staff gathered two days later, on 29 March 2017. Despite the apparent unity in the Brexit Steering Group, one member, it seemed, had played outside the rules. Guillaume McLaughlin and Eva Palatova came storming into the room where Bram Delen was preparing for a press conference Verhofstadt was due to give that afternoon, once Theresa May had formalised Britain’s decision to trigger Article 50. The text the BSG had agreed was all over the pages of a British newspaper.




  

    

      MCLAUGHLIN: It’s in The fucking Guardian, have you seen it?




      DELEN: Yeah, are you surprised, honestly? Guillaume?




      MCLAUGHLIN: Well, it’s not bad that it is only today in The Guardian.




      DELEN: Yeah, that surprises me – that it is only today. Are you honestly surprised?




      MCLAUGHLIN: Yeah, I’m really pissed off.




      DELEN: Come on. Brok, Gualtieri, Lamberts?




      PALATOVA: We have to be able to trust those people. Otherwise how can you do stuff?




      MCLAUGHLIN: We’re going to have to negotiate with these guys over the next year and a half . . .


    


  




  Delen went on with his work, declaring, ‘It surprises me that you are surprised.’ It fell to Verhofstadt himself to calm his enraged chief of staff. ‘We’re about to publish the resolution anyway, in a couple of hours. Better that it happened today than yesterday.’
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  The road to 29 March 2017 had proved unexpectedly bumpy for Theresa May. While Guy Verhofstadt had been fighting to secure the rights of the European Parliament in the forthcoming negotiations, there was a parallel struggle between Parliament and the Executive going on in Britain. Mrs May’s government argued that it had the authority to initiate the process of withdrawing from the European Union under the ancient constitutional provision known as ‘royal prerogative’, which, by tradition, gives British governments the right to conduct foreign affairs. But Gina Miller, a pro-European activist and fund manager, challenged that in the courts, arguing that triggering Article 50 would lead to the nullification of parliamentary Acts relating to Britain’s EU membership, and that it therefore required parliamentary ratification.




  When the High Court supported her, the ruling prompted one of the most notorious headlines of the Brexit debate; the Daily Mail put photographs of the judges who took the decision on its front page, declaring them ‘Enemies of the People’. The Supreme Court, Britain’s highest judicial authority, confirmed on 24 January 2017, by a majority of 8–3, that Parliament must give its authority to the invocation of Article 50. It was partly because of the case that Mrs May promised a parliamentary vote on any withdrawal agreement she eventually negotiated with the European Union.




  On 1 February Parliament duly gave its consent to the triggering of Article 50 – the government was backed by the leadership of the Labour Party, and the motion went through by 498 to 114. On 29 March 2017 at twenty past twelve, Sir Tim Barrow, the United Kingdom’s permanent representative to the European Union, delivered Theresa May’s letter to the president of the European Council, Donald Tusk, by hand. ‘I am writing to give effect to the democratic decision of the people of the United Kingdom,’ it read. ‘I hereby notify the European Council in accordance with Article 50(2) of the Treaty on European Union of the United Kingdom’s intention to withdraw from the European Union.’




  The letter was also the beginning of negotiations – the EU had refused to begin them until Article 50 was formally invoked, arguing that they did not want to negotiate ‘on the basis of a speech’. In her letter Theresa May once again spelled out the British position that Britain’s future relationship with the EU should be discussed alongside a withdrawal agreement: ‘We believe it is necessary to agree the terms of our future partnership alongside those of our withdrawal from the EU.’ And there was an implied threat, a hint that Britain might withdraw its much-valued security cooperation if it did not get the trade deal it wanted: ‘If we leave the European Union without an agreement the default position is that we would have to trade on World Trade Organisation terms,’ the letter stated. ‘In security terms a failure to reach agreement would mean our cooperation in the fight against crime and terrorism would be weakened.’




  [image: ]




  In the eternal competition between the three big European institutions, Verhofstadt wanted the European Parliament to be the first to react to May’s letter. At a press conference in the afternoon, he planned to read out a carefully prepared statement, in which every word was weighed. The communiqué was composed according to a fixed ritual. Bram Delen had written a first draft on the basis of a discussion with Verhofstadt the day before. That draft was then filleted in the course of the morning by the whole team – Verhofstadt, Bram, Guillaume, Edel, Eva and Jeroen – with everyone giving comments and taking notes around a big table.




  Now it was up to Bram to rewrite the statement, using Verhofstadt’s annotated version of his first draft as a basis – which was no sinecure, because his boss’s scribbling was . . . scribbly. ‘OK, you’re all set there? You have the bits and pieces?’ Guillaume asked Bram.




  ‘Yes,’ he said.




  ‘Is this Hoff’s version?’ Edel asked. ‘Do you want me to sit here and hold your hand and help you with Hoff’s writing?’




  Bram nodded thankfully: ‘Oh yes.’




  Verhofstadt had left the room by then, to go to another meeting – only to return half an hour later with more thoughts about the statement, which he had jotted down on the sides of a document that he still needed. But no problem. He tore off the sides where he had scribbled down his thoughts and handed them one by one to Bram, who couldn’t suppress a smile, much more aware than his boss of the camera registering the moment.




  The main message that Verhofstadt wanted to convey was that in the treaty it was very clearly indicated that ‘it is this house, the European Parliament, which has to approve the final deal, the final agreement.’ He also wanted to issue a number of clear warnings, and the fact that he would have to word them carefully made him itchy. At a certain point during the morning brainstorm he’d said to his chief of staff Guillaume McLaughlin, who was reining him in, ‘You’re really cautious, eh? You cannot talk about this, you cannot talk about that. Blablabla. You have to be under the waterline. Maybe’, he suggested sarcastically, ‘we have not to appear today in the press conference, that would be the best thing.’




  Delen, his hand held by Crosse, now had to find the right words for the warnings, which, notwithstanding McLaughlin’s concerns, were to be clear and stark. One important point was that, between the UK and the twenty-seven remaining EU member states, there should be only one negotiator: Michel Barnier.




  

    

      DELEN: We’ll not accept parallel negotiations, behind our back.




      CROSSE: No, because it’s the principle, he wants to name it, so we can say: I don’t accept what I call ‘behind our back’ negotiations.




      DELEN: The EU will make all national concerns, no, will take all national concerns on board – he didn’t really mention this, eh? Is it OK? – will take all national concerns on board as its own.


    


  




  In the press conference this eventually emerged as: ‘We hope for fair and constructive negotiations. That means ‘not behind our back’: individual member states of the EU could be tempted to negotiate separate agreements with the UK. For us, the EP, the unity of the twenty-seven is vital.’




  Another warning concerned the attempt that May had made in her letter to bargain with security. ‘What we shall never accept is that there is a trade-off . . . saying, “Oh we can do a good agreement on security, internal and external, if there is also a deal that we want, on trade and economics.” I think that the security of our citizens is far too important to start a trade-off for one for the other.’




  Then there was the delicate question of whether the United Kingdom should be punished for having the temerity to leave the Union:




  

    

      DELEN: The point is, do we add the punitive expedition?




      CROSSE: No.




      DELEN: In the end it will be clear that it can never be better outside the Union than inside.




      CROSSE: It will never be better. ‘Can’ never be better means we’re gonna make an effort for it not to be better. ‘Will’ means, we believe genuinely that they will be worse off. There’s the difference.




      DELEN: And perhaps you can say . . . this is not about punishment, it’s the iron logic of the treaties. [smiles] It’s a bit dramatic, but yeah, no?


    


  




  At 12.35 p.m., Theresa May announced the triggering of Article 50 in Parliament. ‘A few minutes ago in Brussels,’ she said from the despatch box, ‘the United Kingdom’s permanent representative to the EU handed a letter to the president of the European Council on my behalf, confirming the government’s decision to invoke Article 50 of the Treaty on European Union. The Article 50 process is now underway. And, in accordance with the wishes of the British people, the United Kingdom is leaving the European Union.’




  In Guy Verhofstadt’s Brussels offices, Bram Delen gave a running commentary. ‘This is an historic moment from which there can be no turning back. Britain is leaving the European Union,’ Mrs May said, to the appreciative muttering of her backbenchers. Bram remarked: ‘The supportive mumbling goes a bit . . .’ and with his hands he showed ‘down’. To which Edel said smilingly: ‘They’re not sure whether to be too supportive or not.’ May continued, ‘We will strengthen the Union of the four nations that comprise our United Kingdom. We will negotiate as one United Kingdom, taking account of the specific interests of every nation and region of the UK.’ From Bram: ‘The problem, either she’s contradicting herself within the same speech, or she’s saying things that everybody knows are completely untrue. “More than ever united” – it’s the opposite.’
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