


While it is unlikely that the EU’s o er on Northern Ireland will change substantively, as indicated by
Barnier and others, there is scope for softening around the edges, and reducing the need for checks
between Northern Ireland and Great Britain. A customs border, if not a regulatory one, could also be
prevented if the UK were to remain in a customs union with the EU after the transition period ends, either
temporarily or permanently. It remains to be seen whether May could agree to this and keep her job, or
whether the British parliament would sign o on such a deal.

1. De-dramatisation

Barnier has often talked about his desire to ‘de-dramatise’ the backstop in the British debate. This does
not mean that the EU is entertaining the idea of revising its stance on the backstop, but Barnier has
indicated the EU can be exible, and said that not all of the necessary checks have to be carried out in
Northern Irish and British ports. It might also be possible to reduce the direct oversight of Northern



both parties more time to agree a deal over Northern Ireland and the overall UK-EU relationship, if it
were required.

Neither party would be bound to agree on either an extension of the transition or a temporary customs
union for all of the UK, but including either option in the Brexit deal now would push back the earliest
time that the Northern Irish-speci ¢ backstop could come into e ect. That could provide May some
cover domestically.

3. A long-term customs union

May — or her successor — could sign a political declaration that declares that the two sides will seek
to negotiate a customs union as the end state, removing the need for a customs border in the Irish

Sea. The Chequers plan for a complicated customs arrangement and UK participation in the single
market for goods would be replaced by UK membership of a customs union in industrial goods and
agricultural products.
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