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Abstract 

The European Union (EU) integration project is under attack from a reassertion of national 

sovereignty following Brexit and the Covid-19 crisis. Our analysis examines the impact that 

traditional forms of sovereignty and national interests will have on the conduct of EU foreign 

and security policy post-Brexit.1 We focus on the Brexit challenge to the EU mode of 

regulation and diplomacy in internal/external policies in Common Foreign and Security Policy 

(CFSP), Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), and Justice and Home Affairs (JHA). 

The article also considers key scenarios for future UK-EU security cooperation to inform 

analysis of likely policy outcomes for the UK and the EU. The article concludes that the EU 

will have a greater impact through its laws and regulations on the post-Brexit UK than vice 

versa, and that Brexit is not an immediate threat to the EU's regulatory mode of security 
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governance. The new realities of internal/external security governance in Europe post-Brexit 

will mean weakened EU-UK security arrangements, which will impact the scope and quality 

of European security cooperation beyond traditional defence. This is both undesirable and 

potentially dangerous for European security cooperation, and for Europe's position in the wider 

world. 

Keywords Brexit • CSDP • European Union • justice and home affairs • security cooperation 

• sovereignty 

 

Introduction 

Since the United Kingdom referendum on EU membership in June 2016 much of the legal and 

political science/international relations literature has focused on how the UK can remain linked 

to the EU in internal and external security terms, and on post-Brexit EU external relations.1 

This paper examines the external relations regime of the EU, and UK/EU relations in terms of 

internal/external security policy. The UK’s separation from the jurisdiction of the EU Court of 

Justice (EUCJ) renders the UK a third country beyond EU governance. The EU-UK Trade and 

Cooperation Agreement (TCA) of 24 December 2020 does not cover security/defence, and 

determining this relationship is for the future (HM Government 2020).  

Recent EU-UK security cooperation has been managed on an ad hoc case-by-case basis. 

The UK can pick and choose when to cooperate on pressing issues such as Libya, Covid-19, 

Iran, and climate change. This is at odds with the EU’s structured approach to foreign and 

security cooperation. London balks at notions of EU strategic autonomy (Macron 2020; Borrell 

 
1 For an overview of various state-of-the-art literatures associated with Brexit, see Richardson, J. and 

Rittberger, V. (2020) (eds) ‘The Brexit Policy Fiasco’. Special Issue, Journal of European Public Policy. 27(5): 649-

794. 
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2020a, 2020b) as a potential threat to NATO, as well as perceived French unilateralism in 

foreign and security policy. Finally, the declaratory nature of much EU foreign policy is not 

attractive to London.  

The EU supports a rules-based international order (Bradford 2012, 2020). It sets new 

agendas, standards, and rules as a “norm promoter”. It appears as a consistent internationalist 

in a world shifting towards populism, and localism (Fahey 2020). The Union has applied these 

same principles to negotiations with the UK. 

EU officials responsible for negotiating the UK’s departure from the Union, under direction 

from member state governments, maintained that the UK should not achieve advantages from 

leaving, exposing the UK’s ambition to achieve “frictionless” trade with the Union while 

freeing itself from Single Market legislation and EUCJ jurisdiction (May 2017; Tocci 2018). 

The UK approach was pilloried as a “cake” policy, having while eating (Tusk 2016; Stojanovic 

2017). Supporters of Leave in the UK emphasised Britain’s role as a diplomatic and foreign 

policy power, deploying the aspirational phrase “Global Britain” (May 2017). This puts a 

Eurosceptic twist on a long-standing UK grand strategy involving global leadership in which 

“Europe” always played an ambiguous part (Daddow 2019). They stress Britain’s past imperial 

power and status as head of the Commonwealth and its Permanent 5 status in the UN Security 

Council (UNSC). For many the referendum was a demand to reassert British sovereignty across 

multiple policy domains. Arguably, the UK’s global status may be damaged by Brexit but 

losing an economy the size of the UK with its considerable reach through diplomatic networks 

damages the EU too (Martill and Sus 2018). London’s foreign policy has been distinctly 

ideological and remains so, even in the context of an Integrated Review of Security, Defence, 

Development and Foreign Policy (UK Ministry of Defence 2020). There may also be a lack of 

mutual trust between the UK government and its counterparts in Brussels, a potentially serious 

issue going forward. Various possibilities for security cooperation include bilateralism, the 
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multilateral NATO route, and forms of issue- specific cooperation, but all will prove inferior 

to structured arrangements within the EU framework (Balfour 2020).    

In the following sections we focus on how Brexit challenges the EU model of regulation 

and diplomacy in CFSP and CSDP, and in Justice and Home Affairs (JHA) where this concerns 

security cooperation across state borders. We hypothesise that Brexit challenges the EU model 

of supranational regulation and diplomacy across the full range of external policy making. We 

also hypothesise that the watered-down EU-UK security relationship will mean worse 

outcomes for both parties. Finally, we assess the implications for the Union in security terms, 

a key issue for post-Brexit EU-UK relations. 

Intergovernmentalism in the EU has increased in recent years. The Union has failed to 

speak with one voice on global security challenges, including internal/external threats, 

nationalism/populism in Hungary and Poland, and on Covid-19. However, its united front 

during the Brexit negotiations frustrated British attempts to conduct bilateral discussions with 

key member states, especially under Theresa May’s leadership (Figueira and Martill 2020). 

While Brexit asserts a traditional view of sovereignty, the Union displays tensions between 

intergovernmentalism and common policy. Aside from the single market and the common front 

on Brexit, intergovernmentalism has been in the ascendance. Several member states opposed 

quotas on the distribution of migrants following the 2015 migration crisis (Juncker 2015; Zalan 

2016). Poland and Hungary resisted Commission pressure regarding values, law and justice, 

even delaying approval for the 2021-27 multiannual budget (Bayer, 2020; European Council, 

2020a). They also led Visegrad resistance to an overhaul of migration and asylum rules 

(France24 2020; Reuters 2020). More recently, the EU response to Covid-19 has been 

described as “too slow” and “fragmented”, with member states adopting contrasting measures 

to address the crisis (Banks 2020, 2021).   
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The UK leaving the Union is consistent with this intergovernmental trend and it challenges 

European integration. Brexit is in the vanguard of the intergovernmental and global security 

challenges that both the UK and the EU face. It is also essential to analyse future EU-UK 

security cooperation scenarios, given the centrality of this relationship to Europe’s stability. 

 

Brexit and the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and Common Security and 

Defence Policy (CSDP)  

How will Brexit affect this policy field? The implications for the Union are striking given that 

France and the UK are the only member states with “full-spectrum” power projection capability 

and strategic cultures that tolerate military intervention and the use of fire power (IISS 2019; 

Mölling and Giegerich 2018). Both are P5 UN Security Council members and nuclear powers. 

They constitute around 25 per cent of EU defence expenditure, the UK slightly ahead of France 

(Stojanovic 2017). So, the potential loss in military capability implied by Brexit is substantial. 

If CSDP has aspired to enhance EU defence capability, then Brexit undermines this ambition.  

The Commission also indicated that by statute, UK contractors could not bid for contracts 

concerning the encrypted military components of the Galileo Satellite project, whereupon 

London indicated it would build its own system (Gannon 2018). The government contemplated 

a low orbit alternative to Galileo (Hollinger and Parker 2020), but later abandoned this for 

technical reasons, and on cost grounds following the coronavirus pandemic (Gallardo 2020). 

Without its own alternative, London would need to pay for access to Galileo’s military 

encryption or pay the US to use GPS.  

Arguments over Galileo highlight how despite warm words about cooperation, Brexit 

shakes the structure of UK involvement in EU security and defence.  Brexit may have little 
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impact on the UK military, but it deprives the UK of influence over the EU’s CSDP (UK 

Parliament 2016). Another report highlights risks from the UK losing access to EU defence 

projects and to the European Defence Fund (Institute for Government 2020).  Another sign of 

declining British influence is that command of the CSDP counter piracy operation off Somalia 

moved from near London to Rota in Andalusia (TRT World 2018; EU NAVFOR Atalanta, 

2021). 

On the plus-side, the UK is a key NATO member, one of the few European states spending 

two per cent of GDP on defence. Now, prospects for continued UK commitment to European 

defence and security revolve around three possible scenarios: CSDP+, NATO, or strengthened 

bilateral ties, especially with France (Martill and Sus 2018). There seems little prospect of the 

UK disengaging altogether: the EU and especially France, but also the UK, have emphasised 

their common interests in a close defence and security relationship. While in theory the UK 

could continue to contribute to CSDP, this is unlikely because as a third country it would have 

no planning, decision-making or leadership role.  

Brexit may present the EU with opportunities as well as threats. The EU Global Strategy 

(EEAS, 2016) set new ambitions for EU actorness in foreign and security policy. The 

Commission’s European Defence Action Plan was an early sign of it seeking to promote 

common defence and a more competitive European defence equipment market (European 

Commission 2016). The UK took a backseat as several initiatives followed, some which 

London would have resisted (Tocci 2018; Anghel and Fogel 2018). These included the launch 

of Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO). Next, in 2017 the Commission launched the 

European Defence Fund (EDF) with €600m annually until 2020 and €7.9 billion thereafter to 

support collaborative spending by groups of member states (Kelly 2021). This contribution is 

not insignificant, but nor is it transformative, especially as it underwent a 40 per cent due to 

the coronavirus pandemic (Quintin 2020). A European Parliament study cautions that benefits 
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from the EDF are likely to be small, as states remain wedded to domestic suppliers in 

purchasing and investment (Wilkinson 2020). A third step was the Council-initiated 

Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD), backed by the EDA secretariat. CARD 

monitors member state defence spending and identifies opportunities for pooling resources and 

building joint capabilities. It attempts to build on ten years of EDA efforts towards a 

coordinated approach to capability development, with pooling and sharing between member 

states, and cooperative research and technology (R&T).  

What has been lacking (…) is a high-level coordination format with a specific forward-

looking capability-oriented mandate, giving the central role to member states, who 

finance and implement this political guidance through their national processes. The 

CARD, conceived as a monitoring mechanism driven by member states, can very 

effectively fill that gap (van Raybroeck 2019).  

With proper member state support, PESCO and CARD could constitute integrative steps 

towards defence capability. But among 47 joint projects, none were big-ticket strategic 

enablers, such as the new Airbus Defence and Space fighter aircraft under development outside 

of the PESCO framework, involving France, Germany, and Spain (Hoyle 2019; Sprenger 2020; 

Besch 2020). Moreover, Brexit threatens the viability of a unified European Defence and 

Technological Industrial Base (EDTIB), especially since the UK’s BAE Systems, with 

Swedish, Italian, and possibly Dutch partners, is developing a rival to the Airbus project. 

Ominously, an EDA official doubted the viability of two competing Future Combat Aircraft 

Systems (Euroactiv 2019).  

British engagement through PESCO or CSDP could imply a sovereignty cost for the UK 

since it would lack participation in decision-making. In contrast, UK commitment to NATO 
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represents continuity and is barely impacted by Brexit, with the Art.5 commitment unaltered 

(NATO 1949).  

As well as NATO, the other continuity channel for UK engagement in European security 

and defence is bilateral cooperation with France. Since the 2010 Lancaster House agreements 

the two leading powers in Europe have developed a closer military relationship, including the 

Combined Joint Expeditionary Force (CJEF) (UK Ministry of Defence 2010, 2016). Neither 

engagement through NATO nor bilateral agreements run into the sovereignty challenges that 

arise with EU-led initiatives. An important caveat: security cooperation with France or the EU 

may be undermined by deterioration in UK-EU relations post-Brexit (Taylor 2020). Difficult 

trade negotiations regarding services, or border disputes, or “level playing field” concerns 

regarding the EU single market, could degrade trust and cooperation in security and defence. 

The same applies for security around migration, policing, counter terrorism, and data sharing 

(see below).  

Additionally, UK sovereigntists should not assume that their partners in Paris are focused 

only on cross-Channel ties. France and Germany updated their 1963 Elysée Treaty of 

Friendship in 2019 at Aachen, strengthening mutual defence commitments between Paris and 

Berlin, beyond those in NATO Art.5 or TEU Art.42.7 (Perot 2019). This format is further 

explored through the E3 involving the UK, France, and Germany, thus helping to bind London 

to the larger EU powers (Billon-Galland and Whitman 2020). There could be concerns over 

Italy, Spain, and Poland feeling left out of E3 arrangements. In the absence of deeper or wider 

cooperation within the EU, and involving the UK, the E3 framework might work well. 

The UK seems unlikely to seek participation in PESCO and will be ineligible for EDF 

support. In the interests of strengthening European defence, EU27 might welcome British 

involvement, but ironically, if the UK were still in the EU, the traditional unanimity 
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requirement could have stymied such initiatives. Another 2017 innovation was the Military 

Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC), a command centre in Brussels for the military 

aspects of civilian crisis management. This would have been condemned in Britain as a step 

towards an “EU Army”. Next, in 2018, the Commission launched the European Defence 

Industrial Development Programme (EDIDP), a preparatory step before the onset of the EDF 

in 2021. It is designed to promote multinational industrial R&D projects that can assist 

European strategic autonomy, so reducing reliance on the United States. It should also promote 

EU-NATO collaboration (Euroactiv 2018; European Council 2018). The EU might also 

develop the concept of multinational brigades, with or without UK participation (Biscop 

2020a).  

A further indication of deeper Commission involvement in EU defence was the creation of 

a separate Directorate General, DG Defence Industry and Space in the Ursula von der Leyen 

Commission. The remit of DG DEFIS encompasses EDF oversight, promotion of an open and 

competitive defence equipment market and compliance with defence procurement rules, an 

Action Plan on Military Mobility, fostering an innovative EU space industry, and 

implementation of the EU Space Programme including development of Galileo (Gotkowska 

2019). UK absence from these endeavours will have damaging consequences for the Union 

and Britain.  The exclusion of UK technological and industrial capability from EU defence-

industrial projects represents mutual disadvantage (Taylor 2020). 

None of these developments alter the fundamental intergovernmental nature of CSDP 

(Donnelly 2010; Martill and Sus 2018). Brexit may potentially prompt moves towards qualified 

majority voting (QMV) in CFSP. This has a clear logic in an EU of 25 or more members 

(Blockmans 2017). Nevertheless, PESCO offers an opportunity since it is underpinned by the 

legal force of a Council directive and came not from the Commission, but from a joint 

undertaking by France and Germany. To be effective PESCO must prioritize strategic enablers 
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that bring real defence capability, and it must work towards creating integrated forces under 

multinational frameworks (Biscop 2017, 2018). PESCO critics complain that under pressure 

from Germany, instead of enabling smaller groups of states to advance projects, it mutated into 

a 25-member state instrument that requires consensus (Nováky 2018). This restricts capability 

development and risks free riding (Witney 2017). PESCO is supposed to involve effective 

compliance monitoring through a form of convergence criteria, a function that CARD could 

supply, but only if the process is mandatory, not optional (Biscop 2017). Finally, PESCO, and 

European defence generally, needs money which states are perennially reluctant to supply (Sus 

2017), more so since Covid-19. Ironically, the more effective PESCO is, and the more it 

involves CARD-led monitoring, the less likely is UK involvement. PESCO’s legal basis is also 

a substantial impediment to third country participation. 

The UK is a key military and diplomatic actor, but Brexit undermines UK foreign and 

defence policy influence. A new bilateralism between the UK and EU partners will likely 

become the new normal, in the absence of deeper institutional relationships within EU 

frameworks. Bilateral relationships with France and Germany will be key for the UK. 

Nevertheless, one cannot separate these relationships from the broader contexts within which 

such cooperation exists (Pannier 2020). A more multilaterally inclined US under President 

Biden will provide an overarching mechanism for bi- and tri-lateral security cooperation 

between London, Paris, and Berlin. The UK position as Washington’s gateway to the EU 

regarding security has gone, and the favoured interlocutors now are Berlin and Paris. Where 

defence and intelligence are concerned, the UK will remain America’s most important ally in 

Europe, as well as internationally. 

Bilateral security cooperation between Britain and France will continue within the UN 

system, but Paris also coordinates policy with the EU. In theory, this could help cooperation 
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between Britain and the EU in the UN. The UK remains a permanent member of the UNSC, 

even though its influence may be declining, partly due to Brexit (Gifkins et al 2019). 

The UK’s position in NATO remains highly significant. We may expect London to use the 

Atlantic Alliance as a key supplement to bilateral defence and security relationships with 

Washington, Berlin, Paris, Rome, Madrid, and Warsaw. The UK remains the leading European 

military power but anticipated economic decline may inhibit London’s capacity to maintain its 

current defence posture (Goodman and Meakin, 2020; Tetlow and Pope, 2020). The UK 

economy faces decline relative to upcoming powers such as India, Brazil, and China (Sampson 

2020). The UK could become less relevant to American grand strategy, but Brexit makes 

NATO even more important to UK foreign and defence policy, as well as to transatlantic 

security (Cladi and Locatelli 2020). 

The UK also remains a leading member of the Commonwealth, though again this is arguably 

a declining relationship, as the UK loses influence and new relationships form for countries 

with new agendas beyond Britain (Clegg 2016).  UK influence in other international 

institutions such as the World Bank, IMF and WTO is also declining (Roberts et al 2019), as 

evidenced by London’s failure to get Liam Fox appointed head of the WTO in 2020.  

Within broader CFSP frameworks, Brexit could provide opportunities if London manages 

to carve out a niche as an independent influencer. Niblett (2021: 1) suggests ‘a blueprint for 

Britain’s future foreign policy’. To succeed, Britain needs to focus less on great power 

ambitions, but more on developing influence as a broker of solutions. Priorities should be 

protecting liberal democracy, promoting peace and prosperity, tackling climate change, 

championing global tax transparency and equitable economic growth, and defending 

cyberspace (ibid). Crucially, however, London’s partnership with the EU is of primary 

importance in achieving these objectives, even ahead of the USA, and significantly ahead of 
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identified targets of the ‘Global Britain’ agenda, such as China, India, Saudi Arabia, and 

Turkey. We argue that EU membership was no barrier to Britain pursuing these objectives. 

Indeed, UK influence is probably less now than as a member state. 

Tonra (2019) highlights possible directions for future EU-UK defence and security 

cooperation. The EU has identified two key scenarios. The first involves the loss of formal 

defence, security and foreign policy cooperation, and instead using bilateral arrangements 

through NATO and the OSCE. This approach risks destabilising the EU-NATO relationship. 

The second involves tailored issue-by-issue bilateral relations on an, including participation in 

CSDP and CFSP. This is legally challenging and could be politically unacceptable in Britain.  

Tonra argues that possible UK choices for defence and security cooperation with the EU are 

more complex and relate to domestic political exigencies. He suggests four scenarios. (i) The 

UK playing a special global role in security, a “decentring of UK foreign policy away from a 

European to a greater global perspective”, (ibid, 234). (ii) The UK as an Atlanticist mini 

hegemon, with NATO central to defence policy. This could engender tensions in EU-NATO 

relations. (iii) The UK intensifying defence cooperation in Europe but from outside the EU, 

using mini-lateral and bilateral frameworks in pursuit of European defence and security 

interests. For example, reinforcing the France-UK Lancaster House treaties and creating similar 

arrangements with Germany and Poland, or enhancing President Macron’s European 

Intervention Initiative (EI2) (Macron 2017; Nováky 2018). (iv) A unique UK-EU partnership 

that maintains UK decision-making within CFSP and CSDP, and participation in ministerial 

meetings. This has been firmly rejected by the EU.     

In summary, Brexit presents important security and defence challenges to both the EU and 

the UK. The institutional innovations following Britain’s referendum in 2016 (PESCO, EDF, 

CARD, MPCC, EDIDP) constitute opportunities for coordinated multilateral projects that 
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could deliver capability enhancement. “EU integration (in security and defence) has been 

consolidated and advanced in response to Brexit” (Jokela 2020: 114). This integration might 

be better described as cooperation, but it does suggest more understanding of common interests. 

Greater harmonisation around CFSP/CSDP should follow (Martill and Sus 2018). Integration 

will remain limited if member states persist with the intergovernmentalism traditionally 

dominant in CFSP. Moreover, the coronavirus pandemic risks undermining member states’ 

focus on consolidation, pooling and sharing, and commitment to joint projects in defence-

related manufacturing and capability enhancement (Quintin 2020; Biscop 2020b). 

For the UK, the continuity route is cooperation through NATO and bilateral (non-EU-

mediated) agreements with France and the Nordic or northern European countries. Closer 

French-British ties through the European Intervention Initiative (EI2) could build on the 

Lancaster House treaties, and the CJEF. The UK is also the protagonist in another Joint 

Expeditionary Force (JEF) involving the Nordic and Baltic States, and the Netherlands (UK 

Ministry of Defence 2014).2 The scope for UK participation in EU instruments looks limited, 

or available at a cost in terms of sovereignty. For example, UK participation in CSDP with no 

role in decision -making, and without meaningful participation in the Political and Security 

Committee which oversees CSDP. 

In a broader strategic sense, Larik (2018) argues that Brexit and Trump represent upheaval 

while the EU Global Strategy seeks to guard the liberal world order against populisms on both 

sides of the Atlantic by defending outward-looking cosmopolitan and multilateral values. Joe 

Biden’s election signals more traditional forms of liberal internationalism and multilateralism 

and a push back against populism and normative backsliding. The British role in EU security 

 
2 In June 2017 Sweden and Finland joined the JEF. Founder members of this UK initiative were Denmark, 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Netherlands, and Norway.  
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policy is diminished by Brexit, as the UK loses voting rights and veto in CFSP/CSDP. Both 

parties will be militarily weakened. More broadly, a key question for British foreign and 

security policy outside the EU is to what extent will a Biden administration relegate the UK to 

a lower status than Germany and France in bilateral relations with European states? 

 

Brexit and Justice and Home Affairs 

Justice and Home Affairs (JHA) is located within the EU Area of Freedom, Security and Justice 

(AFSJ). Internal and external security agendas in the EU are inextricably linked, with AFSJ- 

CFSP ties substantially upgraded in recent years (Bossong and Lavenex 2016; Carrapico and 

Farrand 2020). Brexit, however, is likely to be disruptive. The EU Global Strategy emphasises 

internal security given that external security is increasingly instrumentalised to achieve AFSJ 

objectives (Carrapico et al 2019). 

The Amsterdam Treaty created the AFSJ, bringing several security-related competences, 

including the Schengen acquis, into Community affairs under EU Court of Justice jurisdiction. 

AFSJ displays increasing cross-over into CFSP and external security, as the internal/external 

security distinction has become blurred. This is evident in border security, asylum, migration, 

combatting organised crime, policing and judicial matters, and cybersecurity. Creating an 

internal security strategy extends into external policy, so the AFSJ moves justice and home 

affairs closer to CFSP and CSDP. The development and human rights interests of CSDP 

attempt to reduce migratory flows into Europe. This blurring between internal and external 

security reflects a need for more common policy and a more integrated CFSP (Monar 2010), 

and deeper cooperation between the Commission and the High Representative for Foreign 

Affairs and Security Policy (Carrapico and Farrand 2020). 
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Brexit is likely to significantly affect JHA, since several decades of internal security 

integration has created “a complex network of cooperation” between EU and UK security 

structures (Carrapico et al 2019: 5). A likely tension in EU-UK relations concerns respective 

willingness to limit social media platforms, where EU interest in combatting harmful 

propaganda is perceived as a lesser concern for the more libertarian UK (Carrapico and Ferrand 

2020). More broadly, cooperation on policing and security, including cybersecurity, will be 

critical in a new EU-UK relationship. The UK leaving the EU legal framework and its policing 

and judicial agencies, Europol and Eurojust, and falling outside the European Arrest Warrant 

(EAW), will have major bi-directional implications in the fight against organised crime and 

terrorism. Any limitation on shared access to databases holding criminal records, DNA, 

Passenger Name Records, and fingerprinting data will seriously undermine policing and 

security (ibid 15-40). The TCA does allow security-related data exchange, but not UK real-

time access to the Schengen Information System (SIS II). According to The Economist (2018) 

“Britain's police forces searched for criminal records on the Schengen Information System 

539m times (in 2017)”. The UK dropped out of the European Arrest Warrant and is seeking an 

alternative extradition mechanism. Britain requested 2,741 arrests in other EU countries while 

receiving 14,553 requests from EU member states in the fiscal year 2019-20 (National Crime 

Agency 2021).  

The European Council adopted the Prüm Decisions concerning DNA-data sharing, finger 

printing, and vehicle registration records in August 2008, although its full implementation 

throughout all member states took several years, with most applied by 2017 (European Council 

2020b). On 31 December 2020, the UK lost 40,000 alerts derived from EU data bases. The UK 

National Crime Agency has lamented that British police will no longer have access to Europol 

or the SIS II data base, which contains sensitive information on organised criminals. UK 
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authorities lose access to EU-wide criminal intelligence and will rely on potentially less reliable 

bilateral relationships, and on Interpol (BBC News 2020).  

Sharing databases became controversial during 2019-20 with the UK accused of misusing 

EU data through unlawful sharing with the United States, and not sharing data on 75,000 

convicted criminals with their home countries (Boffey and Beckford 2020a, 2020b). Mistrust 

was compounded in 2020 by London insisting on continued access to SIS and Europol desp ite 

these being restricted to EU member states and under EU Court of Justice jurisdiction 

(Oltermann and Boffey 2020). The UK’s position contradicts London’s insistence that it could 

not be accountable to the EUCJ.  

Cybercrime is another area where Brexit undermines both UK and European security. 

Reduced access to shared databases, impaired police and intelligence cooperation, and 

diminished joint research initiatives carry negative implications for both parties (Lavorgna 

2019). The UK has been a leader in cybersecurity at the EU level (Wall 2016). There has been 

an EU-wide trend towards increasingly close networks of information and intelligence sharing, 

essential in combatting serious organised crime including child exploitation, trafficking, money 

laundering, and IT systems hacking. Inevitably, the UK loses influence and access to 

transnational cooperation, damaging transnational efforts to combat cybercrime (Hillebrand 

2017).  

Without full access to Europol, the EAW, and SIS II, London no longer benefits from EU 

instruments developed over several decades. Replicating these structures will be costly and 

inefficient, perhaps completely implausible. Observer status within Europol or Eurojust is a 

poor substitute for membership. A former EU counter terrorism coordinator commented that 

police and judicial cooperation will become “more cumbersome, messy, and even a predictable 

source of acrimony. Britain will trade security for the semblance of sovereignty” (de Vries 
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2019). A former head of MI5 insisted that close ties with Europol was “absolutely vital” to UK 

security, especially in combatting terrorism (Dearden 2019).  

Finally, a further potential Brexit-related security problem for both the UK and the EU is 

the Northern Ireland/Ireland border.  The 2019 Withdrawal Agreement (WA) avoids the need 

for a “hard border” on the island of Ireland by mandating checks on goods passing between 

Great Britain and Northern Ireland – a “border in the Irish Sea”. This arrangement is widely 

regarded as essential to upholding the 1998 Good Friday Agreement (GFA). It avoids 

Ireland/Northern Ireland border checks. The WA and the TCA effectively keep Northern 

Ireland within the EU single market, but the working partnership between Dublin, London, and 

Belfast contained in the GFA will face new, and potentially severe, tests.  Combatting cross-

border smuggling is an issue that will require close partnership and coordination, but this 

cannot be guaranteed given the complications inherent in the UK being outside the EU.  

Border security is not simply a trade matter: “the peace in Northern Ireland remains fragile” 

(Keohane 2020). Almost half (56) of 119 terrorist attacks in the EU in 2019 were “ethno-

nationalist” or “separatist”, and of these all but one involved dissident Irish republican groups 

in Northern Ireland (Europol 2020: 16). Europol describes the threat from dissident 

Republicans as “severe” (ibid 54). 

In summary, various scenarios exist for UK-AFSJ relations. In criminal justice matters, the 

UK becomes a third country, and this will inevitably diminish UK-EU cooperation compared 

to the UK as an EU member state. The UK was not a member of Schengen, and EU-UK free 

movement of people ended on 31 December 2020. Additionally, the UK has reduced access to 

Europol criminal databases, and impaired transfer of criminal justice information between the 

UK and EU law enforcement agencies. Regarding data protection, it remains to be seen if the 



18 

 

UK will meet EU data adequacy tests and the extent to which the EUCJ will continue to rule 

in areas related to UK-EU data protection. 

Conclusion 

We have examined the impact on UK and EU external and internal security policy resulting 

from the UK’s departure from the European Union on 31 January 2020, albeit with a “no 

change” transition period to the end of the year. With the end of transition, we argue that in all 

aspects of security, external and internal, both parties suffer from less intensive cooperation, 

but the risks for the UK seem greater. Despite being a permanent member of the UNSC, a 

nuclear power, and head of the Commonwealth, the UK will experience a loss of international 

influence. Britain is relinquishing its role as a leading shaper of the EU single market and loses 

voting rights and veto in the CFSP and CSDP. It faces exclusion from EU defence structures, 

including PESCO and the EDF, the European Defence Agency and the military-strategic 

components of the Galileo satellite system. Britain has been Washington’s foremost European 

interlocutor, but even that role looks in jeopardy post-Brexit. On security, France could become 

Washington’s key European channel while Germany will dominate transatlantic trading 

relations (Barichella 2016). The durability of the UK’s much vaunted “special relationship” 

with the US should not be taken for granted, since one of its major purposes from a US 

perspective was to better understand the direction of EU policy. This is compromised by Brexit 

(The Economist 2020). Nevertheless, Washington will continue to value highly a 

comprehensive bilateral relationship with London, including the defence and intelligence 

sectors. 

The UK is unlikely to benefit from any purported sovereignty gain as a non-member of the 

EU. In a multipolar international political economy, trade blocs and large states wield the most 

influence in international forums like the WTO, or in combatting global challenges like climate 
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change, pandemics, and international terrorism. While in some areas the London government 

appears to support multilateral institutions, in others it seems less interested, and quitting the 

European Union is considered questionable and even regrettable by various governments and 

observers outside Europe (Yu 2017; Oliver 2016; UK Parliament 2019; The Observer 2019; 

Ring et al 2018).  

Liberal internationalism is still the dominant means of organising international relations 

between Western actors in the international system, but this has come under pressure with the 

rise of populism, right wing extremism and new nationalisms in Europe and the United States. 

The election of President Biden will likely reverse some of these trends, at least temporarily. 

But populist pressures in Europe may yet challenge the EU’s dominant mode of elite regulatory 

governance as well as the fundamental tenets of the European integration project as it has 

evolved since the early 1950s. Brexit is the most high-profile countermovement but is unlikely 

to alter the basics of the EU or its integration, despite warnings that “the European Union must 

take very seriously the need for democratic and social reform and renewal” (de Búrca 2018). 

Indeed, member states’ united response to Brexit may reinforce the foundations of the 

integration process (Schimmelfennig 2018).  

The evolving coronavirus pandemic places further strains on the EU, on the integrity of the 

single currency and Eurozone. But a crisis of this magnitude further underlines the need for EU 

solidarity and common responses to challenges across all policy fields, including CFSP (Biscop 

2020b).  

Covid-19 will surely disrupt EU security planning and may marginalise CSDP due to 

funding constraints, including the reduced EDF allocation (Quintin 2020). The economic fall-

out from the pandemic will squeeze member states’ commitment to CSDP, and political 

attention will focus on broader recovery objectives. But the pandemic also strengthens the case 
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for EU defence on geopolitical and economic grounds (Billon-Galland 2020; Biscop 2020b). 

Despite competing claims from the Green New Deal, agriculture, and the regions, “the EU 

should not completely abandon its pre-Covid-19 security and defence agenda” (Nováky 2020). 

The pandemic does not eliminate the need for a strategic and capable EU security and defence 

policy, but it makes achieving that goal more difficult. As the UK transitions to post-Brexit 

foreign and security policy arrangements with the EU, attitude to policies is key: worryingly, 

the UK government’s apparent lack of concern over reduced cooperation in security and 

policing may be a sign of how defence could be treated (Taylor 2020). This might seem 

negative in tone, but indifference should be avoided at all costs if there are to be positive 

prospects for EU-UK defence and security cooperation. 

The UK’s descent from power after 1945 is one of relative decline (Hill 2019). National 

foreign policy came to rest on the two pillars of the Atlantic alliance and the EU Common 

Foreign and Security Policy. With Brexit, the UK becomes a third country to the EU and its 

member states. Geography, history, and limited resources mean that Britain will continue to 

have a foreign policy partnership with the member states of the Union (ibid). Niblett (2021) 

argues that despite Brexit, the UK’s working relationship with the EU will be fundamental to 

the conduct of foreign policy as both share similar values and interests, echoing The Economist 

newspaper (The Economist 2021).   

The EU remains an important player in the global political economy and one with 

considerable normative influence on other regions of the world. Indeed, “the rules and 

regulations originating from Brussels have penetrated many aspects of economic life within 

and outside of Europe through the process of “unilateral regulatory globalization” (Bradford 

2012: 3, 2020). This occurs when a single state (or state-like entity) “is able to externalize its 

laws and regulations outside its borders through market mechanisms, resulting in the 
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globalization of standards” (Bradford 2012: 3). Following this logic, the EU will have a far 

greater impact through its laws and regulations on the post-Brexit UK than vice versa.  

In the final analysis Brexit will impact negatively on EU-UK security cooperation and 

damage the quality and scope of European security. This is both worrying and potentially 

dangerous. Fragmented cooperation sends a message to the outside world that Europe is 

internally divided. This can only give succour to those wishing to undermine EU and broader 

security cooperation in Europe. 
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