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Debate resumed (Order, 9 January). 

 

Question again proposed, 

 

That this House approves for the purposes of section 13(1)(b) of the European Union (Withdrawal) 

Act 2018, the negotiated withdrawal agreement laid before the House on Monday 26 November 

2018 with the title ‘Agreement on the withdrawal of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 

Northern Ireland from the European Union and the European Atomic Energy Community’ and the 

framework for the future relationship laid before the House on Monday 26 November 2018 with the 

title ‘Political Declaration setting out the framework for the future relationship between the 

European Union and the United Kingdom’. 

 

12:08:00 

 

The Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Michael Gove) 

May I begin on a personal note, Mr Speaker? I am very, very grateful to Members on both sides of 

the House, from all parties, who very kindly contacted me or sent messages over the course of the 

Christmas holidays following my son’s accident. I am very grateful for the kind words that many 

sent. My son is recovering well and I just wanted to register my appreciation. 

 

A second brief point I want to make is that I want to ensure that as many colleagues as possible 

have the opportunity to intervene during my remarks. I recognise that we will be addressing a 

number of important issues today, not least the vital importance of maintaining environmental 

protection and the protection of workers’ rights, but I also recognise that many colleagues wish to 

speak, so I will try to keep my answers as brief as possible. 

 

It is perhaps appropriate, Mr Speaker, given that this is a debate on European matters, that we 

should be emulating what happens in European football competitions by having a second leg of this 

debate following the first one. In hotly contested European matches, strong views are sometimes 

held, not just about the merits of each side, but about the referee, but all I want to say is that I am 

personally grateful to you, Mr Speaker. You sat through the whole of the first leg of this debate and 

intend to sit through the second, which is an indication of how important this debate is and how 

seriously you take your responsibilities. Across the House, we all owe you thanks for how you have 

facilitated this debate. 

 

I also want to thank the many civil servants in my Department and elsewhere who have worked 

hard to secure the withdrawal agreement with the European Union. Officials, negotiators and others 

sometimes find themselves in the firing line but unable to speak for themselves, so let me speak for 



them: the dedicated public servants in the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the 

Department for Exiting the European Union and other Departments have worked hard to honour the 

referendum result and to secure the best possible deal for the British people. I place on record my 

thanks and those of my Government colleagues for their wonderful work. 

 

As everyone acknowledges, the deal that we have concluded is a compromise. Those who are 

critical of it recognise that there are flaws, and those of us who support it also recognise that it has 

its imperfections, but how could it be otherwise? There are more than 600 Members, all with 

different and overlapping views on Brexit and its merits, and on how it should be executed. Some 

17.4 million people voted to leave—a clear majority—and we must honour that, but we must also 

respect the fact that 48% of our fellow citizens voted to remain, and their concerns, fears and hopes 

also have to be taken into consideration. 

 

We are dealing in this negotiation with 27 other EU nations, each with legitimate interests, with 

which we trade and many of whose citizens live in this country. We consider them our friends and 

partners in the great enterprise of making sure that a rules-based international order can safeguard 

the interests of everyone. Inevitably, then, we have to compromise. I recognise that during this 

debate many principled cases for alternatives will be advanced. I will respect, and have respected, 

the passion and integrity with which those cases are made, but it is also important to recognise that 

those who support this compromise, including me, are passionate about delivering on the verdict of 

the British people in the referendum in a way that also honours the interests of every British citizen. 

That is what this agreement does. It honours the referendum result while also respecting the vital 

interests of every part of the United Kingdom and every citizen within it. 

 

Sir Desmond Swayne (New Forest West) (Con) 

The difficulty is that we do not know the extent of the compromise because negotiations on the 

future agreement have yet to begin, and because we will have paid the money upfront and will be 

unable to walk away from these negotiations, so we will be in a weak position. Can my right hon. 

Friend reassure me about the level of compromise that is likely to be made? 

 

Michael Gove 

I very much take on board my right hon. Friend’s point. As I will explain in greater detail in my 

remarks, I think we are in a far stronger position than many allow. The £39 billion that we will be 

giving to the EU is in part settlement of our obligations and in part a way of ensuring we have a 

transition period so that we can adjust to life outside the EU. The backstop that has been 

negotiated—let us all remember that originally the EU wanted a Northern Ireland-only backstop, 

but we now have a UK-wide backstop—allows us, as a sovereign nation, freedom in critical areas. 

These are freedoms that honour the referendum result and create real difficulties for European 

countries, which I will explore in greater detail in a moment. 

 

It is critical that we recognise that the agreement the Prime Minister has negotiated will mean that 

we will be outside the direct jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice, outside the common 

fisheries policy, outside the common agricultural policy, outside the common foreign and security 

policy and outside the principle of ever closer union, and that we will have control of our borders 

and our money. The days of automatic direct debits from this country, at whatever level people 

might think appropriate, will end, and as a result the referendum verdict will be honoured. 

 

Meg Hillier (Hackney South and Shoreditch) (Lab/Co-op) 

Earlier, the Secretary of State said that the deal laid out by the Prime Minister was a good deal for 

everybody in the UK. Can he seriously stand at that Dispatch Box and say that our friends in 

Northern Ireland are getting a good deal out of this deal? 



 

Michael Gove 

I absolutely can. One of the opportunities that the citizens of Northern Ireland would have as a 

result of the deal is unimpeded access not just to the rest of the UK market, which is essential for 

the maintenance of our Union, but to the rest of the EU. That is why the Ulster Farmers’ Union, 

Ulster business and so many in Northern Ireland’s civil society have said that, with all its 

imperfections, the deal protects not only the integrity of the UK, but their livelihoods, jobs and 

futures. 

 

Richard Benyon (Newbury) (Con) 

My right hon. Friend mentioned the Ulster Farmers’ Union. Has he had time today to see the letter 

written by the presidents of all four farmers unions to every Member setting out quite clearly why 

no deal would be so damaging to the interests of rural communities? 

 

Michael Gove 

I have read that letter. It has been sent to every Member, and I would ask every Member to give it 

close attention. Our farming communities, like our country, were split over whether to leave. A 

majority of farmers voted to leave, recognising the opportunities that being outside the CAP would 

present, but I have yet to meet a single farmer who believes that a no-deal Brexit would be the right 

option for this country when the withdrawal agreement in front of us provides the opportunity for 

tariff-free and quota-free access for agricultural products to the EU. 

 

I will say a bit more about the specific challenges of a no-deal Brexit. It is an intellectually 

consistent position, but it is important, even as we apprise it and pay respect to its advocates, that 

we also recognise the real turbulence that would be caused, at least in the short and medium term, to 

many of our farmers and food producers. 

 

Emma Reynolds (Wolverhampton North East) (Lab) 

I find myself in agreement with the Secretary of State about the risks and dangers of a no-deal 

Brexit, but his claim that people will be better off flies in the face of the Government’s own 

economic analysis, which suggests that people will be poorer, the economy smaller and economic 

growth slower. How can he stand at the Dispatch Box and say something the Government have 

found to be otherwise? 

 

Michael Gove 

The report emphatically does not say that people will be poorer. It is important to pay proper respect 

to projections while also applying the appropriate analytical tools. Some of the economic 

projections for no deal and Brexit have proved to be unfounded. Projections have been wrong in the 

past and may well be wrong in the future, but it is the case—here I do agree with the hon. Lady—

that, irrespective of projections for different paths, there are certain brute and unalterable facts about 

no deal, including the imposition of tariffs by the EU, that would create friction and costs, and that 

would mean, at least in the short term, economic turbulence for parts of the UK economy. 

 

John Redwood (Wokingham) (Con) 

Will my right hon. Friend welcome the great news from the port of Calais that it will not create any 

barriers and that our trade will flow perfectly smoothly if we just leave the EU on 29 March, and the 

news that there will be aviation agreements so that planes will of course fly quite normally? Does 

this not show that “Project Fear” is just a caricature of itself and a disgrace in seeking to sell us 

short and to lock us into something we have agreed to leave? 

 

Michael Gove 



My right hon. Friend makes two very important points. It is absolutely right that there have been 

some lurid and exaggerated stories, both during the referendum and subsequently, about the impact 

of certain Brexit scenarios, and he is absolutely right that in aviation and the commitments of some 

of our partners who manage ports there have been welcome signs. It is also important to recognise, 

however, that the European Commission has made it clear that, in the event of a no-deal Brexit, 

there will be 100% checks on products of animal origin and live animal exports, which will add 

significantly to friction. 

 

Tariffs would also be imposed, and while overall tariffs on agricultural produce in the EU are 

around 11%, which can be discounted by changes in the valuation of sterling, it is also the case that 

the import duties on some products, such as sheep meat, are more than 40%, and in some cases 

considerably more. That would certainly impose costs on our farmers and food producers. They are 

resilient, imaginative, energetic and dynamic, and in the long term, of course, they will flourish, but 

these are undeniable short-term costs. 

 

Alex Chalk (Cheltenham) (Con) 

Does the Secretary of State agree that it is important to listen to the likes of GE Aviation, which 

employs a lot of people in my constituency and says that a 

 

“disorderly ‘no deal’ exit…would prevent…challenges for our operations, supply chains and 

customers”, 

 

and exhorts me and others to ratify the withdrawal agreement, which would 

 

“provide business with the certainty it needs”? 

 

Michael Gove 

My hon. Friend makes a very good point. Again, across business there was a range of voices —for 

remain and leave—during the Brexit referendum, but what is striking is that many prominent voices 

among those who argued that we should leave have also made it clear that they believe that a no-

deal Brexit would be the wrong outcome. They see significant opportunities for Britain outside the 

EU. Lord Wolfson, one of our most talented entrepreneurs in charge of one of our biggest retail 

chains, and Richard Walker, the chief executive of Iceland, one of our most dynamic and 

environmentally friendly supermarkets, both voted to leave the EU. They believe that to be the right 

choice for Britain and they both—employing thousands of our fellow citizens—also say that a no 

deal would pose significant challenges. 

 

Sir Edward Davey (Kingston and Surbiton) (LD) 

The right hon. Gentleman is a real optimist on Brexit. How long does he expect it will take to 

negotiate the political agreement and finalise all its details? 

 

Michael Gove 

I expect that that will be concluded by the end of the transition period. 

 

George Freeman (Mid Norfolk) (Con) 

Does my right hon. Friend agree that it is not “Project Fear” when the National Farmers Union and 

all the agricultural unions warn of an embargo on animal product exports, which are currently worth 

£3.15 billion, in the event of no deal? In the case of the lamb industry, 94% of its exports go to the 

EU. This is not “Project Fear”; this is serious “Project Business”. 

 

Michael Gove 



My hon. Friend makes a good point. There have been some exaggerated claims about the impact of 

a no-deal Brexit, and the British economy is resilient. He is absolutely right, however, that farmers 

in some of our most vulnerable sectors, in constituencies that Members across this House represent, 

would be significantly adversely affected in the short term. 

 

Antoinette Sandbach (Eddisbury) (Con) 

I am grateful to my right hon. Friend for quoting my constituent Richard Walker, who has 

highlighted the fact that the jobs of 24,000 employees at Iceland depend on frictionless trade and 

that it is really important to support a deal, because no deal would be catastrophic for not only 

Iceland, but Arla Foods and several other food producers in this country. 

 

Michael Gove 

My hon. Friend makes an important point. It is always important to get things in proportion, but 

across the business spectrum—from those who argued for remain and for leave—there is a strong 

consensus that no deal would, in the short to medium term, cause significant harm. 

 

Mr Philip Dunne (Ludlow) (Con) 

My right hon. Friend is being generous in giving way. I want to pursue his argument about the 

sheep meat implications of a WTO-terms Brexit. He referred to the introduction of tariffs of more 

than 40%. Will he confirm that that would apply on day one of moving to WTO terms? 

 

Michael Gove 

Yes, I am afraid that it absolutely would, and a tariff of 40%—it is just above 40%—is one of the 

lower ones. For example, there are tariffs on some meat exports of more than 140%, and in one case 

there is a tariff of more than 200%. 

 

Vicky Ford (Chelmsford) (Con) 

Some people suggest that we could reject this deal and go back and get a better deal from Europe. 

Does my right hon. Friend share my concerns about the great uncertainty in that, not least because 

the European Parliament shuts down in mid-April for the European elections, leaving many months 

in which no negotiation will be possible? 

 

Michael Gove 

Yes. As DEFRA Secretary, I suppose that I should say that a bird in the hand is worth more than 

however many we might find in the bush. My hon. Friend makes an important point. We have 

negotiated hard and effectively. We have not secured everything that we wanted, but we have 

secured a great deal of what we wanted. Now is the chance—I think the country wants us to do 

this—to unite behind this deal across the House and to deliver on Brexit in a way that delivers for 

every citizen. 

 

Henry Smith (Crawley) (Con) 

A few moments ago, my right hon. Friend mentioned live animal exports. Is it the case that if this 

agreement were to be approved, many of our constituents who want an end to live animal exports 

would find that that was not allowed? 

 

Michael Gove 

Not quite. Live animal exports on the island of Ireland would have to continue, but we could further 

restrict—and, if we wished to, even ban—live animal exports from GB to the rest of the EU. 

 

James Cartlidge (South Suffolk) (Con) 



My right hon. Friend is being very generous in giving way. To continue the point about tariffs and 

sheep meat, the fact is that the situation that has been outlined could happen, so what specific 

preparations have been made? What contingencies, compatible with WTO rules, can be undertaken 

in the event that those tariffs come in so that we support our hill farmers and so on? 

 

Michael Gove 

That is a very fair point. One thing that occupies most of my time as Secretary of State for DEFRA 

is planning for various contingencies. In exceptional circumstances, there are market interventions 

that we can take to help this particular sector. The broader point is that whether we are in the EU or 

out, WTO rules on the level of state aid that we can give to farmers will bind our hands in any case. 

 

Lloyd Russell-Moyle (Brighton, Kemptown) (Lab/Co-op) 

The Secretary of State has just mentioned state aid, particularly in agriculture. Is he not concerned 

that the deal allows the Commission oversight of state aid for four years post the transition period, 

and that with the Northern Ireland protocol, the Commission may have an overview of state aid in 

agriculture for ever? That would mean that if we wanted to diverge from the common agricultural 

policy, the Commission could prevent us from doing that. Is that not a reason to throw out this deal? 

 

Michael Gove 

I have great respect for the hon. Gentleman, but that is a misunderstanding of the agreement. The 

entire United Kingdom could diverge from the common agricultural policy and introduce new 

methods of support— 

 

Lloyd Russell-Moyle 

indicated dissent. 

 

Michael Gove 

We absolutely could, including in Northern Ireland. Of course, there are restrictions on the amount 

of state aid that we can give, but those restrictions operate as a result of our membership of the 

WTO as well. 

 

Kerry McCarthy (Bristol East) (Lab) 

The Secretary of State and I were both in Oxford last week for the farming conference, and indeed 

we had lunch together—[Interruption.] It was a very nice lunch. 

 

Chris Bryant (Rhondda) (Lab) 

Vegan? 

 

Kerry McCarthy 

Well, it was vegan, but the Secretary of State had cheese. 

 

There is definitely a consensus that no deal would be absolutely disastrous for the farming 

community. The Secretary of State is totally focusing on the risks of no deal, and to me that is 

something of a red herring. We could easily avoid no deal—it is entirely in the Prime Minister’s 

power to avoid no deal either by extending or revoking article 50 if we get to that cliff edge. Can 

the Secretary of State now talk about the deal that is being put before us for the meaningful vote and 

try to persuade us of the merits of that deal, rather than talking about no deal? 

 

Mr Speaker 

The Secretary of State might wish to describe to us his cheese selection and his salivation over it. 

 



Michael Gove 

Thank you, Mr Speaker. I was happy to embrace my inner vegan with the hon. Lady earlier this 

month. We had some delicious vegan parsnip soup, and also some cheese that was produced by the 

Sustainable Food Trust. 

 

I have sought to respond to questions from several colleagues about the impact of no deal, and I will 

say more about the merits of the deal in just a second. I will say, however, that it is not just within 

the power of the Government, but within the power of us all to ensure that we secure a deal. The 

hon. Lady is a constructive and pragmatic member of this House, and I know that she has concerns 

about the deal, but one of the best ways of avoiding no deal would be for her to join many other 

colleagues across the House in supporting the deal. 

 

John Mann (Bassetlaw) (Lab) 

I have a small point for the Secretary of State before he explains the benefits of the deal, in his 

view. My savvy constituents like to participate in the biggest horse race event of the year, the Grand 

National, which this year is on 6 April, and being savvy, large numbers of them tend to bet on Irish 

horses. With no deal, can they be certain that Irish horses will get to the Grand National? 

 

Michael Gove 

The hon. Gentleman makes an important point. In the event of no deal, the tripartite agreement, 

which is part of EU law, falls. Of course, the bloodstock industry, the horse racing industry and 

others can take mitigating steps, but the current free movement of equines would be harmed, 

although it would be protected by this deal. 

 

Alan Brown (Kilmarnock and Loudoun) (SNP) 

rose— 

 

Michael Gove 

I will give way to the hon. Gentleman, and then I will try to make a little bit of progress. I am sure 

that there will be further interventions in due course. 

 

Alan Brown 

In the Secretary of State’s post-Brexit nirvana, there will be a different customs and trading 

arrangement with the EU from the one that exists just now, and that will be managed with no hard 

border between Ireland and Northern Ireland. The Government have consistently said that that will 

be done with the use of new technology. What is the timeframe for the invention, trial and 

deployment of that technology, which will mean that there are no cameras and no infrastructure—

no anything—on the border between Ireland and Northern Ireland? 

 

Michael Gove 

A lot of work has already been done—including by Members of this House, such as my hon. Friend 

the Member for Yeovil (Mr Fysh)—to point out how we can have a frictionless border and avoid 

checks at the border, so that we can move out of the backstop and into a new trade agreement with 

the European Union. 

 

Today the focus of this debate is principally, although not exclusively, on the environment and on 

workers’ protection. It is important to put on record the work that has been done across this House 

while we have been in the European Union to protect our environment and ensure that workers have 

a brighter future. However, it is also important to stress that this country has had ambitions higher 

than those required by our membership of the European Union—ambitions that have been fulfilled 

in a number of areas. 



 

The right hon. Member for Doncaster North (Edward Miliband), when he was Secretary of State in 

the Department of Energy and Climate Change, introduced climate change legislation that was 

significantly more progressive and ambitious than what was required by our membership of the 

European Union. On plastic and waste, this Government are going further than we are required to 

do by the European Union, to ensure that we pay our debts to this planet. Look at workers’ rights, 

holiday rights, maternity leave, maternity pay and the national living wage. In every single one of 

those areas, our ambitions have been higher than required by the European Union. 

 

It is not the case that membership of the European Union is necessary to safeguard our environment 

or to guarantee high-quality rights for workers. This agreement makes clear that we will apply a 

non-regression principle when it comes to workers’ rights, to health and safety and to employment 

rights. That principle, which will be very similar to the one that occurs in many other trade deals, 

will ensure that there is no race to the bottom. The Government will also—this is in the withdrawal 

agreement—create an office of environmental protection to ensure that our environment is 

safeguarded and that appropriate principles that were developed during our time in the European 

Union, such as the precautionary principle, are applied in an appropriate way. 

 

However, there is a critical distinction between what the withdrawal agreement allows us to do and 

what the EU insists that we do. The withdrawal agreement allows us to take back control. The 

office of environmental protection will scrutinise this Government’s or a future Government’s 

application of environmental principles, but the House will decide how those principles are 

interpreted. For example, if we want to put the emphasis on innovation in certain areas in a different 

way from the European Union but still strive towards high environmental goals, we can. We can 

have both higher levels of protection and, critically—this was the message of the referendum—

democratic accountability, with power flowing back to this place and all its Members. 

 

Angela Smith (Penistone and Stocksbridge) (Lab) 

Can the Secretary of State confirm that the forthcoming environment Bill will establish a legal right 

for citizens of this country to take the Government to court if they fail on environmental standards? 

 

Michael Gove 

Yes, absolutely. It is important that citizens have the right to access not just the courts but other 

means to ensure that environmental rights are protected. The creation of that new watchdog, which 

of course will be democratically accountable, will ensure that citizens do not have to go to court, 

but the Government and other public bodies will be held to account for their actions in safeguarding 

the environment. 

 

Sir Edward Davey 

Will that new body be statutorily independent? 

 

Michael Gove 

Yes, it absolutely will be independent. There will be an opportunity for the House to engage in pre-

legislative scrutiny of the Bill that will give effect to that body. 

 

Patrick Grady (Glasgow North) (SNP) 

Is the Secretary of State not concerned that, if the deal delivers such a glorious future for the United 

Kingdom, all the other member states of the European Union will look enviously on it and the 

integrity of the European Union itself will be challenged? Everybody will want a better deal than 

membership, which we currently have and, by definition, has to be the best possible relationship 

with the EU. 



 

Michael Gove 

It will be for other countries to decide, but yes, I think other countries will be envious of our 

position. For the sake of argument, I think some Italian politicians will look at our ability to have 

quota-free and tariff-free access to their markets and yet to be outside the jurisdiction of the 

European Court of Justice, have full control of our borders and pay no money, and ask themselves, 

“Why is it that the UK has a better deal?” It will be for them to make their own judgments, but 

people under-appreciate the strength of the position that this deal puts Britain in for the future. 

 

Geraint Davies (Swansea West) (Lab/Co-op) 

The Secretary of State mentions that we will move out of the orbit of the ECJ. Instead, for trade 

deals, particularly on fracking, we will be in the orbit of international investment tribunals. He may 

know that in the case of Lone Pine Resources, the Canadian Government were fined hundreds of 

millions of dollars for their moratorium on fracking in Quebec. Is he not concerned that, if we leave 

the defence of the European Court of Justice and try to restrict fracking, we will be open to attack 

by frackers? That would not be good. 

 

Michael Gove 

I entirely understand the hon. Gentleman’s concerns, but robust legal protections, including 

licensing and permitting, will continue to ensure that hydraulic fracturing, if we have it, is governed 

by a set of rules that safeguard and balance the interests of the environment and the interests of 

property owners and those who wish to generate economic growth. 

 

Patricia Gibson (North Ayrshire and Arran) (SNP) 

I want to go back to the Secretary of State’s point about Britain being the envy of other European 

states because of the position it will be in post Brexit. Is it his contention that the Brexit scenario we 

are currently going through has enhanced Britain’s international reputation? 

 

Michael Gove 

It is certainly the case that, if we look at the flow of individuals who want to come to Britain—

[Interruption.] This is an important point. One of the critical questions about the attractiveness of 

our nation is how many people want to come here. The fact that so many people want to make a life 

in Britain is an indication of the strength of our position, and the significant investments by tech 

giants, Toyota and a number of others indicate that Britain continues to be an attractive destination 

not just for individuals but for investment. 

 

Bill Grant (Ayr, Carrick and Cumnock) (Con) 

As a Scot who believes in the United Kingdom’s ability to take things forward, I am very much 

behind our moving from the EU, as voters requested in the referendum. In noting the good work on 

the environment that my right hon. Friend has championed, may I ask him to specify what 

opportunities this Brexit deal will create for us to leave a better environment for the generation that 

follows us? 

 

Michael Gove 

My hon. Friend is absolutely right. We have already said that we wish to embrace higher standards 

for plastic, waste and resources, but there is another big opportunity, which I know he is very keen 

on us taking as we leave the European Union—the opportunity to take back control of our exclusive 

economic zone and our fisheries, and to ensure that the environmentally damaging and 

economically wasteful common fisheries policy ends. 

 



The Scottish National party, which has many talented Members, some of whom are in the Chamber, 

is committed—[Interruption.] I will not blight their electoral prospects by naming them and 

explaining how much I admire them. The SNP is committed to staying in the European Union and 

the common fisheries policy, in direct defiance of the Scottish Government’s own analysis, which 

points out that there could be billions of extra pounds and 5,000 extra jobs in the Scottish economy 

if we left the common fisheries policy. The leader of the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation told the 

Select Committee on Scottish Affairs yesterday that he was suffering “foot-stamping frustration” at 

the Scottish Government’s inability to seize that opportunity. 

 

Why do the Scottish Government want to stand in the way of 5,000 new jobs being created? Is it 

ideology? Are they placing separatism above the true interests of Scotland? [Hon. Members: 

“Always!”] I hear cries of, “Always” from Scottish Conservative colleagues. I fear that, despite my 

respect for our Scottish Government colleagues in so many ways, my Scottish Conservative 

colleagues are absolutely right. Those jobs will be created only if we embrace the opportunities of 

being outside the common fisheries policy. 

 

It is not just in fisheries that jobs can be created. Outside the common agricultural policy, we will be 

able to embrace methods of productivity that improve our food and drink sector—our biggest 

manufacturing sector—and provide new jobs, new investment and new technology. It is also the 

case that, with environmental services and our energy, dynamism and innovation—including ultra 

low emission vehicles, which my right hon. Friend the Business Secretary has championed 

consistently—we can turn post-Brexit Britain into an environmental and economic superpower. 

 

Mr Nigel Evans (Ribble Valley) (Con) 

As my right hon. Friend knows, I cannot wait to leave the European Union on 29 March, but I have 

deep concerns about the backstop in the withdrawal agreement. If we do not want to use the 

backstop and if, in the event that we do use it, it will be only temporary, why does he believe the 

European Union is reluctant to give the legal clarity that we and the Democratic Unionist party are 

looking for? 

 

Michael Gove 

I think the European Union and its institutions will provide more clarity, but let me try to provide an 

additional element of clarity. The backstop is uncomfortable. It is uncomfortable for me 

individually as a unionist, and it is uncomfortable for my friends in the House who represent 

Northern Ireland. However, it is important to recognise that the European Union originally wanted a 

Northern Ireland-only backstop. The Prime Minister pushed back against that. We now have a UK-

wide backstop. Critically, as I mentioned, that creates difficulties for other European nations. 

 

Immediately after the conclusion of the withdrawal agreement, we heard from President Macron. It 

was clear from his comments that he recognised how unhappy French fishermen and citizens in 

Brittany and Normandy would be if the backstop came into operation and they lost all—100%—of 

their access to UK waters as we took back control. We shall be able to say to France, to the 

Netherlands, to Denmark and to other nations, “I am afraid you are locked out of our waters” and at 

the same time, “but we have access to your markets without tariffs or quotas.” We shall be able to 

say, “Your citizens cannot come here except under our rules” and, at the same time, “We are not 

paying a penny for these privileges”—and, at the same time, “We are outside the jurisdiction of the 

European Court of Justice.” 

 

European nations will say to the European institutions, “We thought that you were not going to 

allow cherry-picking. Why does Britain have this bowl of glistening cherries? We thought you 

would say that the Brits could not have their cake and eat it, but they are enjoying an array of 



privileges, access routes and opportunities, while at the same time not paying for them, not 

accepting our citizens and not allowing our boats into their waters.” 

 

It will be the case—it is already the case—that entering the backstop will be seen by European 

nations and European politicians as a consummation devoutly not to be wished. That is why I am so 

confident that we will be able to secure an agreement, pursuing the principles of the withdrawal 

agreement, that will ensure that we have the free trade that we want and the control that the British 

ask of us. 

 

Alan Brown 

The Secretary of State spoke of cherry-picking, but he cherry-picks his own statistics when he talks 

about 5,000 possible new fishing jobs. The SNP was always opposed to the common fisheries 

policy and argued against it for many years. When it comes to cherry-picking, what does the 

Secretary of State say about the 80,000 post-Brexit job losses predicted by the Fraser of Allander 

Institute? What is he doing to address that? 

 

Michael Gove 

It is the case that, if the Scottish National party votes for the deal, we shall be able to secure jobs in 

Scotland and across the United Kingdom, and also to secure those 5,000 additional jobs. The hon. 

Gentleman is right: the Scottish National party has said that it is against the common fisheries 

policy. However, while it has willed the end, it has not willed the means, which is leaving the 

European Union. The Scottish National party’s position is—how can one put this? To say that you 

want to leave the CFP but not to do anything about it, and to seek to frustrate the legislation that 

will allow us to leave the CFP, is inconsistent at best and a simulacrum of hypocrisy at worst. 

 

John Redwood 

I am grateful to the Secretary of State for making it clear that in certain circumstances we would 

ban all continental European fishing vessels from our waters, but will he confirm that, when we take 

back control, the fish will be for our fishermen to land and process here? 

 

Michael Gove 

My right hon. Friend has made a very good point. In the event of leaving the European Union and 

in the event of the operation of the backstop, which neither of us wants to enter but we recognise of 

course is a possibility, we would have sovereign control over our waters. We could decide who 

came here and on which terms, and we could negotiate with other countries knowing that we were 

in a position of strength. 

 

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP) 

I thank the Secretary of State for what he has said so far. He will understand very well the position 

of the Democratic Unionist party in relation to the backstop, and he will know that my constituents 

clearly voted to leave. There are two matters about which we are concerned: the backstop and that 

control of fisheries will remain in our hands. There has been a question mark over that, too. The 

Secretary of State has been to Northern Ireland and met the MPs and the Unionist people, and he 

understands their opinion. May I suggest that what he needs to do now is remove the backstop? 

That is only way in which he will gain our support. 

 

Michael Gove 

I quite understand, and I have enormous respect not only for the hon. Gentleman, but for the 

sincerity and clarity with which he and his parliamentary colleagues have put their views. I hope 

that over the next few days we can help to ensure that all the interests of Northern Ireland are 

safeguarded more effectively than ever within the United Kingdom. As I have pointed out, the 



backstop is uncomfortable for many of us, but it is also uniquely uncomfortable for the European 

Union, which is one of the many reasons why I think we will conclude a deal before that. 

 

Angela Smith 

I thank the Secretary of State for being so generous in giving way. He talked about the sovereignty 

of British waters and about taking back control, but will he guarantee that in any negotiation for a 

trade deal with the European Union there will be no retaliation, and that the interests of the 

processing side of the fishing industry will not be sacrificed in return for sovereignty over British 

waters? The processing side is much bigger than the catching side, and it must not be sacrificed. 

 

Michael Gove 

That is a very fair point. Mr Scatterty, who represents seafood producers in Scotland, has been very 

clear about some of the opportunities presented by Brexit, but also about some of the other 

important points to be borne in mind. 

 

Mhairi Black (Paisley and Renfrewshire South) (SNP) 

When I was in the Library doing my research for the debate, I came across a 2014 Government 

leaflet, produced of course by a Conservative Government, which states, under the heading “An 

influential voice in important places”—that was why Scotland should vote no— 

 

“As one of the EU’s ‘big four’ nations, the UK is more able to protect Scottish interests in areas like 

agriculture and fisheries.” 

 

May I ask the Secretary of State what has changed? 

 

Michael Gove 

Several things have changed since 2014. First, of course, there was a coalition Government then. 

Secondly, we have had a referendum in which the people of Scotland voted to stay in the United 

Kingdom, and another referendum in which the people of the United Kingdom voted to leave the 

European Union. But one thing has not changed: the interests of Scotland’s farmers and fishermen 

are better protected by maintenance of the Union than by the separation that the Scottish National 

party and the Scottish Government want to see. We remain influential, not just in respect of our 

relationship with the EU27 but globally. We have a stronger voice in trade negotiations, a stronger 

voice in environmental protection, and a stronger capacity to protect and enhance the interests of 

Scottish citizens as one United Kingdom. That is why the people of Scotland voted to stay in that 

United Kingdom, and that is why our Union will endure. 

 

Anne-Marie Trevelyan (Berwick-upon-Tweed) (Con) 

For how much money is the Secretary of State applying to the Treasury fund for fisheries protection 

in case the backstop has to come into force, or, indeed, we have to leave on a no-deal basis? My 

local fishermen who fish out of Berwick and Amble are concerned that there is already not enough 

fisheries protection in those waters, and there would need to be a great deal more to ensure that we 

did not end up with something like the cod wars all over again. 

 

Michael Gove 

My hon. Friend has made an important point. The Ministry of Defence, in which she served with 

such distinction, has a suite of new offshore patrol vessels—state-of-the-art fisheries protection 

vessels—and we are negotiating with both the Treasury and the MOD to ensure that the work of 

those vessels will be complemented by the aviation and technological capacity that will guarantee 

that our fishermen are properly protected. 

 



Robert Neill (Bromley and Chislehurst) (Con) 

My right hon. Friend is making his case most powerfully. In relation to the backstop, I can confirm 

to him that those of us who speak to European politicians and diplomats know that they have no 

desire to see something that gives us a competitive advantage endure in perpetuity. Moreover, 

European law makes it very clear that the provisions of the treaties do not permit a backstop to be 

permanent. 

 

Does my right hon. Friend agree that it would be perfectly reasonable for us, with the assistance of 

the Attorney General, to seek further and better clarification of the definition of “temporary” in the 

protocol, which could be sensibly done, to reassure Members such as those from Northern Ireland 

who have legitimate but answerable concerns? 

 

Michael Gove 

My hon. Friend is absolutely right. It is the case not only that the legal position is that the backstop 

must be temporary, but that European politicians do not want it to endure, for the reasons that he 

has outlined, explored and explained, and on which I touched earlier. 

 

There are, of course, a number of alternatives to embracing the withdrawal agreement. Indeed, the 

Opposition have put forward not just one alternative but 16 in the lifetime of this Parliament. They 

believe, Tommy Cooper-style, that—just like that!—they can negotiate a new deal with the 

European Union in the next 70 days which would give us freedom to diverge in relation to state aid 

in a way that would give the UK a competitive advantage that the EU allows no other nation on 

earth, and which would at the same time allow the UK to be in a customs union. That would mean 

that the EU could not negotiate trade deals with other countries—this is Labour policy—without the 

UK’s agreeing to those trade deals, and therefore exercising a veto. No other country on earth has 

the ability to veto the EU’s own trade deals, but that is what the Labour party wants. 

 

There are also a number of different depictions of some of the fantasy alternatives that have been 

suggested. They have been described as unicorns. I have to say that the official Labour party 

position is to chase a whole carnival of unicorns across the European plain, none of which are 

capable of being delivered. In a broadcast earlier today, the shadow Justice Secretary was asked 23 

times what Labour’s position on Brexit was, and 23 times he was incapable of answering. 

 

The Labour party has had 16 different positions, and they cannot ask a question that is put 23 times. 

They do have six tests, but what do those six tests mean? Well, let’s listen to the words of the 

shadow International Trade Secretary, the hon. Member for Brent North (Barry Gardiner), when he 

was asked about those six tests. He summed them up pithily in a word which in Spanish translates 

as “cojones” and in English rhymes with “rollocks.” I know, Mr Speaker, that there are some 

distinguished citizens in this country who have put on their cars a poster or sticker saying “Bollocks 

to Brexit”, but we now know from Labour’s own Front Bench that its official Brexit position is 

“bollocks.” [Interruption.] I am quoting directly from the hon. Member for Brent North, and I am 

sorry that he is not in his usual position, because it is not the role of the Government to intervene in 

how the Opposition dispose of their positions but I have to say that the shadow International Trade 

Secretary is a jewel and an ornament to the Labour Front Bench: he speaks the truth with perfect 

clarity, and in his description of Labour’s own policy may I say that across the House we are 

grateful to him—grateful to the constant Gardiner for the way in which he has cast light on the 

testicular nature of Labour’s position? 

 

Sir Edward Davey 

On a point of order, Mr Speaker. Have you made a new ruling on parliamentary language that I am 

not aware of? 



 

Mr Speaker 

I have made no new ruling on parliamentary language. I was listening, as colleagues would expect, 

with my customary rapt attention to the observations of the Secretary of State for Environment, 

Food and Rural Affairs. I richly enjoyed those observations and particularly his exceptionally 

eloquent delivery of them, which I feel sure he must have been practising in front of the mirror for 

some significant number of hours, but on the subject of that which is orderly—because a number of 

Members were chuntering from a sedentary position about whether the use of the word beginning 

with b and ending in s which the Secretary of State delighted in regaling the House with was 

orderly—the answer is that there was nothing disorderly about the use of the word; I think it is a 

matter of taste. 

 

Michael Gove 

Thank you very much, Mr Speaker. 

 

Clive Efford (Eltham) (Lab) 

I always enjoy the Secretary of State’s contributions from the Dispatch Box; he speaks with so 

much enthusiasm that I almost fall into the trap of thinking he actually believes what he is saying. 

On people saying things that are accurate, may I remind him of the things his campaign, Vote 

Leave, said during the leave campaign? It talked about state subsidy for steel; does he really believe 

in that? It talked about reversing changes to tax credits, expanding regional airports, more roads, 

new hospitals, hundreds of new schools and more places in them, raising pay for junior doctors, 

new submarines, maintaining all current EU spending—and that was alongside the £350 million per 

week for the NHS. When it comes to making promises that are questionable, the right hon. 

Gentleman has got an A-level. 

 

Michael Gove 

It is interesting that the hon. Gentleman talks about A-levels, because if the hon. Member for Brent 

North is my favourite Labour Member, he must be my second favourite as he has just run through a 

list of many of the policies that this Government have delivered. We have delivered more 

outstanding school places—more than 1.8 million children are in good and outstanding schools 

compared with 2010. We have delivered a pay rise for junior doctors and others in the NHS. We 

have created new hospital places. We have created hundreds of thousands of new jobs. I will be 

very happy to see the hon. Gentleman feature in the next Conservative party election broadcast as 

he runs through the achievements that this Conservative Government have delivered in the national 

interest. 

 

John Mann 

We can all manage a rhetorical flourish, the right hon. Gentleman better than most, but does he not 

agree that part of the problem we have had since the referendum is that his side and this side are 

spending the vast majority of their time on the rhetoric and repeating the arguments, rather than 

focusing on the critical issue of what we are going to be doing next? May I put it to him that this is 

probably not the time for rhetorical flourish, but that instead it is the time for serious discussion? 

 

Michael Gove 

That is a great question from the hon. Gentleman, for whom I have an enormous amount of respect, 

and who has taken a brave and principled position on Brexit as on every issue he has faced as a 

Member of this House. It is right that we hold up to scrutiny some of the alternatives that are put 

forward, in order to say that they are not realistic and not deliverable so that we can focus on what 

is realistic and deliverable. He also makes the important point that Brexit creates opportunities for 

this House to reshape policy in a number of areas. Many people outside this place, whatever their 



view of the original referendum result, now want us to focus on dealing with the challenges but also 

on exploiting those opportunities. 

 

I want to say one thing briefly, however, about an attempt by some Members of this House, in all 

sincerity, to put forward a case that would mean that instead of focusing on the opportunities and 

dealing with the challenges we would simply be rerunning the arguments of the past, and that is the 

case for a so-called people’s vote—a second referendum in other words. There are people I really 

like and respect who put forward this case so I hesitate to put the contrary case, but I have to, 

because if we were to embark on a second referendum, we would spend months in this House 

debating how to construct that second referendum, and there is no consensus about what the 

question should be. 

 

Every single Member of this House who argues for a second referendum had previously argued to 

remain, so if this House supported a second referendum it would be seen by many people as an 

attempt by those who lost to rerun the contest, and the inference that many would draw is that we 

did not have faith in their judgment and in our democracy—that we thought they were somehow too 

foolish, too stupid, too prejudiced to make an appropriate decision. That would do real damage to 

our democracy, and far from allowing us in this House to concentrate on the NHS, education, the 

environment and jobs, I am afraid people would see this as not just an exercise in protracted navel-

gazing but a thumbing of our nose at the British people. That is why I believe that this is profoundly 

dangerous and playing with fire in our democracy. I have enormous respect for many of those who 

make the case and I understand their motivation, but I ask them to use their considerable energy and 

intellect to focus on making sure that Brexit can work in the interests of their constituents, rather 

than on attempting to say to their constituents, “You got it wrong.” 

 

Chris Bryant 

Every single Minister I have spoken to privately outside the Chamber has said to me that the vote is 

going to go down on Tuesday. Every single Minister has then said to me, “And then we’ll bring it 

back a second time.” Will the right hon. Gentleman guarantee that if the Government lose on 

Tuesday they will not bring it back to this House a second time? Otherwise everything he has just 

said would be a pile of nonsense, wouldn’t it? 

 

Michael Gove 

The hon. Gentleman is one of those people who is a supporter of a people’s vote and for whom I 

have enormous respect, and he is a keen student of this House and its procedures. We all have an 

opportunity and a responsibility to think hard about the decision we will take next Tuesday. If we 

do vote to support the withdrawal agreement, imperfect as it is—it has flaws in my eyes and in 

his—we will nevertheless then be able to secure a Brexit that works in everyone’s interests. That is 

why between now and next Tuesday evening all I am focusing on doing is talking to the hon. 

Gentleman and other Members of this House to convince them of the merits of this agreement. That 

seems to me to be, following on from the point made by the hon. Member for Bassetlaw (John 

Mann), the single most important thing I can do. 

 

Emma Reynolds (Wolverhampton North East) (Lab) 

The Secretary of State has been speaking for 50 minutes now and has just said he wants to talk to 

people to convince them to vote for the Government’s withdrawal agreement. Can we hear a little 

bit about that, please? 

 

Michael Gove 

I have in response to questions from a number of colleagues pointed out the many advantages that 

the withdrawal agreement secures. 



 

Sir Edward Davey 

rose— 

 

Michael Gove 

I have given way to the right hon. Gentleman twice; I may do so again, but the hon. Member for 

Wolverhampton North East (Emma Reynolds) has made an important point. 

 

We are out of free movement. One of the principal concerns the British public had long before the 

referendum was that unrestricted free movement meant we could not control who came here on 

terms that the British people could determine. If we vote for the withdrawal agreement we take back 

control of our migration policy and can exercise it in the interests of the British people in a way that 

both safeguards— 

 

Pete Wishart (Perth and North Perthshire) (SNP) 

Will the right hon. Gentleman give way? 

 

Michael Gove 

Not at the moment. 

 

We can do that in a way that both safeguards our economy and ensures we can have a humane 

policy on asylum. It is also the case that we will have tariff and quota-free access—as near 

frictionless as possible access—to the European market for goods and agri-food, and that will mean 

jobs will be protected and preserved across the country, and the competitive advantage that so many 

of our companies have will be enhanced. 

 

The European Court of Justice’s jurisdiction in this country will end, and that means that we can 

choose to diverge in a huge number of areas. Services account for 80% of our economy and that 

figure will increase, so a growing part of our economy will be completely outside the control of the 

EU and its new laws. We can choose to diverge in ways that will increase our competitiveness as 

well as supporting people in work. We talk about workers’ rights, and they are critically important, 

but the most important workers’ right is the right to a job. This withdrawal agreement not only 

safeguards existing jobs in manufacturing but ensures that new jobs in our economy can be created 

in a way that reflects the dynamism of the British people. 

 

With respect to Northern Ireland, if the EU wishes to impose new rules on it, we will have the 

opportunity to say no to those rules. It is critical that people appreciate that we have that power 

within the backstop. We will be outside the common agricultural policy, with an opportunity to 

have a new system of agricultural support that makes farming more productive and at the same time 

safeguards the environment. We will also be outside the common fisheries policy, with the 

opportunity to create thousands of new jobs and embed higher environmental standards. 

 

Liz Kendall (Leicester West) (Lab) 

Will the Secretary of State give way? 

 

Michael Gove 

No, I will not. 

 

I respect the views of many Members of this House, and I know that I will have to stand down—

sorry, sit down—in just a second to ensure that everyone has their say in this debate. I know that 



there will be speeches, as there have been throughout the debates, that will be compelling and 

heartfelt and that reflect the honest grappling with difficult issues that all of us have had to face. 

 

Mr George Howarth (Knowsley) (Lab) 

Will the Secretary of State give way? 

 

Michael Gove 

No, I will not. 

 

However, 17.4 million people were told in that referendum campaign that their vote would be 

honoured. They were told unambiguously, “What you vote for, the Government will deliver.” We 

have an obligation to honour that mandate. Our other obligation is to do that in a way that 

safeguards the interests of the British people. All of us might have a perfect version of Brexit—a 

change here, an alteration there—but we all have to accept our responsibility next Tuesday to 

decide whether we are going to honour that verdict. Are we going to make the perfect the enemy of 

the good? Are we going to put our own interpretation of what Brexit should be ahead of the votes of 

17.4 million people, ahead of the interests of everyone in this country who has a job, and ahead of 

the clearly expressed democratic will of the British people? Are we going to endanger their future 

by either seeking to overturn that mandate or rejecting this agreement and entering what the Prime 

Minister has suggested would be uncharted waters? 

 

As I pointed out earlier, if we reject this agreement—the current course on which Parliament is 

set—and have no deal, Britain will of course prosper eventually but it is undeniably the case, 

because the facts on the ground demonstrate it, that our citizens and constituents will face economic 

turbulence and damage. That is why, after long reflection, I have decided that we must back this 

agreement. We must ensure that the British people’s vote is honoured, that their futures are 

safeguarded and that Britain can embrace the opportunities that our people deserve. That is why I 

commend this agreement to the House. 

 

13:03:00 

 

Sue Hayman (Workington) (Lab) 

I was relieved to hear that the Secretary of State’s son is making an excellent recovery. I am sure 

that many Members were shocked when they heard about the accident. 

 

We are here today to debate environmental protections following Brexit. We are at a critical time 

for the future of Britain’s environment and the Government must be ambitious when it comes to 

protecting our environmental standards; otherwise, we could sleepwalk into an environmental crisis. 

Unfortunately, the withdrawal agreement does not contain a whole lot of action or ambition. The 

Government should commit today to strong, enforceable and measurable targets that go even further 

on environmental standards. We want to see no backsliding, only progress. The onus is on the 

Secretary of State to get to work immediately to make good on his many promises and to deliver a 

better environment, post-Brexit. 

 

Thanks to the Labour amendment to the European Union (Withdrawal) Bill, Ministers have had to 

publish their draft Environment (Principles and Governance) Bill. While I welcome its publication, 

it falls far short of what we were led to expect. Again we have warm words with no substance to 

underpin them. The withdrawal agreement requires us to establish effective oversight and 

enforcement of environmental law. Enforcement therefore relies on having an independent and 

adequately resourced body or bodies to hold public authorities to account. There have been 

warnings that we are facing a “governance gap” for environmental protection, post Brexit. Nothing 



can replace the full powers now held by the EU and the European Court of Justice, but a powerful 

watchdog would make a real difference, so it is disappointing that the proposed office for 

environmental protection will lack teeth and will not be directly accountable to Parliament. It must 

be able to enforce the law and it must be properly resourced. We need an environmental watchdog 

with real power, independence and scope. The office must hold Ministers to account, not do their 

bidding. 

 

The Government’s track record on the environment has been woeful. They have repeatedly failed to 

tackle toxic air, they have given the green light to fracking and they have pushed ahead with 

Heathrow expansion regardless of the environmental impacts. Labour has pressed the Government 

repeatedly on the need to enshrine crucial environmental principles, such as the precautionary 

principle and the polluter pays principle, into domestic law. I am pleased that these are in the draft 

Bill, and I am glad that Ministers have recognised their importance, but will the Secretary of State 

tell us whether the principles, as drafted, are legally enforceable, and what will need to be included 

in the national policy statement to interpret their application? He often repeats the mantra that the 

Government intend to leave our environment in a better state than they found it, but we need to 

know how the draft Bill will deliver this, with legally binding, ambitious and measurable goals and 

plans. 

 

There are serious questions as to how effective the proposed office for environmental protection 

will be if we accept imports with lower environmental standards. The Secretary of State is well 

aware that some of his colleagues are pushing ahead with plans to open us up to lower-quality 

imported produce. Brexit cannot be used as an excuse to allow deregulation and the undercutting of 

our high standards. Will he give concrete guarantees that this cannot happen? Unlike the 

International Trade Secretary, who has dismissed concerns about chlorinated chicken, I do not see 

the prospect of importing food produced to lower standards as any kind of prize. The Secretary of 

State needs to stand up for Britain. 

 

Kerry McCarthy 

On that point about ensuring that there is no lowering of standards in any post-Brexit trade deals, 

will my hon. Friend be supporting my new clause 1 to the Agriculture Bill and a similar amendment 

that the Chair of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee has tabled, to make 

absolutely sure that we do not see a lowering of standards for food coming into this country? As we 

saw at the Oxford farming conference last week, farmers certainly do not want that to happen either. 

 

Sue Hayman 

I thank my hon. Friend for her intervention. A number of amendments have been tabled to the 

Agriculture Bill and we are looking at them closely. Her new clause is important, and we are taking 

a close look at it. It would be useful to have a conversation with her about it at a later date. 

 

Chris Green (Bolton West) (Con) 

The suggestion at the heart of what the hon. Lady is saying is that she has no confidence in the 

Labour party to champion the cause of the British people on workers’ rights or environmental 

standards. There should surely be a post-Brexit competition between Labour and the Conservatives 

on championing those causes, and any political party wanting to slash standards would be 

condemned by the British people. She should have more confidence in the Labour party. 

 

Sue Hayman 

I have absolutely no idea what the hon. Gentleman is talking about. 

 

Huw Merriman (Bexhill and Battle) (Con) 



This is a crucial time. This is not about what Parliament votes against, but what Parliament actually 

stands for to make the decision happen. What will the Labour party do to enact the decision that 

was made two years ago? 

 

Sue Hayman 

I am sure that the hon. Gentleman is aware that my party does not believe that the agreement on the 

table is good enough. If it is voted down next week, as many in this House believe it will be, we 

should go back to the country and have a general election, so that my party can actually look 

forward to working for a better deal. 

 

Sue Hayman 

I will make some progress, because many Members want to speak and the Secretary of State was 

generous with his time. 

 

The Prime Minister said that the environment Bill will be world leading, so where is the duty and 

obligation within the agreement to reduce the UK’s global environmental footprint? Labour wants 

to see good-quality, affordable food available to all but that must not come at the expense of 

environmental and animal welfare standards, workers’ rights or societal protections. 

 

Antoinette Sandbach 

The managing director of Arlo Foods warned that a no-deal Brexit would see shortages of products 

and a sharp rise in prices, turning everyday staples like butter, yoghurt, cheese and infant formula 

into occasional luxuries. Does the hon. Lady therefore agree that, by voting against this deal, the 

Labour party risks that outcome? 

 

Sue Hayman 

Labour does not want no deal. We understand the risks that that would bring, which is why we are 

saying that if the Prime Minister’s deal is voted down next week, we should go for a general 

election. However, we also think that the Prime Minister has had nearly two years to negotiate this 

deal. She could have had something much better. It is unacceptable that we have so little after two 

years. 

 

Patricia Gibson 

On a point of clarification, if we get to the point where we have the general election that the hon. 

Lady and her party are seeking, would Labour’s position be to support or oppose Brexit? 

 

Sue Hayman 

Our position at the moment is to go for a general election so that we can negotiate an improved 

deal. 

 

Sue Hayman 

I will make some progress because many people want to speak. 

 

The Government have failed to put in place any measures in the Trade or Agriculture Bills to ensure 

that all food and agricultural products imported into the UK will be produced to standards 

equivalent to our domestic ones. We want British food production to go from strength to strength 

while protecting our precious natural environment, but that will not happen if Ministers insist on 

kowtowing to Donald Trump. 

 

On our future relationship with the EU, what mechanisms do the Government intend to put in place 

to enable continued co-operation on all environmental issues, from biodiversity to collaboration on 



tackling climate change? Will we continue to participate in the European Environment Agency and 

the European Chemicals Agency? 

 

Geraint Davies 

On standards, is my hon. Friend as concerned as I am that, if we do Brexit, rather than negotiating 

with the US as part of team EU, which is a big conglomerate, we will be in a much weaker position 

on food standards, chlorinated chicken and so on? Indeed, I made the point to the Secretary of State 

about frackers being able to sue us because we will be outside the orbit of the European Court of 

Justice. 

 

Sue Hayman 

My hon. Friend makes an important point. It is critical that we do not allow our standards to fall. 

 

Vicky Ford 

Like me, the hon. Lady wants to maintain environmental standards, to have high animal welfare 

standards and to continue co-operation with Europe on chemicals, for example. However, unless 

there is a withdrawal agreement, the EU has made it clear that we cannot make progress on the 

future relationship to agree to such things. Will she please confirm why Labour will not support the 

withdrawal agreement? We cannot get on with other negotiations without it. 

 

Sue Hayman 

I think we have made it pretty clear why we are not supporting the withdrawal agreement. My right 

hon. and learned Friend the Member for Holborn and St Pancras (Keir Starmer) made that quite 

clear in the debate yesterday and I do not want to get all into those arguments again when they have 

already been clearly expressed on the Floor of the House. 

 

Chris Bryant 

The point is that this is about not just the withdrawal agreement, but the withdrawal agreement and 

the political declaration. The political declaration is so imprecise that it could mean absolutely 

anything to anybody. There is no security treaty, which is what the Prime Minister was demanding, 

and there is no surety as to what we will have on the European arrest warrant. That is why we 

cannot support what is frankly a pig in a poke. 

 

Sue Hayman 

Absolutely. My hon. Friend puts the argument in a nutshell. The political declaration contains only 

one paragraph referring to protecting rights and standards, which just shows how low down the list 

of priorities they are for the Government. 

 

What do the Government have planned to replace current EU funding for nature conservation, low-

carbon infrastructure, and environmental research and innovation? We also await the return of the 

Fisheries Bill on Report, so how do the Government intend to safeguard and manage our marine 

environment, protecting our healthy seas and sustainable fish stocks? British wildlife is also in 

freefall, so we need the Government to set ambitious and measurable goals to provide certainty for 

the future of our natural world. We need an action plan and an ambitious timescale in which to 

deliver the environmental protections that we so desperately need. We need legally binding targets 

to guarantee that Britain’s high environmental standards cannot be threatened. 

 

It is also essential to keep in step with the EU on environmental standards post Brexit and we need 

to use the status quo as the starting point. We must not pick and choose which standards to apply—

we need all of them. We cannot have divergence on standards or weaker arrangements than those 

that we currently uphold. We must ensure that the rights enshrined in law are not just principles. 



The work of the European Union and its institutions has enhanced Britain’s environment for 

decades and experts are saying that the Government’s proposals are, unfortunately, riddled with 

loopholes and undermined by vague aspirations that simply do not go far enough in tackling the 

challenges we face. Environmental organisations do not believe that the withdrawal agreement or 

the draft environment Bill, as they currently stand, will even scratch the surface when it comes to 

leaving the environment in a better state. The end result has been watered down and fails to match 

the powers held by the EU and the European Court of Justice. How does the Secretary of State 

intend to rectify that? 

 

We also need future environmental policies that go together with a comprehensive future food 

policy, protecting and enhancing our environment while improving farm productivity and ensuring 

that we have a stable supply of high-quality British food. Brexit risks setting the UK back, despite 

all the progress made on environmental protections through our membership of the EU, and the 

environment Bill presents an opportunity to mitigate those risks. However, that will happen only if 

the Government go back to the drawing board to ensure that the Bill is stronger and more ambitious 

and that it fulfils the aspirations previously set out by the Secretary of State and the Prime Minister. 

 

The state of Britain’s environment is at a historic crossroads and Brexit cannot be used as an excuse 

to veer off towards a future of lowered standards that would put our environment at risk. We need 

to build on the progress we have made so far, which means the Government must set out a robust 

action plan detailing exactly how they will leave the environment in a better state than they found it. 

What has been laid before us so far does not do that, and it is therefore not acceptable to the 

Opposition. It is time for the Secretary of State to fulfil his warm words before Britain’s 

environment pays the price for his Government’s failure. 

 

13:20:00 

 

Mr John Whittingdale (Maldon) (Con) 

It is a privilege to be called to speak immediately after two important speeches from each of the 

Front Benches. 

 

I campaigned in favour of Britain remaining a member in 1975. I was too young to vote, but I put 

leaflets through doors that clearly said we would remain a member of a common market of 

independent trading states and that nothing about our membership would in any way affect the 

sovereignty of this Parliament, of which I am proud to be a Member. Unfortunately, in the 40 years 

since that referendum, we have moved steadily away from that vision, with more and more power 

given over to Brussels. It is essentially for that reason that I voted against the Maastricht treaty 

when I was first elected to this place and that I campaigned to leave in the last referendum, in which 

I was proud to serve on the campaign committee under the chairmanship of the Secretary of State. 

 

I welcome the Prime Minister’s subsequent commitments in her Florence and Lancaster House 

speeches on the red lines that the Government cannot breach in our negotiations, and I fought the 

election on a manifesto making it clear that we are leaving the European Union and that that 

includes leaving the single market and the customs union. 

 

The many benefits of leaving the European Union are summed up—as we were reminded by the 

Channel 4 drama on Monday, which had an interesting portrayal of the Secretary of State—by those 

three words: “Take back control.” There is no doubt that one of the referendum issues that featured 

in my constituency is immigration, as summed up in the “Taking back control of our borders” 

White Paper, but I am not opposed to immigration, which has brought great value to this country. 

 



The farmers and horticulturalists I represent in Essex rely on immigrant labour, particularly 

seasonal labour, and I understand their concern that that should continue. Equally, like most 

farmers, as the Secretary of State said, the majority of them voted to leave because they embrace the 

idea of competing in world markets, being outside the CAP and, instead of being subsidised, 

receiving payment on the basis of their contribution to the public good, which is a far better system. 

 

The ability for my right hon. Friend to set our policy in this area, as there will be such an ability for 

every other Secretary of State, is one of the great benefits of our gaining our freedom. That is one 

reason why I am not attracted to the Norway option that some have suggested, and that I understand 

my right hon. Friend has occasionally thought about. We on the Exiting the European Union 

Committee discovered in taking evidence from Norwegian parliamentarians that Norway is still 

bound by European regulations, and of course freedom of movement is one of those requirements. 

 

The vote was essentially about sovereignty. It was a vote to remove the overall jurisdiction of the 

ECJ. My Select Committee colleagues and I have been to see Michel Barnier several times, and he 

is very clear that the Prime Minister’s red lines rule out the UK having membership of the European 

economic area or an agreement similar to those of Norway and Turkey. He told us that the only way 

in which the UK would not breach its red lines in continuing to have a relationship with the 

European Union is on the basis of an agreement like the one signed with Canada. He showed us a 

proposal that not only had a Canada-style trade agreement but had parallel agreements covering 

security, law and order co-operation and data transfer. Indeed, he set out a scenario almost identical 

to the one I would have described had I been asked what kind of relationship I wanted with the 

European Union. 

 

The only problem was that of Northern Ireland and what would happen at the Northern Ireland 

border. The Prime Minister accepted that that was an insuperable obstacle, and she therefore made 

the Chequers proposal. I could not support that proposal principally because it maintained the 

common rulebook, which would mean we still have to abide by EU regulations. The Government 

have shown a willingness to accept further lock-ins, and under amendment (p), tabled by the hon. 

Member for Bassetlaw (John Mann), we would have to continue to accept EU regulations in 

employment law. 

 

Caroline Flint (Don Valley) (Lab) 

Amendment (p), which I support, does not say that we should automatically harmonise with the EU 

as it strengthens protections in these areas. What it says is that, when protections are strengthened, it 

will come back for this House to debate and vote on those issues. That means Parliament is still 

taking back control. 

 

Mr Whittingdale 

As I understand it, amendment (p) would require us to accept that all existing EU regulations in this 

area will be maintained. I do not necessarily say that I am in favour of removing any of those 

regulations, although it is ironic that, when we debated the Maastricht treaty back in 1992, one of 

the arguments made by the then Conservative Government under John Major was that we had 

obtained an opt-out from the social chapter and that we would not be bound by the European 

employment and social regulations. We were told that we had achieved a great prize. Interestingly, 

of course, it was accepted that we could be part of what then became the European Union without 

being part of the social chapter. The indivisibility of freedoms is applicable only when it suits the 

European Union, and not when it does not. 

 

There are many things about the withdrawal agreement and the political declaration that I do not 

like. I do not like the fact that we appear to be signing up to paying out £39 billion without any 



guarantee on what the future arrangement will look like. I do not like the fact that the ECJ will 

continue to have a say for a considerable period—some 20 years. I do not like the trading 

relationship described in the political declaration, which seems to be based on Chequers and its 

continuing adherence to the common rulebook. However, all those aspects could be dealt with in 

the subsequent negotiations during the transition period, with the exception of money, which is in 

the withdrawal agreement. The future arrangements can be discussed during the transition period 

because they are part of the political declaration, which is not legally binding. 

 

John Redwood 

Does my right hon. Friend agree that the money is not £39 billion? There is no cash limit, no agreed 

amount, in the agreement, and there are huge powers for the EU to keep sending us bills of an 

undescribed amount for decades. It will be a lot more than £39 billion. 

 

Mr Whittingdale 

I fear my right hon. Friend may well be right. He highlights the risk we run in making that 

commitment. 

 

I am willing to accept an ongoing payment, so long as an eventual exit date is set out. I am willing 

to accept some continuing role for the ECJ on things like citizens’ rights. However, the problem is 

in the withdrawal agreement, which is legally binding and cannot be changed. I am afraid that, as 

the hon. Member for Strangford (Jim Shannon) said, it is the backstop. It is the fact that we would 

be locked into a customs union without any ability to leave it unless we obtain the agreement of the 

European Union. That makes trade agreements essentially impossible. One of the great 

opportunities of leaving the European Union is the opportunity to sign trade agreements with those 

countries that the European Union has been trying to sign trade agreements with for decades but has 

still not succeeded—China, Brazil, India, the United States of America, Indonesia—the countries 

that will be the biggest economies in the world over the course of the next 10 or 20 years. 

 

Sir Edward Davey 

Is the right hon. Gentleman aware that the EU signed a trade deal with South Korea, with Japan and 

with Canada, before many other nations in the world? The EU has actually led progress on these 

bilateral trade deals. 

 

Mr Whittingdale 

I was aware of that, which is why I did not include them, but the countries whose names I just read 

out are likely to be the five biggest economies in the world. We know that the EU has been trying to 

sign a deal with China and a deal with America, and has failed so far to do so, principally because it 

requires the agreement of every single member state, and we have seen how difficult that can be. 

 

Also, of course, the provision of the backstop creates the one thing that the Prime Minister said she 

could never accept under any circumstances—a border down the Irish sea. If Northern Ireland 

protocol and the backstop could be taken out of the withdrawal agreement and put into that basket 

of issues that we shall settle in the course of the transitional period, as part of the arrangement 

covering our future agreement for trade with the European Union, that would remove the problem. 

It is where it ought to be. It was always daft that the Northern Ireland border issue could be 

determined before we knew what was going to be in the future trade agreement. The Prime Minister 

herself has now accepted that, actually, over the course of the two years, it should be possible to 

find a solution that will allow free movement back and forth across that border, on the basis of 

technology, so the Government think that can be done in the next two years. If we could only get it 

out of the withdrawal agreement, we would then have the time in which we could demonstrate that 

it would never be necessary. 



 

Bob Stewart (Beckenham) (Con) 

I operated a hard border in Northern Ireland for two years. We stopped every car, we searched 

every car, we checked every person. I absolutely believe it is perfectly possible for there to be free 

movement across that border, given willingness on both sides and the use of new techniques, 

particularly things like pre-registration and number- plate recognition. I think that border does not 

need to be hard. 

 

Mr Whittingdale 

I am grateful to my hon. Friend. Of course, when he was serving his country in Northern Ireland, 

we had to have controls on the movement of people because we were facing a serious terrorist 

threat. Nobody is suggesting controls on the movement of people now. There is no suggestion that 

we are going to need any measures of that kind. We are talking about the movement of goods. 

 

I do not want to detain the House any longer because a lot of Members want to speak. As I said, the 

problem is that the backstop is in the agreement and the agreement cannot be changed once it is 

passed, because it is a legally binding undertaking. If only the Government could find a way of 

taking the backstop out and putting it into those issues that we will try to resolve over the course of 

the next two years, I would be happy—well, not happy, but willing perhaps—to support the motion 

on Tuesday. But unless that can be done, I am afraid that I cannot. 

 

13:33:00 

 

Pete Wishart (Perth and North Perthshire) (SNP) 

May I start by saying to the Secretary of State that we were all distressed when we heard the news 

of his son’s accident over Christmas, and we wish him all the best for his recovery? We do, of 

course, enjoy the right hon. Gentleman at the Dispatch Box. That was a bravura performance—such 

a comedy turn. He referenced Tommy Cooper. I think of him more as a Frank Carson, because it’s 

the way he tells ’em, Mr Deputy Speaker. 

 

The line that I enjoyed best—it was the way he told it—was the one where he said that the EU “will 

look on enviously at the UK with this Brexit.” That was the best killer line in that speech, because 

we can almost hear the shrieks of laughter coming across the North sea and the English channel as 

they observe the plight of this pitiful nation. They are not envious of us; they are feeling sorry for us 

because we have ended in this pitiful state. If any of them were even thinking of following the 

United Kingdom’s example, they will look at this chaotic Government and decide, “Never in a 

million years will we do that.” It is the best lesson to any other nation never, ever to engage in such 

an action. 

 

I loathe the Government’s Brexit—I loathe it totally and utterly, from the self-defeating, isolating 

ugliness of the project to the all-consuming, chaotic humourlessness, to the disgusting way that they 

are treating the 3.6 million EU nationals who are among our friends, our colleagues and our family 

members. I despair at what we are doing. I will observe and look at their Brexit deal, but I see no 

redeeming qualities or features to what this Government are doing with this absurd Brexit. The fact 

that my country so overwhelmingly rejected this Brexit makes me despair even more of what this 

Government are doing. 

 

The only reason, the Government tell us, that we should be supporting this paltry document is 

because it is better than a no deal. My big toe is better than a no deal; my broken finger is better 

than a no deal, but I am not asking the House to support either of these personal artefacts. What 

vision! What ambition! Vote for the Prime Minister’s deal because it is better than no deal! That is 



the only reason that we seem to be given, in successive speeches by Government supporters and 

Ministers, for why we should be doing this. 

 

Huw Merriman 

That is a gross generalisation. The reality is that 52% of this country voted to leave, and that is what 

this deal does. But also, importantly, 48% did not, and this deal will actually see us continue with 

our relationship with the EU, and in fact deepen it in many regards. [Interruption.] Security. 

 

Pete Wishart 

It does not even start to—[Interruption.] The hon. Gentleman does not need to address his points to 

me. I am beyond redemption. He should turn his attention to some of his hon. Friends and 

colleagues on his own Benches, and I invite him to do that. I think they are all thoroughly looking 

forward to his speech. His efforts may be more fruitful with them than they are likely to be with me, 

because I shall go on to explain why this deal is totally, absolutely and utterly unacceptable to me, 

to my constituents and to the vast majority of the Scottish people. 

 

I have never seen another example where it has been the main policy intention of a Government to 

intentionally impoverish, with such chaotic abandon, the people they are notionally there to serve. 

When the history books judge this little period of British history, in the late teens in this century, 

they will only ever conclude that this is the greatest example of political, cultural and economic 

self-harm that has ever been committed by a nation unto a nation. 

 

The fact that we have got to this point will be forever remembered as the greatest single failure of 

any modern Government in post-war history. And you remember why we are doing this—

remember why all this started? [Laughter.] They laugh. A referendum. It was supposed to heal the 

divisions within the Conservative party on the issue of the European Union. Ten out of ten for that, 

Mr Speaker. What an absolute and resounding success. Not only have they further divided their 

rotten party, but they have gone and divided a nation and then taken that nation to the very brink. 

And now, of course, we observe the abyss on the other side of that brink, in all its grotesque horror. 

 

If we look at the Brexit clock— 

 

Victoria Prentis (Banbury) (Con) 

Will the hon. Gentleman give way? 

 

Pete Wishart 

I was going to move on, but yes, I will give way to the hon. Lady because I quite like her. 

 

Victoria Prentis 

I am slightly confused. Does the hon. Gentleman object to referendums, or just the results of 

referendums? 

 

Pete Wishart 

This is where we are with the Conservatives, when they ask banal, stupid questions such as that. 

The hon. Lady asks me about the referendum. Let me tell her about referendums. We have had two 

referendums in Scotland. In the first referendum, the people of Scotland voted to remain in the 

United Kingdom. [Hon. Members: “Hear, hear.”] They like that. Scotland is still part of the United 

Kingdom. We then had a referendum on EU membership, where the nation—the nation—of 

Scotland voted overwhelmingly to remain. We have not got what we wanted in this referendum, 

and that means that we have a nation completely and utterly alienated from what the Brexit Tories 

are doing to us. That is a difficult issue that, at some point, they will have to confront, just as, at 



some point, the Scottish people will have to make some sort of constitutional assessment of it, 

because this cannot stand. We cannot have a nation being taken out of a Union that it values and 

cherishes, against the national collective will of the people of that nation. 

 

John Redwood 

rose— 

 

Vicky Ford 

rose— 

 

Paul Masterton (East Renfrewshire) (Con) 

rose— 

 

Pete Wishart 

I give way to the chief Brexiteer, the newly sirred John Redwood. 

 

John Redwood 

Can the hon. Gentleman explain why a decision to withdraw from the European Union is nasty and 

inward looking, yet a decision to withdraw Scotland from the United Kingdom is the opposite? 

 

Pete Wishart 

I say candidly to the right hon. Gentleman that the EU referendum had at its very core—at its cold, 

beating heart—the case of isolationism and immigration. It was about stopping people coming to 

this country. That defined every single case for rotten Brexit—every reference was about ending 

freedom of movement, which is presented as the great prize of this deal and this Brexit. What 

Scotland wants to do is reach out to the world and be part of an international community, to 

demonstrate our internationalism and what our sense of community is about. There is the right hon. 

Gentleman’s type of nationalism and then there is my type of all-encompassing international 

solidarity. 

 

Rachel Maclean (Redditch) (Con) 

My area, the west midlands, is massively diverse. I have spent 10 years knocking on doors all over 

the midlands and all across Birmingham. The issue has nothing to do with immigration—it is to do 

with sovereignty. That is why people voted to leave. Come with me to the black country, Coventry 

or Birmingham, and speak to voters on the doorsteps. That is what they will tell you. 

 

Pete Wishart 

I almost wish that was true—that the debate had been about sovereignty and the great things this 

country could do. All I ever saw was the disgusting and nauseating posters about immigration; all I 

saw in the right-wing press was about that issue. Every time I went on a hustings with a 

Conservative Member of Parliament, it was all about ending freedom of movement and controlling 

immigration. That was all I heard. That was the repeated message, again, again and again. 

 

Peter Grant (Glenrothes) (SNP) 

Like me, and I presume everyone else in the Chamber, my hon. Friend got a begging email from the 

Prime Minister shortly before the first attempt to push this through. It listed the benefits of her deal 

and No. 1—top of the list of the Prime Minister’s reasons for supporting the deal—was, was it not, 

ending freedom of movement. Did my hon. Friend get a different set of priorities? Is it possible that 

the Prime Minister gave us a priority that we could not support at the top of the list and gave 

something different to those who now deny that the referendum was about ending freedom of 

movement? 



 

Pete Wishart 

Absolutely; I did get that correspondence from the Prime Minister. I do not know why we are even 

trying to debate and contest the fact as it has been said by the Prime Minister and everybody on 

their feet, including the Secretary of State: the great prize of this deal, of this Brexit, is ending 

freedom of movement. I will briefly come to the consequences of that; they are dire for my nation 

and for the businesses that depend on freedom of movement. This is absolutely appalling for the 

young people who will have their rights restricted. 

 

I want to talk about the Brexit clock, which is interesting. Not only are we now at the cliff edge—

the front wheels are actually starting to dangle over, yet the clown shoes are still pressing on the 

accelerator—but a no-deal Brexit is now a real possibility and the consequences are becoming 

reality as the Government try to run the clock down. 

 

We know about the food shortages, the running out of medicines, the turning of the south-east of 

England into a giant lorry park and all the real possibilities of leaving without a deal, yet the 

Government casually prepare for it. They apply millions of pounds to try to deal with it. They talk 

about it as if it were a realistic prospect—“Don’t worry your little British heads about it. You’ll be 

absolutely fine if we leave without a deal.” A no deal may be the life’s work and ambition of some 

of the extreme Brexiteers in this Chamber, but there are dire consequences for the constituents we 

serve. Those Brexiteers may be indulging in their European Union departure fantasies, but our 

constituents will have to pay. 

 

The House is absolutely right not to allow that. The vote on Monday evening was very important. It 

indicates to the Government, lest they did not know, that no deal is unacceptable to the vast 

majority of this House. I am looking at some of the Scottish Conservatives—not one of them voted 

for stopping a no deal and against exposing their own constituents to the prospect of the appalling 

things that would follow. For that, they will pay a heavy price. 

 

Colin Clark (Gordon) (Con) 

rose— 

 

Pete Wishart 

I give way to the hon. Gentleman. Perhaps he will tell me why he is prepared to expose the 

constituents of Gordon to the prospect and possibility of no deal. 

 

Colin Clark 

Companies in Gordon are actually making preparations for Brexit. If the hon. Gentleman really 

wants to avoid no deal, he should get behind the Prime Minister and support her deal. That would 

be in the national interest. Let me ask him: what preparations are the Scottish Government, as a 

responsible Government of Scotland, making for the possibility of no deal? Are they doing 

anything? 

 

Pete Wishart 

I share an office with the Deputy First Minister; I have seen some of the things he has had to deal 

with and some of the consequences there would be for Scotland. I do not think the hon. Gentleman 

fully understands what is at stake. Does he understand the idea of food shortages or civil unrest? 

Police forces have been activated in this country to ensure that that will be contained and dealt with. 

Those are the prospects for his constituents, yet he is prepared to expose them to that. 

 



I want to talk a bit about my nation; it is great that some Scottish Conservatives are here and so 

engaged in this conversation. My country wanted absolutely nothing to do with this. 

 

David Duguid (Banff and Buchan) (Con) 

rose— 

 

Pete Wishart 

I will make a bit of progress, then give way to the hon. Gentleman because I quite like him too. 

 

We returned one Member of Parliament with a mandate to fulfil an EU referendum. Nearly every 

single one of Scotland’s Members of Parliament voted against the EU (Referendum) Bill; nearly 

every single one of Scotland’s Members of Parliament voted to ensure that we would not trigger 

article 50. When we were eventually obliged to have that referendum in Scotland, Scotland voted 

emphatically and overwhelmingly to remain in the European Union—62% to 38%, which is the 

most emphatic result in any of the nations of the United Kingdom. 

 

David Duguid 

I was waiting for the famous 62% figure, which is often repeated, to come up. Does the hon. 

Gentleman also recognise that in the 2017 general election, 56% of Scottish voters voted for either 

the Conservatives or Labour, which, at the time at least, was committed to delivering on Brexit? 

 

Pete Wishart 

I have heard Conservatives do this before: they include the Labour party in the figures. If the hon. 

Gentleman knows what the Labour party’s intentions are with Brexit, he is a lot further down the 

road than I am. It is a bit disingenuous to include a clueless Labour party in those numbers. 

 

We had the most emphatic vote in the United Kingdom, so we might think—as part of the family of 

nations and being asked to lead, not leave, the United Kingdom—that that vote would have been 

taken into account and acknowledged. In fact, the exact opposite has happened. Our remain vote has 

been contemptuously ignored and every effort to soften the blow to a remain nation has been 

dismissed, with every proposal binned before the ink was even dry. In the process, we are 

witnessing the undermining of our political institution with a power grab and the binning of 

conventions designed to protect the integrity of our Parliament. Then the Government had the gall 

to tell us four years ago that the only way Scotland could stay in the European Union was to vote no 

in our independence referendum. We now see the consequences of that. 

 

We look at the example of independent Ireland where the weight of the EU has stood in solidarity 

and support of one of its members and backed it to the hilt. Compare and contrast that to dependent 

Scotland within the UK, whose views and interests have been ignored and whose institutions have 

been systematically diminished as a junior partner in this chaotic Union. 

 

This is an exclusively Tory deal. This Brexit crisis was designed, administered and delivered by the 

Conservatives. Even with all the last-minute overtures they have made, they have taken no interest 

in working with others or properly consulting and considering the views of other parties or 

Governments across the United Kingdom. This chaos is theirs to own, and it will define the 

Conservatives for a generation. It is a Tory Brexit—forever and a day, they are now the Brexit 

Tories. 

 

As for Labour, I am not even yet sure whether it is a party of Brexit or against Brexit. I know it has 

a new position today. [Interruption.] The Secretary State has actually scarpered off, as he usually 

does when the third party is on its feet. That is a massive disrespect, isn’t it? The third party is on its 



feet, and the Secretary of State scampers out of the House. That is so consistent with this 

Government. 

 

Let me return to my friends in the Labour party, because I think this is the 17th position they have 

taken on Brexit. They have tried to create a policy of constructive ambiguity, and I am 

constructively ambiguous about their position. I presume that their view is still to respect the result, 

and that it is still their intention to take the UK out of the EU. I know I often refer to my Scottish 

Conservative friends, but if that is the case, it will be dire for Scottish Labour, which has been 

shown that if Labour supports Brexit, its support in Scotland will fall to 15%. 

 

I have already mentioned immigration, and we know that ending freedom of movement is the big 

prize in this country. The sheer dishonesty of the immigration question means that the Government 

cannot even bring themselves to acknowledge that what we do to EU nationals with restricted 

freedom of movement, the EU will do to the UK. I have tried to get the Prime Minister to accept 

that that is the case, because it means that the rights that we across the House have all enjoyed to 

live, to work, and to love across a continent of 27 nations, freely and without any restriction, will be 

denied to our young people, our children and future generations. The Government cannot bring 

themselves to acknowledge that, and to look the young people of this country in the eye and tell 

them that this change will apply equally to them. If any Conservative Member wishes to say that 

they acknowledge that, I will happily take an intervention —they were rushing to intervene earlier 

on. 

 

James Cartlidge 

rose— 

 

Pete Wishart 

There we go. 

 

James Cartlidge 

That is an important point, and I genuinely grateful to the hon. Gentleman for giving way as I share 

some of those concerns. Does he accept, however, that parts of England had extremely high levels 

of EU immigration, and although I always welcomed EU immigration—particularly from eastern 

Europe and so on—it is legitimate for any community faced with such high numbers to express 

concern about that, and we as politicians should never be deaf to those concerns? 

 

Pete Wishart 

I do not think I heard the hon. Gentleman say that this change will apply to young people in his 

constituency as they try possibly to make their lives in Europe. That was all I wanted to hear. I 

know that he has concerns about immigration, but our population growth in Scotland depends on 

immigration, and if we end freedom of movement, every single business in our economy will take a 

massive hit. Things are different in the hon. Gentleman’s constituency and in my nation of 

Scotland—we require different things. That is why we have called, repeatedly and consistently, for 

the devolution of immigration so that we can look after those interests, just as he looks after the 

interests of his constituency. 

 

James Cartlidge 

rose— 

 

Pete Wishart 

I have already given way to the hon. Gentleman. I am conscious that I am taking up a lot of time, so 

I will make a bit of progress. 



 

What happens next? That is the really intriguing question. Like a trapped beast, the Government 

might lash out and try to take the whole House down with them in an attempt to punish the country 

for its insubordination. Compromised by contradictory tensions within their own ranks, it is rare 

that we get a glimpse of a Government and party collapsing so spectacularly as we have seen over 

the past few weeks. They have lost all right and authority, and their ability to govern is almost gone. 

They have lost successive debates on important issues. 

 

The Government will lose the vote next week—it seems there is nothing they can do to avoid that. 

As a result of the vote yesterday, they will have to come to the House with alternative options for 

how to deal with the situation, but there are two things that they could do to immediately to respond 

to that defeat. First, they could revoke article 50, which they can now do unilaterally because of the 

work done by some of my hon. Friends and colleagues. The second thing is a bit harder: ask the 

European Union for an extension to article 50 so that something can be cobbled together to try to 

keep the issue alive and open for debate. The Government have to do one of those two things, and 

the important point is how they deal strategically with their position. 

 

I have considered all the different outcomes possible for the Government, and none of them are 

good—none of them work for this Government because each ensures that some massive 

constituency will emerge in opposition—but one thing that we have in Scotland is our own 

particular solution. We have a way out of this Brexit crisis. We do not have to go down with this 

Tory ship. We can make our own decisions and relationships with Europe. Increasingly, as this 

Government continue to collapse, as the Brexit options continue to fall in on them and as we see the 

disaster that is emerging, the choice of independence for our nation becomes more and more 

appealing. As we go forward into this year, it will soon become the majority option in our country, 

and soon we will have the opportunity to foster our own sustainable relationship with the European 

Union. 

 

Mr Speaker 

Order. I advise the House that on account of the number of Members wishing to contribute to the 

debate, it will be necessary to begin with an eight-minute time limit on Back-Bench speeches. 

 

13:55:00 

 

George Freeman (Mid Norfolk) (Con) 

I will speak about public trust in Parliament as a backdrop to this debate. I hope you will indulge 

me, Mr Speaker, if I start by paying tribute to our former colleague, the late, great Mark Wolfson, 

who served Sevenoaks with great distinction between 1979 and 1997. He was a great friend and 

parliamentary mentor to me. 

 

I approach the debate with the clear principle—a principle that long ago inspired me as the great, 

great, great, great nephew of the “Grand Old Man” Gladstone—that because of a great and glorious 

truth, this Parliament is sovereign. I still believe that elected MPs, as the sovereign representatives 

of our constituencies, serve in the highest office, and that to be elected to this House is one of the 

great privileges and responsibilities that our citizens can bestow. This is a moment to remember 

that. 

 

Parliament is the institution that, more than any other, defends the liberties and order that we enjoy. 

Parliament historically defied the tyranny of the King, and in the 19th century, it was Parliament 

that granted rights to so many who had been denied them. Parliament said that all of us are entitled 

to equal human rights. In moments of crisis, Parliament has always come together, with parties 



coming together to put country before party. It is now Parliament that confronts this crisis and the 

biggest decision facing our generation. It is a decision that will redefine Britain’s place in the world 

and, almost more importantly, the trust of a whole generation in our democratic Parliament and 

politics. 

 

Parliament—yes, a majority of us in this House—decided to ask the people, and in June 2016, they 

gave us their answer. For that reason, I remain deeply opposed to a second referendum. The people 

have spoken and it is our job to implement their instruction. However, that instruction was not clear. 

People voted to leave by a narrow margin. In my constituency, 58% wished to leave, but nationally 

the result was 52% to 48%. That is not an overwhelming, thumping majority—it was a narrow 

margin. Many of my constituents who voted to leave said to me, “George, I voted to join a common 

market; I did not want to be in a political union.” Those people who voted to leave wanted to be in a 

common market. I put it to the House that there is no majority in the country for taking the result as 

an instruction unilaterally to pull ourselves out of all European institutions, including by cutting 

ourselves off from the single market. That is not our mandate, although we do have a duty to 

implement the will of the people we serve. 

 

Public trust in our politics and parliamentary democracy is at a dangerous low. As well as getting 

the outcome right, we must ensure that we conduct ourselves in the spirit required of the day—a 

spirit of repairing the damage done by that appalling referendum campaign, reuniting a divided 

nation, and restoring trust in Parliament and parliamentary democracy, not least for those who did 

not get to vote in that referendum and the people whose futures and interests we will shape. 

 

I voted remain in 2016, and as a Minister responsible for a £60 billion industry employing 250,000 

people, in which not one man or woman I could find supported leaving, I felt that was my duty. As 

the MP for Mid Norfolk, I was—and remain—deeply worried about the impact of this decision on 

our economy and on the economic prospects of my citizens and constituents. However, I always 

vowed to respect the result, and I have done so ever since the referendum. 

 

I may have voted remain, but in the previous Parliament and the coalition I was one of the leading 

champions of European reform. Colleagues may remember that I led the Fresh Start Group report, 

warning of the dangers of Europe’s precautionary principle on holding back UK leadership in 

science and innovation, which threatened to risk a European dark age at a time when the world is 

embracing extraordinary technologies in agricultural genetics, accelerated access for new medicines 

and genomics. Such technologies can transform the life chances of our global citizens. It is a time 

when we in the UK, through Europe, could lead on taking those technologies around the world. I 

fought this battle as a Back Bencher and then as a Minister, but the plea for a more innovative and 

enterprising Europe fell largely on deaf ears. 

 

Yes, I was a remainer, but one who understood all too well the flaws of the European Union. Let no 

one accuse me of being a lily-livered, root-and-branch pro-European—I am not. [Interruption.] And 

neither am I a snowflake, as someone chunters from my side of the Chamber. I wanted Britain to 

lead the reform of Europe so that we, together with Europe, could embrace the extraordinary 

opportunities for UK science and innovation around the world in agri-tech, health-tech and clean-

tech; in food, medicine and energy; to feed, heal and fuel; and to take around the world the 

technologies that this country leads in, and that, with our European scientific partners, could help to 

accelerate global development. 

 

The people have spoken and now we have to deliver. The truth is that all parties are split. It is a 

truth that Opposition Front Benchers would do well to confront. I know that it suits them to position 

themselves as remainers in London and the south-east, and as Brexiteers up north, but the truth is 



that all parties are split. I believe that we ought to be pursuing this in the spirit of cross-party co-

operation. In my view, we always needed a cross-party council of Brexit, and I was appalled to hear 

the other day that the shadow Brexit Secretary has apparently received no contact from Ministers 

about the possible basis of an agreement. It seems to me that unless we reach out across the House, 

listen to the electorate and signal that we will put party behind country, we are unlikely to find a 

solution. We have less than 100 days. We are running out of time. There is an angry mob outside 

Parliament, and they speak for an angriness in the nation. We need an orderly withdrawal. 

 

Despite our differences, it seems to me that we are all agreed on one thing: this deal is not perfect. I 

have said so myself and I have many reservations. I had hoped that the Prime Minister would come 

back from Europe before Christmas with a concession on the backstop. She has come back with a 

concession, and I hope that there will be more before the vote next week. Let me be clear that I have 

supported no deal as an option for two and a half years in order to get the best deal. The negotiation 

is over. In my view, it would be woefully irresponsible of the Government to pursue no deal. I will 

do everything to ensure, yes, that we leave the European Union with an orderly deal, but not with 

no deal. When I hear Lord Wolfson, an ardent Brexiteer, warn as the chief executive of Next that 

the cost of food and clothes—basics that our constituents rely on—would go up dramatically with a 

no-deal Brexit, when I hear the Royal Society warn that a no-deal Brexit would be catastrophic for 

our science and when I hear the National Farmers Union warn that British agricultural would be hit 

without a deal, with a potential trade embargo affecting our £3 billion food export industry, please 

do not accuse me of “Project Fear”; this is serious “Project Business” for the people we serve. 

 

If the Prime Minister’s deal does not pass next week, it seems to me that we need a plan B, and I 

have made it very clear that I personally support colleagues on both sides of the House pushing for 

the European Free Trade Association model. It would give us access to the single market, but we 

would be out of the customs union and we would have freedom to do trade deals and to take back 

control of farming and fishing. Yes, it has a problem, which is free movement, but remember that it 

is the free movement of workers, not citizens, and I believe that it would require—I relish this—a 

bold package of welfare eligibility reforms, along with skills and training reforms, here in the UK. 

 

I will, with a heavy heart, vote for this deal on Tuesday, because we are now in the dying stages and 

leaving with no deal is unconscionable, but I beg colleagues to ask their Front Benchers to work 

together across the House in pursuit of something we can all be proud of. 

 

14:03:00 

 

Mr George Howarth (Knowsley) (Lab) 

I want to say at the outset that the Government are now in such a position that we need a general 

election. They no longer have any authority, they no longer have a majority and, it seems to me, 

they no longer serve any useful purpose. 

 

Before making my main points, I want to take issue with something the Secretary of State said in 

his opening speech—the right hon. Gentleman has unfortunately had to leave the Chamber. 

Essentially, he argued that a second referendum would be undemocratic. The premise of the whole 

argument was that the deal people voted for in 2016, or that they thought they were voting for, will 

be delivered by the Prime Minister’s deal, but it will not. The right hon. Gentleman knows that, as 

indeed does every Member of the House who campaigned in the referendum. We all know that the 

deal has no bearing on the reasons people voted to leave the European Union, and we should be 

clear about that. I do not think that it would be undemocratic to go back to the people almost three 

years later and ask, “Is this exactly what you voted for? Is this what you want to happen?” My first 



priority, because of what I have said about the Government, is to have a general election. If that is 

not going to happen, the next best thing, almost certainly, has to be a referendum. 

 

I want to talk about two things. First, I want us to consider Britain’s place in the world. Winston 

Churchill, in his speech to the Tory party conference in 1948—it has been quoted repeatedly, but I 

think it is worth revisiting—described “three majestic circles” in the following terms: 

 

“The first circle for us is naturally the British Commonwealth and Empire, with all that that 

comprises. Then there is also the English-speaking world in which we, Canada, and the other 

British Dominions and the United States play so important a part. And finally there is United 

Europe.” 

 

Obviously, so much has changed since then that we cannot stick to that as a rigid formula, and I 

would not argue that we should do so, but let us quickly take each one of those circles in turn. The 

United States and Canada are both much more complicated places and have new networks of 

connections between them and with South America. Of course, in the current circumstances, as 

others have said, the idea that we can have a truly constructive relationship with the present US 

Administration beggars belief. 

 

The English-speaking world has changed considerably. Our trade and relationship with the 

Commonwealth, for example with Australia, New Zealand and Canada, are now dramatically 

different. The idea that we could suddenly revive all those old relationships and everything will be 

fine is purely fanciful. 

 

We still have, while we are a member of it, a relationship with the European Union. That does give 

us a bigger say in what happens around the world, because it is not just plucky little Britain as an 

island state saying something; it is often something we can say in concert with the rest of the 

European Union. My first point is therefore that we will be a diminished country in the world after 

we leave the European Union. 

 

Secondly, I want to address some of the concerns that constituents raised with me on the doorstep 

during the referendum campaign. Yes, the main issue was immigration. It was not just about free 

movement of labour, although some people did mention that; it was about immigration in general. 

Another issue was the lack of opportunity for young people, which is a serious problem for many 

young people in my constituency. Another issue was the need to revive our towns and town centres, 

and not just in economic terms but with regard to the built environment. Concerns were raised about 

workers’ rights, particularly by those active in trade unions, and of course I agree on that. Concerns 

were also raised about the environment, which is the subject of today’s debate. 

 

I firmly believe that we can get immigration right and better, and that the time is now propitious for 

us to do so, with Europe. We could implement cross-Europe policies to deal with migrant labour 

and those who seek asylum through other ports in Europe. The time is right for us to get a good 

agreement on that with Europe. In recent weeks, my party and the Government have started to 

publish new immigration policies. Let me be clear: I am not anti-immigration, but I accept that we 

have to have some kind of rational policy on it. 

 

On education, health and all these other issues, the country is crying out for change and for new 

opportunities for young people. Why do we have to leave the European Union to get that? We do 

not have to. If we put forward to the British people a positive programme that still involves our 

being part of the European Union, they would probably want to go for it. They should certainly be 



given the opportunity to do so. Our future lies in our hands, but it does not necessarily lie outside 

the European Union. 

 

Mr Speaker 

Order. Just before I call the right hon. Member for Witham (Priti Patel) to make the next 

contribution, I am sorry to remind Opposition Members of what they will have already seen for 

themselves: namely, that the speech-time facility is not functioning. I am advised that it will not be 

repaired until the House is not sitting. Opposition Members, who will doubtless be very aggrieved, 

cannot go on for as long as they want, as the hon. Member for Rhondda (Chris Bryant) chunters 

hopefully from a sedentary position. They are disadvantaged, but they will have to be assisted by 

the Whip on duty, who can gesticulate as and when he or she thinks fit. That is a practice not 

entirely unknown or uncongenial, in my experience, to a Whip. 

 

14:11:00 

 

Priti Patel (Witham) (Con) 

I approach this debate very much conscious of the wide range of views held in the House. As we are 

on the second leg of this debate, following December’s discussions, this is a pertinent moment to go 

back to what it is we are here to focus on vis-à-vis the withdrawal agreement and how we got here. 

Of course, I approach this debate very much with the referendum result in mind. Nearly three years 

ago, this country quite remarkably put on the greatest show of democracy that we have seen, 

resulting in the majority—more than 17 million people—voting yes to take back control of our 

country. They made that choice against a range of forecasts and, to be quite crude, some pessimistic 

propaganda. They took a bold and brave decision to instruct us Members of Parliament, in this 

House and throughout the country, to take a new and different path. It was a message to us to reset 

the political system. 

 

Alberto Costa (South Leicestershire) (Con) 

I am so grateful to my right hon. Friend for giving way so early in her speech. Does she agree that, 

whether people voted leave or remain, at no point during the referendum campaign was there a 

suggestion that the rights of EU nationals who had been resident in this country, lawfully exercising 

their treaty rights prior to any prospective Brexit day, should be affected if the referendum resulted 

in a vote to leave? 

 

Priti Patel 

My hon. Friend is absolutely right on that point. That was never a feature of the campaign at all. Of 

course, what did figure in the minds of the British public, irrespective of how they voted, was that 

the political system—us—had for far too long siphoned power away from voters and almost 

denuded political decision making in this country. That is where they wanted to see us come 

together. At the core of the vote was a desire to see our democratic, economic and political 

freedoms returned to our institutions and, of course, for them to see sovereignty returned, too. 

 

The vote to leave was an endorsement not of a political individual, party or platform, but of our 

country. It was an expression of self-confidence in where we could go in terms of our place in the 

world. Amid the debates that we are currently having, the rhetoric now, the wider discussions of a 

second referendum or even, as some may say, attempts to block Brexit, and amid the stories in the 

media and a continuation of fear and scare-stories, the essence of choice—the choice that people 

wanted to see—is being lost. Of course, there are a wide range of views in the House, and I respect 

all right hon. and hon. colleagues who want their voices to be heard, but we should also remember 

that Parliament gave the people a choice, and Parliament voted to trigger article 50 and to leave the 

European Union. We are now focused on fulfilling those commitments. 



 

That brings me to the deal that has been put forward. Of course, many of us want to see Brexit 

delivered, and we were impressed by the sensible and pragmatic vision for our future outside the 

EU that the Prime Minister outlined in her Lancaster House speech and in other speeches two years 

ago. That was a plan that would have restored control of our country, kept a positive partnership 

with our friends and allies in the EU and, of course, freed Britain to be globally focused and to form 

close ties with countries and friends around the world. I have no doubt that my right hon. Friend the 

Prime Minister approached the EU in good faith but, as negotiations have progressed, the vision in 

Lancaster House and other speeches has been diluted, and ultimately ditched. We have seen the EU 

exercising control in the negotiation at the expense of our national interest. 

 

The deal before us does not deliver the Brexit and the vision that the Prime Minister originally 

outlined. It allows the EU to continue to make our laws and to impose its Court’s judgment on us, 

as my right hon. Friend the Member for Maldon (Mr Whittingdale) said earlier. It gives the EU 

powers to veto our foreign policy and sabotages our international trade negotiations. Ultimately, as 

the House has heard repeatedly, it threatens the integrity of the United Kingdom. On top of that, we 

are expected to pay £39 billion of taxpayers’ money, as other right hon. Members have highlighted, 

without guarantees of a comprehensive free trade arrangement and no prospect of departing from 

the horrors of the backstop without the EU’s permission. The equal partnership with the EU that the 

Prime Minister promised has not materialised; instead, we have a deal that gives the EU licence to 

dominate us for years to come. 

 

I am conscious that earlier in the debate we heard my right hon. Friend the Secretary of State for 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs speak about the environment, fisheries and farming. As a 

Member of Parliament who represents a coastal community and a farming community, I have said 

in the House, as have colleagues, that there are so many freedoms that we want to secure outside the 

European Union when it comes to the common agricultural policy and the common fisheries policy, 

yet the deal does not secure them. Brussels will still pose ongoing threats to our fisheries, which 

will obviously have ramifications for us. The same is true when it comes to agricultural policy. 

Farmers in my constituency have raised that issue with me. 

 

Of course, the great prize of being free from the EU to negotiate and secure trade deals with 

growing global markets has been lost in this deal. I do not need to remind the House that by the 

middle of the century the EU’s share of trade in the global economy will be less than 10%. We need 

to focus much more strongly on our trading relationships outside the EU. Why would we want to 

remain shackled to the EU and to be dependent on it to set our trade policy when we can be trading 

further afield? We need to work sooner rather than later to secure those relationships. 

 

I have touched on what the deal means for our precious Union and for Northern Ireland and the 

United Kingdom. The protocol severely damages democracy in Northern Ireland and imposes laws 

and rules on the people there without any representation. That goes further than the controls on the 

rest of the United Kingdom and is simply not acceptable. In the provisions on Northern Ireland we 

have seen for the first time in modern history a UK Government negotiate to cede part of our 

country to a foreign power. That is simply not acceptable. 

 

The British people are tired of subservience to the EU and astonished by the one-sided negotiation 

process that has put the integrity of our precious Union in real danger. We will trapped in the 

backstop and trapped in EU institutions; Northern Ireland will be left under the control of a foreign 

power, which is not acceptable; and under this deal our destiny will no longer be in our own hands. 

The British people want national leadership that is ambitious for our country—the type of 

leadership that is clear as to who governs our country and where elected power and accountability 



lies, and they want decision making that is free from the unnecessary constraints of the EU and EU 

control, and with that a restoration of trust in the democratic process that does not see our political 

establishment renege on the referendum result or our manifesto commitments. 

 

I believe that Parliament should deliver on these democratic, political and economic freedoms by 

rejecting the withdrawal agreement. We must ensure that we can go further by trying to secure the 

type of trading arrangements that we originally said we would, but we can do so only once we reject 

the withdrawal agreement and ensure that the EU is no longer in control of our country. 

 

14:20:00 

 

Caroline Flint (Don Valley) (Lab) 

It is a pleasure to follow the right hon. Member for Witham (Priti Patel). 

 

Unfortunately, as is so often the case in this House, we have polarised views on both the leave side 

and the remain side, for which no deal is ever going to be good enough. I rise to speak because my 

approach to the nation’s decision to leave European Union is to look forward rather than debate the 

past, to work cross-party where possible, to be constructive rather than destructive, and to seek to 

unite the country, not divide it further. That is why I support amendment (p), which I have co-

sponsored with my hon. Friends the Members for Bassetlaw (John Mann), for Stoke-on-Trent 

Central (Gareth Snell) and for Wigan (Lisa Nandy). 

 

As we debate the conditions under which the UK leaves the European Union, there are legitimate 

concerns not only about what form the final agreement takes, but about UK Government intentions 

and the UK’s future direction. I am sure that this amendment is not perfect—we know that all 

amendments in this debate are not legally binding, and there is much discussion about that—but it 

does speak to the concerns of many in this House about how we can build on the political 

declaration and get more assurances, and maybe more certainty, from the Government on how we 

can protect the rights and standards that affect employment, health and safety and the environment, 

many of which we have taken for granted during UK membership of the European Union. We want 

to ensure that they do not decline after the UK leaves. Also, in keeping with the desire for the UK 

Parliament to regain control, amendment (p) wishes this House to be able to debate and decide on 

any future improvements to protections or rights implemented by the European Union. The choice 

would be in our hands; we would debate and vote on those issues. 

 

As this amendment proposes, the UK’s goal post-Brexit should be to ensure that workers’ rights do 

not slip back—that the rights enjoyed by many British employees are protected. Likewise, UK 

standards on water pollution, pesticides, emissions, energy conservation and carbon reduction must 

all be protected, with a UK commitment not to walk backwards. Amendment (p) reflects some of 

the key demands expressed by Labour over the future direction. 

 

For too long the debate in this House has been polarised, with the rhetoric too sharp and many 

Members on both sides of the House too quick to condemn and too slow to listen. I campaigned for 

remain. A majority of my voters voted leave, although many voted remain as well. I have always 

been honest with my leave voters that there will have to be compromise in the final deal that allows 

us to chart our own future and have more independence over many policy areas—the ability to 

move beyond the EU and deal with many of the concerns that led to their voting leave. But I have 

also been up front about recognising that we need a strong partnership with the European Union as 

we leave, and much of that strength is through co-operation. 

 



I am also honest that life in the EU was never perfect, despite the relationship being close for good 

reason and despite the fact that it must remain so. We need to talk less about what we are against 

and more about what we are for, and I believe that our deliberations on the next steps should reflect 

that. The British people deserve sincere endeavour from this Parliament. The withdrawal agreement 

is the headline deal—the divorce. It is not the final deal. Trade-related, customs union-related talks 

will have to be agreed only once the UK leaves. 

 

I welcomed Labour’s support for a transition period, which we demanded back in August 2017. We 

recognised that the 20-month period to which the Prime Minister signed up would be as important 

as the past two years have been because there are a wide range of trade and security matters to 

resolve. We should approach this period positively. It is unreasonable to expect all these matters to 

have been resolved by this point in the process, but a deal has to be agreed to get to that discussion, 

and there is still time for talks across this House in order to reach that outcome. 

 

Despite the good work of the EU, I am very proud of the UK having a long history of being at the 

forefront of high standards when it comes to employment rights and environmental protections. It 

would be wrong to suggest that the rights that UK citizens take for granted—holidays, maternity 

leave, minimum pay and our welfare system—exist only because of the European Union. They do 

not. As a Labour MP, I fundamentally believe they exist because of 100 years of the Labour party 

and the trade union movement. Despite relatively few periods in office, Labour has made great 

advances in social change that have become mainstream and to which all parties now lay claim and 

adopt. These are achievements of this House over many decades, not imports from Brussels or 

Strasbourg, and not every country in the EU can claim what the UK rightly can. 

 

Chris Bryant 

I sympathise with some of that, but the truth is that LGBT rights were quite often were forced on 

Britain by European Court of Justice decisions and European Court of Human Rights decisions, and 

were not adopted even by a Labour Government. Sometimes we have had to resort to elsewhere. 

 

Caroline Flint 

I do not disagree with my—right hon. Friend? 

 

Chris Bryant 

No. 

 

Caroline Flint 

Shame. I absolutely agree with my hon. Friend, who should be a right hon. Friend, but we must not 

polarise this debate by saying either that the EU is all bad or that the UK does nothing without the 

EU’s permission. 

 

Our minimum wage is twice that of Greece’s and more than Spain’s, and many EU member states 

do not have a minimum wage. Statutory maternity pay in the UK is paid for up to 39 weeks, 

compared with just 16 weeks in France, 16 weeks in Holland and 26 weeks in Ireland. Many people 

ascribe paid holidays to the EU, but the truth is that it was a Labour Government who signed up to 

the social chapter that led to that happening, and who added bank holidays on top. With regards to 

equality, same-sex marriage is legal in just 14 of the 28 member states, so the rights that our lesbian 

and gay citizens enjoy are in many respects rights derived from decisions of this Parliament, not the 

European Union. 

 

In the coming weeks and during the transition, it is not too late to adopt a different approach—a less 

confrontational politics. I want the Government to begin a new dialogue across parties, as they 



should have done earlier. I want them to consult the Opposition on the negotiations around trade 

now, and to commit to doing so during the transition period. With 78 days until the UK leaves the 

European Union, it is too easy to talk about further delay. The task is only impossible if we in this 

House make it impossible. Extending article 50 would not solve anything, and neither would a 

second referendum. Our conduct in the coming weeks and months can either seek the best deal and 

heal divisions, or seek to prevent a deal and divide the country further. 

 

I believe that our path has to be one that brings the nation together—a Brexit based on a reasonable 

deal that protects the standards and rights that we value and shows generosity of spirit to our 

European neighbours, but which gets on with the task of getting through this process and dealing 

with the many issues that we did not face up to during our 40 years in the EU. 

 

14:28:00 

 

John Redwood (Wokingham) (Con) 

This Parliament is on trial. The public voted very clearly in the people’s vote of 2016. They were 

told by Parliament and the Government, by the remain and leave campaigns, that they—the 

people—were making the decision. They were promised that this Parliament would get on with the 

task, and they now say to this Parliament, “Do just that. Get on with it.” 

 

The public recall that this Parliament is dominated by Members of Parliament serving in the Labour 

and the Conservative interests. In the 2017 election, every one of us was elected on a manifesto that 

made it clear that our parties supported implementing the verdict of the British people. The 

Conservative manifesto went further and made it very clear that we were going to leave the single 

market and the customs union, as had been pointed out by both remain and leave campaigns in the 

referendum. The Labour party manifesto set out an interesting and imaginative trade policy for an 

independent Britain that is clearly incompatible with staying in the customs union. So Labour too, 

along with the Conservatives, said to the public in 2017 that we would be leaving the customs union 

as well as the European Union when the decision was implemented. 

 

There are many leave voters now who are extremely angry that some Members in this House think 

they were stupid, think they got their decision wrong, and think they should have to do it again. 

Many people in the country who voted remain, as well as many who voted leave, think it is high 

time that this Parliament moved on from every day re-enacting the referendum debate as if it had 

not happened and thinking that we can go back over the referendum debate and decision because it 

did not like the answer. All those who stood on a manifesto to leave the European Union should 

remember that manifesto. Those who deeply regret the decision and did not stand on such a 

manifesto should still understand that democracy works by the majority making decisions. When a 

majority has made a decision in a referendum where they were told that they would get what they 

voted for, it ill behoves anyone in this Parliament to know better than the British public and to 

presume that this Parliament can take on the British public and stand against them, because we are 

here to serve that public. We gave them the choice and they made that choice. 

 

I want us to be much more interested in the opportunities that Brexit provides and to have proper 

debates about all the things the Government should be doing for when we leave, as I trust we will 

on 30 March 2019. I see nothing in the withdrawal agreement that I like. It is not leaving; it is 

sentencing us to another 21 to 45 months of these awful, endless debates and repetitions of the 

referendum arguments as we try to get something from the European Union by way of an agreement 

over our future partnership, having thrown away most of our best negotiating cards by putting them 

into the withdrawal agreement in the form that the European Union wants. That would be 

ridiculous, and a very large number of leave voters would see it as a complete sell-out. That applies 



to a very large number of remain voters as well, many of them in my own constituency. They have 

written to me and said, “For goodness’ sake oppose this withdrawal agreement, because while we 

do not agree with you about the ultimate aim, we are united in thinking this is even worse than just 

leaving”, or, in their case, staying within the European Union. I find myself in agreement with the 

overwhelming majority of my constituents on this subject. For both those who voted remain and 

leave, this is a very bad agreement that suits neither side. 

 

The opportunities we should be discussing today in respect of fishing, agriculture and business are 

very considerable. I again ask my oft-repeated question of the Government: when are they going to 

publish our new tariff schedule? The United Kingdom can decide how much tariff, if any, to impose 

on imports into our country. I think that the EU tariff schedule on imports into our country is too 

high. I proposed to the Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy that he 

remove all tariffs on imported components. That would be a huge boost for manufacturing in this 

country. Instead of having to say to manufacturers that we might end up with some tariffs on 

components coming in from the EU, because we have to charge the same to everybody, let us be 

bold and say that we are going to get rid of the tariffs on the components coming in from non-EU 

sources so that we cheapen the costs of manufacturing in the United Kingdom and give people a 

better choice on components. 

 

George Freeman 

Will my right hon. Friend address the worries of farming families, communities and industries up 

and down the country facing tariffs on their products going into Europe? This is a £3.15 billion 

industry facing a very serious tariff threat. 

 

John Redwood 

I was going to get on to food, and I will do so immediately as I have been prompted. We run a 

massive £20 billion a year trade deficit in food with the European Union, and tariff-free food 

competes all too successfully against some elements of our farming industry. I want the 

Government to choose a tariff structure on food that provides lower overall tariffs against the rest of 

the world but produces some tariff against EU production so that we will produce more 

domestically. I want to cut the food miles. I want to see more of our food being produced and sold 

domestically. Our domestic market share has plunged seriously during the time we have been in the 

European Union. I think it was well over 90% in 1972 when we entered, and it is now well under 

70%. There is absolutely no reason why we cannot get back there. 

 

We need to know urgently from this Government what tariff protection there is going to be against 

EU food once we have left; whether they will take advantage of the opportunity to get rid of tariffs 

on food coming in that we cannot conceivably grow or produce for ourselves; and whether they will 

lower the average tariff, because some of the tariffs that the EU imposes are eye-wateringly too 

high, to the detriment of the food consumer. As we will be collecting more tariff revenue in total 

when we start to impose some tariffs on EU products, we should be having a debate on how we are 

going to spend that money. I trust that the Government would rebate it all to British consumers by 

direct tax cuts of the right kind. There is no reason why the consumer should be worse off, because 

we are heavy net exporters and we are going to collect an awful lot more tariff revenue on the EU’s 

goods than they are going to collect on ours, unless we do something very radical on our tariff 

schedule. We therefore need to discuss how to spend that money. 

 

We also need to discuss how we rebuild our fishing industry. I am impatient to get on with this. I do 

not want it to be delayed. We need to take control of our fish and our fishing industry this year, not 

sometime, never. Under the withdrawal agreement, we have no idea if and when we would get our 

fishing industry back. Doubtless it would be in play as something to be negotiated away, because 



the Government have given everything else away that they might otherwise have used in the 

negotiation. I want to get on and take back control of the fish now. I want a policy from the DEFRA 

Secretary on how we can land much more of the fish in the United Kingdom, how we can build our 

fish processing industries on the back of that, and what kind of arrangements we will have with the 

neighbouring countries both within and outside the EU whereby we will be free to settle the terms 

and negotiate our own conditions. 

 

This is a huge opportunity. The fishing industry is one of the industries that has been most gravely 

damaged by our membership of the European Union, and we owe it to our fishing communities 

around the country to take that opportunity. From landlocked Wokingham, I can assure colleagues 

from coastal communities that there is huge enthusiasm throughout the country to rebuild our 

fishing industry and to see those fishing fleets again expand and enable us to land much more of our 

own fish. We can, at the same time, have a policy that is better on conservation by getting rid of 

many of the big industrial trawlers that come from the continent. We can get rid of the system 

where there are discards at sea or, now, the system where people are actually going to be prevented 

from fishing completely because the fishery cannot be managed sensibly, to the detriment of the 

fish and the fishermen and women undertaking the work. 

 

There is a huge agenda there. Above all, I want the Government to set out how we are going to 

spend all the money that we will be saving. The Government say that we are going to give away 

£39 billion—I think it will be considerably more—under the withdrawal agreement. I would like to 

take that sum of money, which they have clearly provided for as it is their plan to spend that money, 

and spend it in the first two years when we come out in March 2019. That would be a 2% boost to 

our economy—a very welcome Brexit bonus. 

 

14:37:00 

 

John Mann (Bassetlaw) (Lab) 

I invite the right hon. Member for Wokingham (John Redwood) to sign our amendment (p), because 

through it we want to take back control to Parliament. The substance of the amendment is on 

workers’ rights, environmental standards, and health and safety—that, for me, is one of our red 

lines; not the only one, but a critical one. That is what this amendment does in directing 

Government through the negotiation period. I recommend that others around the House sign up to 

it. 

 

The Government have a dilemma and I want to speak directly to them. This time when the 

Government are imploring everyone to vote for their deal is the time when we, across Parliament, 

have maximum leverage over the Government. The Government will need to handle this dilemma 

in a very sophisticated way. The time for rhetoric has gone—there have been plenty of repeat 

speeches on what people think; everyone has a view—and the time for negotiating has begun. The 

Government ought to be getting people in immediately—be it shadow Front Benchers, the shadow 

Brexit Secretary, or the Chair of the Brexit Committee—and attempting to negotiate directly with 

them on how we go forward. Otherwise the prospect of no deal gets all the more real—no deal by 

accident. 

 

The focus here has been inward, and the Government’s focus has been inward, on their own party 

and their Democratic Unionist party deal, rather than outward. It is getting very late in the day, but 

it not too late in the day. The weakness of the Government’s deal is also its strength, in that it puts a 

lot off into the negotiations on the trade deal. That gives us in Parliament significant influence, if 

we choose to use it, all the way through. 

 



Mr Speaker, your ruling yesterday has been seen in the context of you being biased in relation to 

Brexit. That is nonsense. You will have whatever view you want. The huge significance for 

government must not be lost in this. With a Fixed-term Parliaments Act and a minority 

Government, your ruling gives Parliament more power over a minority Government in the future. It 

happens to be a minority Conservative Government now. If there is an election, it could be a 

minority Labour Government. It is the same principle. This is fundamental, because it changes the 

way we will have to operate. Will we learn quickly enough, or will we continue with the rhetoric 

and fall into something that the majority do not want? 

 

There are other red lines. These are not the only things that I or, I think, Opposition Members 

regard as essential. One of the reasons that my constituents voted for Brexit—it was no surprise to 

me—was that we have not had our fair share. There was a small period under the Blair Government 

when we got our fair share infrastructure-wise. We gloried in it, and it was brilliant, but other than 

that, we have not in my lifetime had our fair share. Whoever is in government in the next five years 

has to give what I call the real Brexit dividend—our fair share—to areas like mine, which means 

that other areas would get less. That is what “left behind” actually means. 

 

I recall a demonstration I went on outside the power stations, with 5,000 workers. I was the only 

external person invited, and I spoke. The jobs were going to Portuguese workers and, because of 

EU laws, they could do nothing about it. We had to pressure the employer, and we succeeded, 

through civil action. I realised at that point how strong the feeling was, and therefore the result was 

no surprise. If we want to define a Brexit voter in my area, it is a trade unionist in an organised 

workplace. That is the core of the Brexit vote, and my area is not unusual in that. Government need 

to get their head around that and negotiate with the Opposition over the next weekend and the next 

few weeks, if that is needed to get a deal. 

 

I stood on a manifesto that said we are going to deliver Brexit. Frankly, voters can boot me out—

they can boot any of us out for reneging on or sticking to our principles. I do not for a moment 

demur when people take the opposite point of view. They are very principled people, and I respect 

them for that. I do not agree with their conclusions, but I respect them for their bravery. Everyone 

knows that even a second referendum will not resolve the split in the country. Part of what we need 

to do in this process in relation to the deal is to resolve the split in the country. 

 

My area is sick to death of condescending, patronising words. People in my area knew what they 

were voting for. They knew why they were voting—and by the way, it was not the same as the 

vision of the right hon. Member for Wokingham. They were not voting for a race to the bottom, for 

the lowest common denominator, for lower wages and lower standards and for us to undercut the 

rest. They were voting for best practice, the highest of standards and to compete with the freedoms. 

My appeal to Members in my party and others is that now is the time for practical, specific 

proposals based on what people are in favour of precisely, not what they are against. 

 

This is not just about whether we can get through the next few weeks. It is about whether 

Parliament and its authority will survive. My voters will walk. They may not vote Tory or UKIP, 

and they may not vote for me; they will walk. They will say, “The political process is useless and 

broken. You’re all to blame.” We can reach different conclusions about the outcomes of that, but 

understanding that reality is fundamental. 

 

We should at least try, with the Labour party manifesto position and our stated objectives, to get a 

negotiated deal with the Government and vice versa. That is fundamental to the process. Will it 

succeed? I do not know. We are helping with this, and we are helping, not to be helpful politically, 



but because this is real stuff: health and safety, environmental standards and workers’ rights are real 

stuff. 

 

John Redwood 

I agree with the hon. Gentleman about how the public will react if their voice is ignored, but will he 

withdraw his comment that I want lower standards and a race to the bottom? I want higher pay and 

better standards, and that is what I campaigned for. 

 

John Mann 

Well, I shall finish by inviting the right hon. Gentleman and everybody else to sign amendment (p). 

We should see more amendments like this on equality issues and other red lines, to get the deal 

through by the maximum consensus based on our manifesto commitments and, more importantly, to 

hold the country together. 

 

Yvette Cooper (Normanton, Pontefract and Castleford) (Lab) 

On a point of order, Mr Speaker. I apologise for interrupting the debate, but this seems important. 

The media are reporting that No. 10 Downing Street is briefing that its interpretation of yesterday’s 

vote and the requirements of the legislation is that, if the Prime Minister’s motion is defeated next 

Tuesday, the debate on the plan B that the Government would be obliged to bring forward would be 

restricted to only 90 minutes, and they would allow only one amendment to be chosen and voted 

upon. 

 

Is that your understanding? Can you confirm that the Government could in fact provide as much 

time as they wanted for a constitutional debate that is so contested and so crucial to the future of our 

country, and that they could provide for as many amendments to be considered as is needed? Given 

that the Prime Minister and the Government have been saying that they want to listen, reach out and 

build a consensus, how, if this is the case, can we believe anything that the Government say? 

 

Mr Speaker 

I will respond, but as the Chief Whip is signalling an interest in contributing, I am happy to hear the 

right hon. Gentleman. 

 

The Parliamentary Secretary to the Treasury (Julian Smith) 

Further to that point of order, Mr Speaker. Just to confirm, no decision has been made along the 

lines of what the right hon. Lady has said. The Government will do everything they can to ensure 

that the House is fully consulted in every eventuality next week, and the information that she has is 

not correct. 

 

Mr Speaker 

I am happy to respond to the point of order from the right hon. Lady, and I thank her for giving me 

notice of it. She has kindly shown me the press report to which she refers, but she knows that I have 

not yet had the opportunity to study it carefully. Moreover, it is not our normal practice to respond 

to any and every press report based upon a briefing from someone who perhaps thinks that he or she 

knows what the procedures are in this place but does not always fully do so. 

 

It is true to say that the default position under Standing Order No. 16(1) is that debates pursuant to 

an Act of Parliament must be concluded after 90 minutes, flowing from which there tends to be a 

practical restriction on amendments because the time has lapsed, and therefore only one amendment 

in such a hypothetical situation would be taken. However, it is also true to say that such provision is 

often disapplied by an Order of the House. 

 



I must emphasise that all of this is hypothetical at this stage, and I do not think it would be helpful 

to speculate on what may happen subsequent to the decision of the House next Tuesday. I can, 

however, confirm that the right hon. Lady is quite correct in saying that it is perfectly open to the 

Government, if such a situation were to arise, to provide for a much fuller debate. In those 

circumstances, there would predictably be a significant number of colleagues who would want to 

put their own propositions on the paper. I am extremely confident that if that hypothetical scenario 

were to arise, colleagues would assert themselves. 

 

Hilary Benn (Leeds Central) (Lab) 

Further to that point of order, Mr Speaker. Could you confirm that it would be open to Members of 

the House to seek to remedy this potential problem by tabling an amendment to the withdrawal 

agreement motion for next week, because this matter would inevitably flow from a consequence of 

the withdrawal agreement not being carried by the House of Commons? 

 

Mr Speaker 

I would like to reflect on that. It may be possible for that to be done. If it is possible for it to be 

done, it may well be a matter of judgment as to whether it is thought to be worth doing. The reason 

there is no great hurry on that matter is, of course, that I am not even in a position, under the Order 

passed on 4 December, to select amendments until the final day of the debate. I do not know if the 

right hon. Gentleman heard me explaining, in response to a point of order from the right hon. 

Member for Putney (Justine Greening) this morning, that it was quite wrong for people to talk about 

amendments that had been accepted. She mentioned to me in her point of order that allegedly the 

Government had signalled their acceptance of a particular amendment. That was a wholly 

inapposite report or claim. No amendment has been accepted at this stage, because no amendment 

has yet been selected. I am not allowed to select any amendment until the final day, so some people 

really do need to keep up with what the procedure is. The right hon. Gentleman has plenty of time 

in which to reflect on these matters. 

 

Yvette Cooper 

Further to that point of order, Mr Speaker. I do not want to interrupt the debate further, but the 

response from the Chief Whip was obviously helpful, even if it is slightly odd that he has now left 

the Chamber before the conclusion of any further discussion on the point of order. Do you think, Mr 

Speaker, it would be helpful for there to be further clarification from the Government Benches 

about what plan there would be for further debates, so that we can have reassurance? 

 

Mr Speaker 

What I would say to the right hon. Lady is twofold. First, I do not control the Government Chief 

Whip any more than the Government Chief Whip controls me. I think we ought to be clear about 

that. I cannot comment on his whereabouts and they are not a matter of any great concern to me. 

Secondly, if the right hon. Lady or other colleagues want to explore these matters in the debate in 

the coming days, they absolutely can do so. All I can say is that, in support of Members in all parts 

of the House and of all shades of opinion, I will always have regard to the opportunities for 

Members to put their points and to advance their causes. These are not matters purely for the 

Treasury Bench. I think we are clear about that. 

 

14:52:00 

 

Richard Benyon (Newbury) (Con) 

I should start by reflecting that the speech by the hon. Member for Bassetlaw (John Mann) was one 

of the finest analyses of what happened in the referendum. The right hon. Member for Don Valley 



(Caroline Flint) also absolutely hit the nail on the head about where we are today and how we need 

to progress. 

 

We have heard, and will continue to hear in this debate, reasons why people feel they cannot 

support the Government’s deal. We will hear hon. Member after hon. Member describe in gruesome 

detail what precise strand of Brexit or non-Brexit they will support. That will be all very fascinating 

for their local paper or grist to the mill for their next blog, but in the context of what Parliament is 

doing in this debate and in next week’s vote it will be utterly irrelevant. What matters is not what 

any of us individually think of the deal; what matters is what Members in the Chamber decide. 

What matters is the maths of who makes up this House. 

 

I am happy to give detailed reasoning to the House for why I am prepared to support the 

Government. That would be of interest to some of my constituents. It would be welcome news to 

my constituent who runs a business which employs over 20,000 people and is pleading with us to 

agree the deal. It would be interesting to the small businesses in my constituency that wrote to me 

about why ideological Brexiteers are playing with fire when they breezily claim that no deal would 

be just a bit of mid-air turbulence. We should listen to such people and ask ourselves who is more 

likely than them to understand the complexity of supply chains or the competitive pricing of their 

products. 

 

For some in this House the word “compromise” is a pejorative term: a sign of weakness and a word 

which is too quickly followed by other words like “betrayal”. For me, compromise is almost always 

a virtue. I compromised as a soldier serving on operations. I compromised as a businessman in 

every negotiation I did. I compromised as a Minister when negotiating in Europe for this country. I 

compromise almost daily in this place trying to get some of what I want through, rather than getting 

nothing. Perhaps the best analogy I can use is that I compromised when I got divorced. As one hon. 

Member said outside this Chamber the other day, “At least his divorce was with only one person, 

not 27.” 

 

As the leading Brexit campaigner Dan Hannan wrote recently, if a 52% to 48% referendum result is 

a mandate for anything, it is a mandate for compromise. That said, like most in this House I am a 

democrat and I concede that my side lost. Like about 85% of this House, I was re-elected in 2017—

I might add, with the highest ever popular vote in my constituency in any general election—on a 

manifesto that pledged to respect the result of the referendum. If we look at the bell curve of public 

opinion on this issue, we see the edges of the bell curve showing the irreconcilables, the small 

percentage at either end who are either inexorably grieving at the result of the referendum and will 

do anything they can to undo it, or those for whom the cleanest of breaks with the EU is a theocracy 

and an ideology on which, as with the other end of the scale, compromise is impossible. And then 

there is the rest of the country. Here we find an understanding about what we want to achieve: to 

move from being a country inside the EU with some opt-outs, to one being outside the EU with 

some opt-ins. For many of them, this deal is fine. I support the Prime Minister if she can bring 

forward any changes and tweaks that will encourage more of our colleagues to join. I also give 

notice that if that fails I will seek, with other colleagues right across the House, to find a way 

forward. If that takes me down an EEA or EFTA route, then I will look at that. That would be sub-

optimal, but it may be the only thing the House can agree. What I do feel is that there is no majority 

in this House for no deal. I really urge people to listen to industry and to the letter we received 

today from the four presidents of the NFU. If one represents a rural area and minds about our food 

industry and the rural economy, that letter is calm, deliberate knowledge. 

 

In the spirit of compromise, and to ensure there is something for all of us, I am really attracted by 

the idea that, perhaps on workers’ rights, the environment, and health and safety, we could provide 



a sort of triple lock where if Europe decides to raise standards above where we are today we can say 

that we will put them to this House. We are a sovereign House of Commons. We can make a 

decision on whether to support them. I am interested in that. 

 

I wish to say a word to those who want a second vote. If someone is calling for it because they see it 

as the best way of reversing the first referendum, say so—be honest with the public and do not dress 

it up with some higher purpose. In passing, I would also say: be careful what you wish for. The 

further one gets from London and its bien pensant elites, the more one detects an anger and 

belligerence towards the campaign for a second referendum. The Institute for Government has said 

it would take four to five months to have a second referendum. We would be putting this poor 

country through another four or five months of the kind of divisions we saw in the last one. Is that 

what we really want? The Electoral Commission, the independent body that oversees such votes, 

has very strong views on some of the points being made about the kind of questions that might be 

asked. 

 

My discussions with some of the 97% of my constituents who have not written to me on this issue 

can be condensed down to one simple message: get on with it. 

 

Mr Ben Bradshaw (Exeter) (Lab) 

Does the right hon. Gentleman also accept, though, that if the House were to support the 

Government’s deal, along with the political declaration, it would be a sure fire way of ensuring that 

this uncertainty and political wrangling continue for years to come? 

 

Richard Benyon 

I do not agree with the right hon. Gentleman. It will give certainty. It would certainly give certainty 

to many of the businesses I have talked about. I think there is a dam holding back investment in the 

economy. We all see it in our constituencies. If the deal were to go through, I think we would see a 

mini-boom in this country, as well as a determination to close this off in the minds of the electorate 

by trying to speed through the final stage of negotiations. If there is another emotion I detect in my 

constituency, it is one of admiration for the tenacity of the Prime Minister. While not everyone will 

agree with what she has come up with, I think we can all accept that. 

 

I will finish with a heartfelt plea to people right across the House not to stand absolutely on the 

principle and clear position of what they would accept, but to recognise that the House of Commons 

has to raise its game, understand that compromise is not a dirty word and find a solution that we can 

all agree. 

 

Mr Speaker 

Order. Before I call the hon. Member for Hackney South and Shoreditch (Meg Hillier), I must 

advise the House that, after she has spoken, the time limit will have to be reduced to six minutes. 

[Interruption.] Yes, I recognise that it is a pity, but very many Members wish to take part. 

 

15:01:00 

 

Meg Hillier (Hackney South and Shoreditch) (Lab/Co-op) 

It is a pleasure to follow the right hon. Member for Newbury (Richard Benyon). 

 

Is it not depressing that we are here again having moved on no further in the past five weeks? The 

Public Accounts Committee has produced nine reports on Government preparedness. Every day we 

go on indecisively, the Government are spending money preparing for no deal and other options, 



and that is not to mention the money that will need to be invested, if we leave, in order that we can 

do all the things currently done through European institutions. 

 

I will not repeat what I said in my speech on 6 December, but I feel I need to mention the 41,500 

EU residents in my borough, who are very concerned. The uncertainty that the right hon. Gentleman 

talked about is doing them and business no favours. I have sympathy with what he said about 

compromise. I am a remainer. My constituency was very pro-remain, and many of my constituents 

viscerally want to remain, but the distress and delay is a problem. He talked about a three to four-

month plan for a second referendum, which I would reluctantly support if Parliament cannot make a 

decision, but according to others it would be six months. We need to think carefully about where 

that would lead us and what uncertainties we would have to live through along the way. 

 

As I said in my last speech, the Government have proceeded recklessly, but today I want to talk 

about an issue that was never really discussed in the campaign on the mainland of the UK. I should 

declare that my husband is a dual citizen of Ireland and the United Kingdom. The Northern Ireland 

border is too often dismissed as a confected issue that does not matter greatly. I did some research. 

Only 108 MPs in the House today were in Parliament when the Good Friday agreement was signed 

in 1998, and only 144 of us were here when we had the last republican terrorist attack on the 

mainland. There is a diminishing number of Members who were here and closely involved in that 

debate, when our leaders, Tony Blair among them, took us to the signing of the Good Friday 

agreement. 

 

In December 2017, the Irish Mirror reported that MI5 had disrupted more than 250 separate attacks 

in Northern Ireland alone, with seizures of explosives, weapons and ammunition, and that there had 

been 16 attacks in 2015-16 in Northern Ireland. There remain serious issues for peace in Northern 

Ireland and the security of Northern Irish citizens, as well as of Irish citizens across the border. We 

have been in the common travel area with Northern Ireland since the Irish Free State was declared 

in 1922, except for a brief period after the second world war. Ireland has aligned itself with us to 

maintain that position, in 1952 signing up to our immigration rules on the Commonwealth and in 

the ’70s joining the EU. The Republic of Ireland is not considered a foreign country under UK law. 

Irish citizens have a special status that confers on them the right to vote here. Under British law 

they have more rights than EU citizens, including the right to be Members of this House with Irish 

citizenship alone; they are not required to become British citizens. 

 

It is good that article 5 of the withdrawal agreement confirms that the common travel area and free 

movement must remain for our Irish cousins, but it is of real concern to me that we have not 

debated how we will deal with the Irish border. The Prime Minister said in a statement in October 

2018, and she has repeated this sort of phrase many a time: 

 

“We are obviously committed to no hard border, and we have made it clear that in any 

circumstances, including in a no-deal situation, we would be doing all that we could to ensure that 

there was no hard border. We would look to work with Ireland and the European Union to ensure 

that there was no hard border, but there has been no commitment in relation to that.”—[Official 

Report, 22 October 2018; Vol. 648, c.61.] 

 

That last half sentence is the real issue. 

 

There are options, but none of them is good. Customs checks could be imposed at the border 

because Ireland becomes a third country under EU law. How does that chime with our commitment 

to the common travel area? We could do nothing and temporarily have no border while we work out 

the political agreement, but if we do so, we could be the subject of a complaint to the World Trade 



Organisation. We could move checks further away from the border in the so-called max fac—

maximum facilitation—option, which the UK proposed and the EU rejected. Even when the UK 

proposed it, it was still not clear what it was. It involves a bit of number plate recognition, and 

perhaps taking some goods and checking them. 

 

I have had the privilege of speaking to the Comptroller and Auditor General for the Northern 

Ireland Audit Office and hearing him describe the travel of goods back and forth across the border, 

which I know well. UK citizens in Northern Ireland and Irish citizens in Ireland have a lot of 

business—processing of milk and pork, a lot of other agricultural business—that relies on 

movement across the border. It is vital that that is maintained, and there is really no answer to that. 

One of the reasons why I cannot support the deal is that it does not resolve that problem. 

 

There is, as other speakers have highlighted, no simple answer, but we have had weakness upon 

weakness from this Government. There has been reckless rush and unnecessary delay. The Prime 

Minister has reached out far too late to Members in her own party, let alone trying to have any 

cross-party discussions. I was dismayed to hear from the hon. Member for Mid Norfolk (George 

Freeman) that there has not even been proper dialogue with the Opposition Front Bench. There is 

no authority, and that is of real concern to me. How can we have faith that the sketchy political 

agreement will be fleshed out and delivered by this Prime Minister in her current weakness? 

 

I think we need to look—I say this rather reluctantly—at revoking or at least extending article 50 

unless Parliament can deliver. Even with the three-day deadline, it is difficult to know how we can 

begin to coalesce around alternatives. I throw that at the Government; as the Executive, they still 

have power to determine the business in this place. We have to have an opportunity to discuss 

alternatives. If we fail, we need to consider going back to the people, even with all the problems I 

have highlighted that doing so would raise. 

 

15:07:00 

 

Alex Chalk (Cheltenham) (Con) 

In these difficult times for our country, it is as well to remember the iron rule of politics: no 

situation is so bad that it is not possible for politicians to make it worse. I fear that we are in such a 

situation now. Not to vote for the deal would be to fall into precisely that trap. 

 

I was a remainer. I campaigned across Cheltenham for remain, from the high street to the 

promenade. I did not do so because I thought the European Union was perfect. It had allowed itself, 

in many ways, to become inflexible and too remote from ordinary people. Even if I would not have 

suggested joining on the terms that were proffered in 2016, it seemed to me that the process of 

unravelling that 40-year relationship would be so lengthy, so complex, so expensive and so divisive 

that the game would not be worth the candle. 

 

I made that argument and others, which are being reheated, such as that that process would act as a 

headwind against growth, and I was proud of the fact that 56% of people in Cheltenham voted to 

remain. But we did not vote as constituencies; we voted as a country. We voted as one nation, and I 

am first and foremost a democrat. I stood on a manifesto in 2015 that read: 

 

“We will honour the result of the referendum, whatever the outcome.” 

 

Parliament then voted for such a referendum. On Second Reading of the Bill that became the 

European Union Referendum Act 2015, the then Foreign Secretary said that the Bill had 

 



“one clear purpose: to deliver on our promise to give the British people the final say on our EU 

membership in an in/out referendum”.—[Official Report, 9 June 2015; Vol. 596, c. 1047.] 

 

That was voted for by parties across the House—the Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal 

Democrats. During the campaign, the Government distributed to every home in Cheltenham a 

leaflet stating: 

 

“The referendum…is your chance to decide if we should remain in or leave the European 

Union…The Government will implement what you decide.” 

 

We all know that was the deal. I remember the words of the late and much-missed Paddy Ashdown 

on the evening of the referendum. Before the result came in, he said: 

 

“I will forgive no one who does not respect the sovereign voice of the British people once it is 

spoken, whether it is a majority of one per cent or 20 per cent. When the British people have spoken 

you do what they command. Either you believe in democracy or you don’t.” 

 

Some in the House say the margin of victory does not matter. “In a referendum,” they say, “the 

winner takes all—one more vote is all you need to impose the most ideologically pure version of 

what you argued for.” I respectfully suggest there are great dangers in assuming that the 2016 

referendum result—just 52:48—was a mandate for a tungsten-hard no-deal Brexit, which is now 

one of the two obvious alternatives to this deal. Those who advocate that would do well to 

remember that, had the EU negotiators simply offered David Cameron a genuine emergency brake 

that did not dismantle the freedom of movement principle but provided a sensible derogation, it is 

likely we would have voted to remain. 

 

This deal is a compromise. That means it has positives and negatives. The positives are these. On 

goods, the EU has accepted that the UK should have a bespoke trade deal, with no tariffs, fees or 

charges and no quotas. On services, the EU has accepted the principle of arrangements for financial 

services, which, importantly, will be based on equivalence. British nationals will be able to travel 

freely without a visa, EU directives will no longer have direct effect and so on. 

 

Against that backdrop, is it any surprise that the deal has been loudly welcomed by Rolls-Royce, 

Siemens, the Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry and the chief executive of 

UKHospitality? The BioIndustry Association supports it—I could go on and on. The chief 

executive of BAE Systems, which employs many people in Cheltenham, welcomed the transition 

period, and GE Aviation, a significant employer in Gloucestershire, said: 

 

“Ratification of a withdrawal agreement would provide business with the certainty it needs. In 

contrast, a disorderly ‘no deal’ exit in March would present considerable challenges for our 

operations, supply chains and customers.” 

 

Simon Hoare (North Dorset) (Con) 

Does my hon. Friend share my concern that the experts and others he prays in aid, whose views I 

certainly give great weight to, have been too easily dismissed? People either call them fake news or 

say, “They would say that,” or, “They don’t know what they’re talking about; we know better.” 

There is a dangerous anti-business trend in what some people say, and we must resist it. 

 

Alex Chalk 

And this is the Conservative party, which listens to business and wants to stand on the side of 

people who create prosperity in our country. By the way, if we want to deliver social mobility, we 



will do that through jobs and enterprise, and by raising tax revenues so we have the greatest 

possible public services. 

 

Of course there are negatives to the deal; we have heard about those. Concern is rightly expressed 

about the Irish backstop, but, as the Secretary of State indicated and the Attorney General has said, 

it is an instrument of pain for both sides. What is a backstop for us is a back door for them. 

Northern Ireland would have the advantage of being able to access both the single market of the EU 

and the single market of the UK. Mainland British businesses would be incentivised to relocate to 

Northern Ireland to supply their goods into the EU. Meanwhile, the process of negotiating trade 

deals would become a nightmare for the EU, as it would not be able to clarify the frontiers of its 

single market and the British taxpayer would not be paying a penny piece. 

 

The fact is that all trade deals require some kind of backstop. Canada-plus and Labour’s 

suggestion—it wants to be inside the customs union but outside the single market—would require 

one, too. I have heard much criticism from the Labour party. Some of it is fluent and cogent—we 

get all that—but, with respect, criticism is easy. As a quote probably misattributed to Teddy 

Roosevelt goes, complaining about a problem without proposing a solution is called whining. 

Labour does not want a second referendum, does not want an extension and criticises the 

Government, saying there is no way they could get meaningful changes to their deal, yet it suggests 

that it could get a whole new deal by 29 March—a “strong single market deal”, although that is 

completely lacking in detail and clarity as to what Labour would require. [Interruption.] It is indeed 

a “unicorn” prospect. 

 

A hard Brexit, I would suggest, is simply not an option. There are concerns about Ireland, and I 

have real concerns about it. Of course it is necessary to “aim off” with respect to some of the polls, 

but there is a real risk that if there is a hard Brexit the appetite for a border poll will increase, and 

there is then a real risk of a united Ireland. There are great risks from a second referendum as well, 

which I cannot go into now. However, there is an opportunity for us to do something sensible and 

unlock the wall of investment that is poised over our economy, and I shall be voting for the deal. 

 

15:15:00 

 

Mr David Lammy (Tottenham) (Lab) 

I have faced many challenges in the two decades for which I have sat in the House, but Sunday 7 

August 2011, the morning after the Tottenham riots, was by far the greatest. Walking on broken 

glass, past burnt-out cars, homes and businesses, comforting men and women who were still in their 

pyjamas, I saw the place where I had lived for my whole life turned to ashes. 

 

Many members of the community were urging me to say that the killing of Mark Duggan by police, 

which had sparked the riots, justified that rage: that the families made homeless, the burnt-out buses 

and houses and the looted shops were worth it. They told me I had to say that that wrong was right. 

It was not easy, but I had to look members of my community in the face, tell them that the violence 

was a disgrace, and condemn it unequivocally. Why? Because we have a duty to tell our 

constituents the truth, even when they passionately disagree. We owe them not only our industry 

but our judgment. We are trusted representatives, not unthinking delegates, so why do many in the 

House continue to support Brexit when they know that it will wreck jobs, the NHS and our standing 

in the world? 

 

This is the fundamental dishonesty at the heart of the Brexit debate. Most Members now recognise 

that in private, but do not say it in public. Brexit is a con, a trick, a swindle, a fraud. It is a deception 

that will hurt most of the people it promised to help. It is a dangerous fantasy that will make every 



problem it claims to solve worse. It is a campaign won on false promises and lies. Both Vote Leave 

and Leave.EU broke the law. Russian interference is beyond reasonable doubt. 

 

By now, every single campaign promise made in 2016 has come unstuck. Brexit will not enrich our 

NHS; it will impoverish it. Our trade deal with Donald Trump will see US corporations privatise 

and dismantle it, one bed at a time. Even the promises on immigration, which has so greatly 

enriched our country, are a lie. After Brexit, immigration will go up, not down. When we enter into 

negotiations with countries such as India and China, they will ask for three things—visas, visas and 

more visas—and they will get them, because we will be weak. 

 

Then there is the myth about restoring parliamentary sovereignty. The last two years have shown 

what a joke that is. The Prime Minister has hoarded power like a deluded 21st-century Henry VIII. 

Impact assessments have been hidden, votes have been resisted and blocked, and simple opponents 

of Government policies have been bullied and threatened to get into line. Even when we forced a 

meaningful vote, the Prime Minister cancelled it, certain we would reject her disastrous deal—and 

oh, we will reject it, because it is a lose-lose compromise that offers no certainty for our future. All 

that it guarantees is more years of negotiation, headed by the same clowns who guided us into this 

farce in the first place. 

 

We are suffering from a crisis of leadership in our hour of need. This country’s greatest moments 

came when we showed courage, not when we appeased: the courage of Wilberforce to emancipate 

the slaves in the face of the anger of the British ruling class, the courage of Winston Churchill to 

declare war on Hitler in the face of the appeasers in his Cabinet and the country, and the courage of 

Attlee and Bevan to nationalise the health service in the face of the doctors who protested that that 

was not right. Today, we too must be bold, because the challenges that we face are just as extreme. 

We must not be afraid to tell the truth to those who disagree. 

 

Friends on this side of the House tell me to appease Labour voters in industrial towns: the former 

miners, the factory workers, those who feel that they have been left behind. I say that we must not 

patronise them with cowardice. Let us tell them the truth. Let us tell them, “You were sold a lie. 

Parts of the media used your fears to sell papers and boost viewing figures. Nigel Farage and the 

right hon. Member for Uxbridge and South Ruislip (Boris Johnson) exploited the same prejudice to 

win votes. Shame on them. Immigrants have not taken your jobs; our schools and colleges failed to 

give you skills. 

 

Hospitals are crumbling not because of health tourists, but because of decades of austerity that 

ground them down to the bone. People cannot afford a house because both parties failed to build, 

not because Mohammed down the road moved in. Wealth was hoarded in London when it should 

have been shared across the country. 

 

Blame us; blame Westminster: do not blame Brussels for our own country’s mistakes. And do not 

be angry at us for telling you the truth; be angry at the chancers who sold you a lie. As Martin 

Luther King said long ago: 

 

“There comes a time when silence is betrayal.” 

 

So just as I speak plainly to the Government this time around, let me speak to the Opposition about 

some home truths. There is no left-wing justification for Brexit. Ditching workers’ rights and social 

protections and ending environmental co-operation is not progressive. This is a project about 

neoliberal deregulation; it is Thatcherism on steroids, pushed by her modern-day disciples. Leaving 



the EU will not free us from the injustices of global capitalism; it will make us subordinate to 

Trump’s US. 

 

Socialism confined to one country will not work. Whether we like it or not, the world we live in is 

global. We can fix the rigged system only if we co-operate across border lines. The party of Keir 

Hardie has always been international. We must not let down our young supporters by failing to 

stand with them on the biggest issue of our lives. 

 

If we remain in the EU we can reform it from the top table: share the load of mass migration, 

address the excesses of the bureaucracy and fix inequalities between creditor and debtor states. We 

can recharge the economy. We can refuel the NHS. We can build the houses we need after years of 

hurt. Hope is what we need: remain in the EU; give Britain a second opportunity to decide. 

 

15:21:00 

 

Royston Smith (Southampton, Itchen) (Con) 

I do not want to use my speech to talk about parliamentary procedure or the detail of the various 

options to withdraw from the EU—I will leave that to others to do. What I want to talk about today 

is trust: not trust in MPs, which the right hon. Member for Tottenham (Mr Lammy) has just alluded 

to, but trust in the electorate, which my hon. Friend the Member for Mid Norfolk (George Freeman) 

spoke about. 

 

In 1997, I, like many others, was unhappy that Tony Blair became Prime Minister, but I did not 

start campaigning for a people’s vote to remove him, and the same was the case in 2001 and in 

2005. In fact, I think the situation was the same in 2010, 2015 and 2017, as the Opposition would 

have been disappointed about the outcome of the election, but they did not start campaigning for a 

people’s vote to overturn it. That is because we accept the results of votes in this country, and we 

should accept this one. 

 

Turning to the point of this whole debate, in June 2016, the British people were given a say on our 

future relationship with the EU through a simple in/out referendum. We chose to leave. The 

numbers who voted or the margin of the majority are irrelevant; the question was put and the 

answer was given. 

 

It should come as no surprise that, in a contest, some people will be disappointed. We should not 

dismiss their concerns; we should instead try to be as accommodating as possible. That is what 

people have been talking about today, but we must stay true to the referendum result—we have a 

duty to do so. 

 

Antoinette Sandbach 

Does my hon. Friend accept that when Vote Leave registered, it was registering for a simple “out” 

vote, but said it was not binding itself to a particular form of out, and that it would be up to MPs to 

decide how that result was implemented? 

 

Royston Smith 

I appreciate my hon. Friend’s intervention, but it is not for me to talk about what Vote Leave 

decided; it is for me to talk about what I think and what my constituents think. 

 

Everyone in the Conservative party, including my hon. Friend, stood on the 2015 manifesto. They 

promised to give the British public a straightforward in/out referendum. Everyone who voted in 

December 2015 to legislate for that referendum did so promising to honour the result. Everyone 



who voted and campaigned in the referendum did so in the spirit of what had been agreed before the 

vote took place, and again promised to honour the result—at least I assume that they did. Can we 

really imagine that people were wandering around campaigning for in or for out, but saying to their 

constituents and friends, “Whatever happens, if we don’t win, we’ll just renege on the result”? Of 

course they did not do that; they campaigned saying they would honour the result. Everyone in here 

who voted to trigger article 50 and everyone in here who voted to pass—[Interruption.] I am not 

saying that everyone here voted in that way. I am talking about everyone who did vote in that 

way—[Interruption.] If Members listen, they can intervene on me. Everyone in the Chamber who 

voted to trigger article 50 and who voted to pass the European Union (Withdrawal) Act did so 

because at that time they were doing what they promised their electorate they would do. 

 

In 2017, both two major parties stood on manifestos that promised to honour the result. In my 

constituency, the Conservative and Labour candidates shared 93% of the vote. Two parties that 

promised to honour the result of the referendum shared almost the entire vote while all the other 

parties lost their deposits. Almost every Conservative and Labour Member has promised to deliver 

Brexit at one time or another. At the time, those who supported remain accepted the wording of the 

referendum. At no time did they say that the result needed to have a particular majority, or that the 

consequences needed to be spelled out. Why was that? Quite obviously it was because the remain 

voters thought they would win. I thought they would win, even though I campaigned for and voted 

to leave. 

 

The country has followed this soap opera for two years. It has joined us on this journey, which 

began with the referendum and was followed by a prime ministerial resignation, a new Prime 

Minister, a general election, Lancaster House, Florence, “Brexit means Brexit”, “No deal is better 

than a bad deal”, a delayed vote, a vote of confidence in the Prime Minister and, finally, “This deal, 

no deal or no Brexit at all”. No Brexit at all is not an option. This place voted for the referendum 

and promised to honour the result. This place voted to trigger article 50 and, in so doing, 

reconfirmed to the British public that our democracy is more important than political convenience. 

We all accepted the terms before the campaigns started, and if Members fail to implement the result 

or attempt to frustrate the will of the people, they are not democrats and I have no idea why they are 

here. 

 

I would like to offer some clarity for those Ministers who like to appear on the “Today” programme 

saying that people like me know what they do not want but not what they do want. I met the Prime 

Minister and I could not have been clearer to her: I want a deal but, as it stands, I do not want her 

deal. The Prime Minister promised to protect our precious Union. Her deal does not do that, 

because it treats one part of our Union differently from the other parts. So, for those who repeat that 

people like me know what we do not want but not what we do want, I will say it again: take the 

backstop out, and I will compromise again and reluctantly vote for the deal. 

 

This has been a dark time in our nation’s history. It has laid bare the divisions in our country and, 

by reneging on the promises we made to the British public, we would plunge our country into an 

even darker place, and I would not blame the voters if they never trusted a politician again. Many of 

the people outside this place believe that politicians are untrustworthy. They think that we spend 

most of our time talking to ourselves and not caring about what they think. If we fail to honour the 

result of the most important vote in living memory, we will prove them right, and I will have no 

part in that. I made promises to my constituents and I fully intend to honour them, whatever that 

takes. I would rather lose my seat, honour my commitments to my constituents and preserve what 

integrity is left in this place than behave as so many others are, in their own self-interest. 

 

15:28:00 



 

Sir Edward Davey (Kingston and Surbiton) (LD) 

My friend, Lord Ashdown—Paddy—is being buried today in Somerset, so I hope that the House 

will allow me to speak about this deal as I think Paddy would have done. The hon. Member for 

Cheltenham (Alex Chalk) might not have known about the burial service, but my friend Paddy 

would have been able to apply his critical faculties to the deal and judge it on the basis of what was 

good for this country. That is what he would have done. I worked for him for nearly 30 years, 

beginning as his economics adviser, and when he talked about Europe, he talked about the way in 

which countries needed to co-operate and work together. Internationalism was in his liberalism. He 

talked about how, working with other countries, this country could regain sovereignty and regain 

control over global capitalism, and the multinationals that sought to undermine the interests of 

individual countries, people and corporations. His view was that we were stronger and had more 

control. That was his approach to the European Union. 

 

However, things went much deeper than that. Paddy was a soldier and a diplomat, and he brought 

that experience and those beliefs to the European question. It was his commitment to peace and to 

patriotism—he loved his country—that made him such a strong pro-European. We see that in his 

books and his speeches when he talks about the dangers of rising nationalism and protectionism 

around the world. He worried about Trump, Bolsonaro and Brexit, and he thought that Britain being 

in the EU was one of the best ways of combatting those rises in nationalism and protectionism. In 

his work in Bosnia, he talked about how the EU’s institutions were bringing peace not just within 

that country, but within the Balkans. Indeed, if we look at what is happening, the EU is one of the 

magnets that is ending the hostility between those countries, and it can play a key role. It is an 

engine for peace, as it has been across Europe. 

 

Of course, as man who was born in Northern Ireland, Paddy would look at the threat to the Good 

Friday agreement with serious concern. Nearly 3,600 of our countrymen and women died in the 

troubles, but few have died since the Good Friday peace agreement. People inside and outside this 

House should think carefully about anything that puts that at risk. Paddy certainly did, believing 

that the EU was a way of gluing people together and moving away from past hostilities. 

 

I was Secretary of State for Energy and Climate Change when Putin invaded Crimea and the 

Bolsheviks went into eastern Ukraine. There were crisis summits. The European Energy Council 

got together to work out how to deal with the matter, and one way of undermining Putin was to 

reduce Russia’s oil, coal and gas exports by ensuring that the EU became more secure by going 

green and by trading within itself, making it less dependent on Russia. That meant less money into 

Putin’s pockets and therefore fewer soldiers and rockets. That was how the UK could exercise soft 

power through the EU. Europe’s energy security strategy was written in my office in Whitehall, 

because we were able to use soft power to try to promote security and peace. That is what the EU is 

about, and that is why Paddy supported it. 

 

If Paddy applied those same thoughts to this deal, he would say that it is hopeless. This deal would 

lock Britain into bad diplomacy—diplomacy based on transactions and deals, not relationships. In 

the modern world, a country should have deep relationships with its neighbouring states. When I 

was in the coalition Government, I talked about having joint Cabinet meetings in Berlin and in 

London with the German Government. That did not go down too well on the Tory Benches, but I 

was trying to ensure that relationships were built on understanding between Ministers, not on press 

releases. I am afraid that this deal locks us into transactions between now and whenever we find out 

what Brexit actually means, which will be when the political declaration is eventually negotiated. 

Beyond that, however, whenever we get to the end of those negotiations—the Secretary of State is 

dreaming if he thinks that that will happen at the end of the implementation period—we will still be 



in a much more transactional relationship with the EU, which will damage this country and its 

interests. Paddy would think that this deal is not in this great country’s interests. 

 

I hope that the deal will go down next Tuesday—I will vote against it—but it is unclear what will 

replace it. There is a clear majority against no deal. Is there a majority for some other deal? I do not 

know. Perhaps Norway-plus will attract some people. I find it deeply unattractive, because we 

would have all the costs and rules of the EU, but no voice and no vote. That is why—I am happy to 

admit this—putting the decision back to the people is a good idea. I hope that they will change their 

minds. If the people vote on this deal based on what they have seen over the past two and a half 

years, they will have a lot more information than they had in 2016. Some say, “The people knew 

what they were voting for,” but I really do not think that that is the case. Over the past two and a 

half years, there has been the most immense opening of people’s minds to what actually happened. 

In addition, more than 1 million young people did not get a vote in 2016, and they would like a say 

in their future. I believe that the case for another vote is made. 

 

15:34:00 

 

Mr Alister Jack (Dumfries and Galloway) (Con) 

In September 2014 the people of Scotland were confronted with a choice between remaining a 

member of the United Kingdom and becoming an independent state. The debate that preceded that 

vote brought politics alive in Scotland, and it did so precisely because it went to the heart of our 

national identities and challenged the idea that we could be proud of being both Scottish and 

British. 

 

As the House knows, in that referendum, the people of Scotland voted to remain part of the United 

Kingdom and, ever since the result was declared, it has been incumbent on those of us who believe 

in our United Kingdom to continue defending it. It is in that context that I considered the 

withdrawal agreement, because I would never vote for anything that threatened or undermined the 

integrity of our United Kingdom. I respect colleagues who have taken a different view on this 

matter, and I fully understand the concerns they have expressed because I initially shared those 

concerns. I have always been clear that, when we leave the European Union, as I voted to do, we 

leave as one United Kingdom. 

 

Members may know that my constituency is home to the strategically and economically important 

port of Cairnryan, which handles approximately 45% of Northern Ireland’s trade with the rest of the 

UK. Any border down the Irish sea or proposal to carve off Northern Ireland from the rest of the 

United Kingdom would be hugely detrimental to the port, which would be wholly unacceptable. 

 

Although the withdrawal agreement is clear that nothing in it prevents the UK from ensuring 

unfettered access for goods moving from Northern Ireland to the rest of the UK’s internal market, I 

welcome the specific commitment in the paper published yesterday that the Government will 

enshrine a guarantee to that effect in primary legislation. I do not want a situation to arise in which 

the UK needs to enter the backstop arrangement, and the text is clear that the backstop is neither the 

preferred nor the expected outcome. With the right level of political will and determination, it is 

entirely possible to reach an agreement on our future relationship before December 2020 and I, like 

the Prime Minister, sincerely hope we do. 

 

I would have preferred a provision in the agreement that would enable us to end the backstop 

unilaterally, but that is not in the agreement. Although article 1(4) of the Northern Ireland protocol 

explicitly states that it is intended to apply “only temporarily,” I cannot help but think that inserting 

an end date, even one as far away as 2023, would focus both parties’ minds on finding a solution. I 



have no doubt that, when the solution comes, it will come down to money, as I am quite confident 

that the technology already exists. The proposed backstop arrangement is uncomfortable. However, 

I am reassured by the words of my right hon. and learned Friend the Attorney General. Like him, I 

believe that, compared with the other courses available, this is a reasonable, calculated risk. 

 

The Prime Minister has accepted that this deal is not perfect, and we have to recognise that the 

withdrawal agreement is only one step in the process of leaving the EU. The Environment Secretary 

correctly said in his opening remarks that we should not make the perfect the enemy of the good, 

and I agree. I also believe that, if David Cameron had come back with this deal before the 

referendum, we leavers would have taken it. For me, Norway-plus, no deal and a second 

referendum are all less appealing than the deal before us. Even worse is the possibility of a 

Government led by the Labour Front Bench team who, despite having plenty of time to come up 

with something, have absolutely no plan for Brexit. 

 

As a result of this deal, we will again become an independent coastal state. In December 2020 we 

will be free to decide who has access to our waters. We will be able to create a support system that 

meets the needs of our farming and rural communities, including my own in Dumfries and 

Galloway. In Scotland the withdrawal agreement has the support of organisations such as the 

Federation of Small Businesses, the National Farmers Union of Scotland, the Scotch Whisky 

Association and the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation. 

 

In 2016 a majority voted to leave the EU. The Prime Minister has been clear in her determination to 

deliver on that result, and we leave the European Union on 29 March. After much deliberation, I 

have reached the view that this is a deal that delivers for the whole United Kingdom without 

undermining the integrity of our precious Union. It is a deal that moves Brexit forward. It is a 

pragmatic compromise that means we leave the political union, the customs union, the common 

fisheries policy and the common agricultural policy. It ends free movement and it ends the 

jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice over the United Kingdom. It is also a deal that reflects 

the closeness of the referendum result, by leaving the EU at the same time as protecting our jobs 

and our economy. Despite my backstop reservations, I support it. 

 

15:40:00 

 

Maria Eagle (Garston and Halewood) (Lab) 

There is no ideal way forward now that will satisfy all. I will not be voting for the withdrawal 

agreement that the Prime Minister has negotiated. I am afraid it is a mess, and the way she has 

handled Brexit from the beginning of her premiership has been fundamentally flawed. If we go 

forward on the basis of her deal and the political declaration, I believe that terrible damage will be 

done to the jobs, life chances, finances and prospects of my constituents, and to many other people 

in the rest of the country. 

 

Colleagues from across the House have talked today about compromise, but the Prime Minister and 

her Government have made no efforts to seek a consensus across this House, or across the country, 

on the best way forward. From the beginning of her negotiations two years ago, she has focused her 

efforts on keeping her warring party together, rather than looking to do what is best for the country. 

She has not sought to set out a range of Brexit options and lead a great national conversation about 

the best way forward amongst potential options or available choices; she has simply ruled out the 

ones that she does not think some in her party will support. She has not sought to heal the divisions 

exposed by the toxicity of the referendum campaign, and the fears and divisions it exploited, or to 

reconcile the differences between those who voted to leave and those who voted to remain that have 

been revealed as a consequence. 



 

The Prime Minister has purposefully since run down the clock, to prevent anyone but a small group 

around her from having a say on the way forward. Her negotiating red lines were more about 

keeping her most uncompromising Brexit-supporting colleagues on board and preventing them 

from removing her from office, than about finding a consensus across our nation, but they have had 

the effect of ruling out sensible and less damaging Brexit options, and now we are being told that it 

is her deal or no deal. 

 

In my view, the Secretary of State, the Prime Minister and the Government should rule out no deal 

straightaway. It would be the most irresponsible, self-harming stupidity, and should not be 

contemplated. Seeking compromise and finding agreement across the House has not been a focus of 

what the Government have tried to do, and we need to recall that when they now stand up and say 

they want compromise. 

 

Let us recall that the Prime Minister did not want the House to have any meaningful say on Brexit 

at all. She wanted to trigger article 50 without allowing a vote in the House; only public-spirited 

citizens and the courts stopped her. She wanted to negotiate a deal and implement it without a 

meaningful vote in this House; only parliamentarians across parties have stopped her. She wants the 

Executive to take back control of our laws, with its full panoply of Henry VIII powers, not 

Parliament. Now, with her deal in deep trouble, she talks about compromise, but she has been trying 

to run down the clock and threaten us with catastrophe if we do not do her bidding, pulling the 

meaningful vote to waste another month—all to give the impression that it is her deal or no deal. 

 

What are the consequences of the Prime Minister’s deal? The National Institute of Economic and 

Social Research said that the White Paper version of her deal would cost the UK up to £100 billion 

by 2030 and cut GDP by 4% compared with the status quo. No deal, which she threatens the nation 

with, would be even worse, seeing a fall of up to 9% of GDP, on the Government’s own forecasts, 

over the next 15 years. GDP would be cut in the north-west by 12% in the next 15 years, hitting 

manufacturing particularly hard. 

 

My constituents are already reeling from the seemingly never-ending austerity imposed by the 

coalition and Tory Governments. Poverty is rocketing upwards. Food bank use is becoming 

institutionalised. The services towards which my constituents used to turn to get help and support at 

Liverpool City Council and Knowsley Borough Council are severely compromised; both had two 

thirds of their money removed by the Government. My constituents cannot afford the economic 

dislocation of the Prime Minister’s Brexit, much less a no-deal Brexit. 

 

My constituents did not vote for this. They voted, like me, to remain. Research shows that, since 

that time, sentiment has moved further towards remain, currently standing at about 64-36, and that 

accords with my own sense of what is happening in the constituency. My own survey shows an 80-

20 split for remain. I accept, of course, that it is not as scientific as opinion polls and research; it is a 

self-selecting set of people who reply, but they are my constituents. When I asked about the PM’s 

deal, 73% said that Brexit should be stopped altogether, with only 2% supporting her deal. A further 

7% said that it was a bad deal but the only one available, so only a tenth were willing to back her 

deal. Some 80% told me that they expected leaving the EU to be bad for their families and an even 

higher number said it would be bad for the country, yet that is what the PM now expects me to vote 

for. I will not do it; I cannot do it. 

 

I will not vote to make my constituents poorer just to get the PM off the hook on which she has 

ineptly but willingly put herself. The UK faces the biggest political crisis we have had in my 

lifetime—precipitated by the 2016 referendum, the subsequent general election, when the PM lost 



her majority, and the botched negotiations. The Government have no majority in this House, yet 

persist in acting as though they do. 

 

Enough is enough: Parliament must take back control. It is showing welcome signs of doing so. 

There must be no more delaying tactics from the Government. If the deal goes down next week, 

Britain must find a new way forward. If we cannot have a general election because of the Fixed-

term Parliaments Act 2011—although the possibility has yet to be tested—we should extend or 

revoke article 50, to enable a people’s vote on the deal, with the option of remaining in the EU. 

 

15:46:00 

 

Trudy Harrison (Copeland) (Con) 

On 23 June 2016, I voted to leave the European Union—not as a Member of Parliament, as I had 

not yet been elected, but as a resident and parent of four daughters who has always lived in 

Copeland and hopefully always will. 

 

I do not describe myself as a Brexiteer. I voted to leave because I am proud and desperately 

ambitious for this country. That pride and ambition are based not on an out-of-date rose-tinted 

nostalgia, but on fact. The success of our country and our place in the world was secured well 

before we joined the European Union, and as part of the EU our success has continued. But over 

recent decades the north of England, despite being responsible for so much of our industrial and 

technological prowess, has not had the investment, particularly in infrastructure, that it should have 

had to really achieve its full potential. 

 

Much of the dialogue around Brexit has focused on process. If I am honest, the mantra of control of 

our laws, borders and money motivates me less than what we are all surely trying to achieve. We 

are striving for a successful UK. If the outcome, aim and prize of Brexit is a more successful 

country, I do not want to scupper the very educational establishments and businesses that will be 

absolutely critical to achieving that outcome. 

 

To be clear, I voted to leave the EU, I want to leave the EU and I respect our country’s democratic 

process. I look forward to Parliament’s getting this agreement over the line. As I see it, this is a 

skeletal framework. Each and every one of us has the responsibility to put the flesh on the bones. 

The key points of leaving are met in the deal: free movement, the direct jurisdiction of the European 

Court of Justice, and the vast budget payments to the EU all end. We are leaving the common 

fisheries policy and the common agricultural policy. Critically, citizens’ rights will be protected 

both here in the UK and in the EU, which means that the benefits of healthcare, pensions and other 

important matters will be protected. 

 

Most importantly, we will have the time, through the implementation or transition period, to adjust. 

Time will allow us—the people and businesses on both sides of the channel—to adjust to the new 

arrangements, but the period is limited to December 2020. For my constituency of Copeland, that 

time to adjust is essential for the nuclear industry. As we leave Euratom and move to a UK regime 

under the Office for Nuclear Regulation, the extra time afforded by the transition period will ensure 

that all the safeguards officers, procedures and equipment are in place, along with the bilateral 

agreements with other countries. Given the international and collaborative nature of the nuclear 

industry, that is vital. It is especially critical for Cumbria because 27,000 of the 87,000 people who 

work in the nuclear industry live in Cumbria and depend on that industry. Just about every 

household in my constituency has a family member who works in or for a business that is connected 

with the nuclear industry. That is why I want the security that the withdrawal agreement brings. 

 



The industrial strategy and nuclear sector deal contains much cause for optimism. For more than 60 

years, Copeland has led the way, and it was the first place in the world to generate electricity for the 

grid when Calder Hall was opened in 1957. This Government are the first in a generation to 

construct a new nuclear power station at Hinkley Point, and I am determined that we will also get 

Moorside power station built in Copeland. 

 

We have an undisputed need for more low-carbon electricity, and an undeniable, globally respected, 

safe nuclear capability in Copeland. I will do nothing to damage that, and everything I possibly can 

to grow that capability further. We must secure more research and development in advanced and 

small modular reactors. We must export more of our current decommissioning operations, and 

increase exports of skills, components, products and processes that are working well at Sellafield 

and being developed by our superb nuclear supply chain. Equally important is securing our farming 

industry, and I am concerned that extortionate tariffs would not help, but hinder the incredibly hard-

working farmers and their businesses. The common agricultural policy will come to an end, to the 

delight of many Cumbrian farmers. Again, I want to do all I can to ensure that we deliver a UK 

farming policy that works for Cumbrian farmers and avoids damaging tariffs. 

 

Our place in the world is based on a number of factors that I fear could be hindered, not helped, 

without this agreement. It is based on the number of top universities we have in this country, the 

creative industries, award-winning books and films in our language, our time zone, our national 

resolve, our military might, freedom for the great institutions and think tanks, and the legal and 

financial economy that has grown in this country. It is based on our road, rail, sea, air and digital 

connectivity. I will be supporting the agreement. 

 

15:52:00 

 

Eleanor Smith (Wolverhampton South West) (Lab) 

I rise almost a month to the day since the original meaningful vote on the Brexit deal was suddenly 

called off by the Government. Since then, nothing has changed. No new documents have come 

forward, and no further clarification or revisions have been made. I cannot support the withdrawal 

agreement and political declaration of our future relationship with the EU because the deal does not 

protect workers’ rights or trade union legislation. The document I have seen, which describes what 

the future relationship between the UK and the EU will look like, is only 26 pages. Those pages 

contain a few meaningless phrases about future legislation. On protecting workers’ rights they state 

that 

 

“the UK will consider aligning with Union rules in relevant areas”. 

 

As a lifelong trade unionist, I must ask what kind of deal to protect workers that is. Why have 

negotiations only achieved a vague wish list of the so-called “high standards”? The only thing that 

seems clear and certain is that this deal will make the country poorer and severely affect areas such 

the black country. 

 

In the 2016 referendum, people did not vote to be worse off. The Attorney General has confirmed 

that this deal lacks safeguards to prevent UK employment rights from falling behind those of 

neighbouring EU countries. I am being asked to put on a blindfold and walk meekly into the Lobby, 

believing that the Government will guarantee the rights of working people, and that if I do not do 

that it will lead to a no-deal Brexit. It is unfair of the Prime Minister to seek to hold Parliament to 

ransom in that way. It means that working people have no way of knowing what the UK’s future 

relationship with the EU will look like, and how it will impact on their lives. 

 



The Government have no record of standing up for the rights of working people in the UK—indeed, 

many Tory MPs have spent years undermining them. The Cameron Tory Government tried to 

introduce an anti-trade union Bill to take away many of the unions’ hard-won rights. The 

Government fought for years to defend the imposition of employment tribunal fees, which were 

scrapped only when the Supreme Court found them to be unlawful following legal action by the 

trade union Unison. Ministers are more likely to speak of a bonfire of red tape. The Secretary of 

State for International Trade, the right hon. Member for North Somerset (Dr Fox), wrote in 2012: 

 

“To restore Britain’s competitiveness we must begin by deregulating the labour market. Political 

objections must be overridden. It is too difficult to hire and fire and too expensive to take on new 

employees.” 

 

The Prime Minister has refused to rule out scrapping the working time directive, the agency 

workers directive and the pregnant workers directive. All those are in the EU and currently protect 

UK workers. After the 2016 referendum, the trade union movement was willing to sit down with the 

Government to discuss its members’ concerns, but the Prime Minister has failed to engage with and 

listen to trade unions and the millions of their members in this country who need a union to protect 

their working conditions and contracts. 

 

We now have a deal that nobody wants. When article 50 was invoked, the Government should have 

called together the leaders of all the political parties in order to form a cross-party Brexit consensus 

to help in the negotiations with the EU. I understand that the Government have to rule, but this is a 

matter of such national significance—perhaps the most important event since the second world 

war—that it will affect our lives and those of generations to come. A strong leader would have 

reached out to politicians beyond their own party, rather than keeping it to a small clique within 

Government. Instead, we have a deal that satisfies nobody—neither leavers, nor remainers. 

 

As politicians, we will be blamed for this mess, but the only people to blame are those who have 

been involved directly in the Brexit negotiations. It is for these reasons that this deal cannot 

command my support. If it cannot achieve the support of Parliament, the country will need to find a 

real alternative. 

 

15:56:00 

 

Mr Philip Dunne (Ludlow) (Con) 

It is a pleasure to follow my parliamentary neighbour, the hon. Member for Wolverhampton South 

West (Eleanor Smith). I would like to focus my remarks on the rationale for the decision I have 

taken, which I believe to be in the best interests of my constituents and this country, on the vote 

next Tuesday. 

 

I have received plenty of advice from constituents, as I am sure all hon. Members have, much of it 

contradictory, reflecting the division in the country since the referendum. Many have asked me to 

represent their views, which, given the range of views and the physical impossibility of being in 

both Division Lobbies at the same time, it is not possible to achieve. I stood on a manifesto in 2015 

that pledged to respect the result of the referendum. I voted to remain in 2016, but 57% of my 

constituents voted to leave. I have accepted the referendum result, and indeed I stood on a manifesto 

in 2017 that pledged to do so. That is why I voted with the vast majority of Members of this 

House—498 to 114, with a majority of each of the Conservative, Labour and Democratic Unionist 

parties—to invoke article 50. 

 



The Government have had the most complex negotiations to undertake of any Government since the 

second world war, as evidenced by the sheer length of the EU withdrawal agreement and the 

number of pieces of secondary legislation that the European Statutory Instruments Committee, on 

which I sit, is currently scrutinising. There have undoubtedly been many challenges presented by 

the EU and its 27 other members throughout the negotiations. On some of these we have prevailed, 

and on some we have not. 

 

Although I would not have started the negotiations by accepting the EU framework for the 

negotiations in the way we did, I have accepted that leaving the EU after 43 years of membership, 

during which our laws, regulations and standards have become increasingly intertwined, will 

require a negotiated deal, and negotiation requires compromise. I spent 20-odd years negotiating as 

an adviser to companies around the world, so I know that every negotiation comes down to the last 

moments, when the final compromises have to be made. We are now at that point. The word 

“compromise” has been used across the Chamber today, and it was particularly well encapsulated 

by my right hon. Friend the Member for Newbury (Richard Benyon), the right hon. Member for 

Don Valley (Caroline Flint) and the hon. Member for Bassetlaw (John Mann). 

 

The reason why we are debating this issue so long after the invocation of article 50 is primarily its 

complexity, but coming a close second is the lack of consensus in the House, which is partly a result 

of the balance of arithmetic in the House following the 2017 election. We still do not have a 

consensus, which is why we have had to delay the debate. The only consensus in the House was on 

the decision to invoke article 50 in the first place. 

 

We have heard from Conservative Members who have a strong tradition of seeking to leave the EU, 

and I respect their conviction and consistency of purpose. Some of them, including my right hon. 

Friend the Member for Maldon (Mr Whittingdale) earlier and my hon. Friend the Member for 

Southampton, Itchen (Royston Smith) just now, have made it clear that they are willing to 

compromise and support an orderly withdrawal if the Irish backstop issue can be removed or time-

limited. I hope the Government will find a way to give them satisfaction before we vote next 

Tuesday, but if not, I believe that a willingness to compromise among Members from all parties is 

essential in order that we can do our duty as representatives of the people of this country and bring 

this matter to an orderly conclusion. 

 

Opposition Members have told us that they will not support the deal because it does not reflect what 

they would like to see in a deal. Some have been straightforward in acknowledging that they wish to 

ignore the referendum and remain in the EU, but others have not, and they have not come up with 

any pragmatic suggestions as to what could be done to improve the deal. The official Opposition 

Front-Bench team has been consistent about one thing, and one thing only: it will not do anything at 

all to help, and will only try to bring about a general election, because that is its purpose. 

Opposition Front Benchers are not interested in compromise, whatever their warm words earlier. 

They have made no suggestions whatsoever on how to improve the deal. 

 

The prospects are extremely alarming to those watching the debate from outside and for the 

countless businesses and constituents who are urging us to get on with it and provide some certainty 

to the nation about how we leave the EU in an orderly fashion. That is why, despite the deal’s 

imperfections and my concerns about aspects of it, I shall support it in next week’s vote. I will not 

support any proposal to have a second referendum, because that would be to deny completely the 

initial referendum, and it would perpetuate the division in this country that we can frankly no longer 

afford. 

 

16:02:00 



 

Mhairi Black (Paisley and Renfrewshire South) (SNP) 

When I started to write this speech, I truly did not know where to start, so I will try to explain my 

feelings and views on this madness as bluntly and simply as possible. 

 

Since long before the ink had even dried on the text, the Prime Minister has been trying to create the 

narrative that it is a choice between her deal and no deal. But the Prime Minister quite clearly has 

other options beyond her deal and no deal—she could ask for an extension of article 50; she could 

keep us in the single market and the customs union; or she could take the choice back to the 

people—so to say that it is her deal or no deal is a piece of nonsense. She is failing to say to the 

public that she has deliberately manufactured things to appear that way, in a cynical attempt to save 

her own skin. 

 

I will vote against the Prime Minister’s deal, because of the simple fact that it is an appalling deal 

for my constituents. That is not just me looking at the deal and making a decision on their behalf: 

since the deal was announced, thousands of my constituents have written to me, and more than 97% 

of them have asked me to vote against it. 

 

To explain my thoughts and feelings a wee bit better, I must go back a few years. I often hear 

Members from both sides of the House—I have heard this today—accuse the Scottish National 

party of not respecting the result of the 2014 referendum or the 2016 referendum. They are wrong. 

The key difference between us and those who criticise us is that we do not fear referendums. We do 

not fear democracy. We do not fear holding up our vision and hopes for a better Scotland to the 

electorate for them to at least consider. Most importantly, we are not afraid to learn lessons. My 

presence and that of my SNP colleagues in this Parliament serves as evidence that we do respect the 

outcome of referendums because when Scotland voted no to independence, we said, “Okay. We 

didn’t convince you. That’s fine. So long as Scotland wants to stay in this British Union, we will 

respect that. But let us fight to make sure that we get everything that we were promised.” If 

anything, it seems that it is the winners of both referendums who are terrified of being held to 

account for the promises they made. 

 

As I mentioned earlier when I intervened on the Secretary of State, I went to the House of 

Commons Library, where the wonderful staff dug out this HM Government booklet that was sent 

out during the Scottish referendum. The Government, of course, were a Tory coalition—the 

Secretary of State corrected me—but Tory none the less. And I have to be honest about this booklet: 

there is a stoater on every page. Page 1 speaks of 

 

“All the advantages of the pound”. 

 

That is the same pound that had an 18-month low. Later, the booklet mentions “Safe savings and 

pensions”. I wonder whether WASPI women would agree with that. It went on to state that there 

would be 

 

“More support for public services”, 

 

which was followed by an austerity agenda. And then there is the quotation I mentioned earlier: 

 

“As one of the EU’s ‘big four’ nations, the UK is more able to protect Scottish interests in areas like 

agriculture and fisheries.” 

 

The last page reads: 



 

 

 

“Together with England, Wales and Northern Ireland, Scotland has created one of the world’s most 

successful families of nations.” 

 

Now, that is a legitimate point of view, but it is one that does not hold up to scrutiny. Call me 

biased, but this does not feel very successful right now. If you are an EU national, a nurse or a 

student, or if you are working on the minimum wage, I doubt this feels successful. If you are a lorry 

driver in Dover, I imagine it feels even less successful. 

 

I believe in independence for Scotland for democratic, logical and moral reasons, but when 

Scotland voted no to independence, at least we came here for a genuine fresh start—to try to make 

this Union work better and find some compromise where possible. After all these promises and all 

the precious Union chat that is dished out by the British nationalists of this place, when Scotland 

votes to remain in the EU, it is cast aside as irrelevant because it was a UK-wide vote, where 

Scotland was treated as a region. The people of Scotland watched as our Scottish Government tried 

to make sensible suggestions and compromises with the UK Government with regards to Brexit, 

such as asking for continued Scottish membership of the single market and the customs union. This 

was not even considered. 

 

If Unionist Members truly believe that Scotland should be subject to an English and Welsh EU 

result, they concede that we are not a family of nations and that, to Westminster, Scotland is no 

more than a province; or they could live up to their partnership of equals patter and recognise that 

the second largest nation in this family of nations has outright rejected leaving the EU, and show us 

the respect that we are due. Either way, this hypocritical doublespeak will not wash much longer 

with Scotland. As with most things on the Government’s plate these days, time is running out. And 

to be honest, who knows how much longer Scotland is going to stick about? 

 

16:08:00 

 

Mark Pawsey (Rugby) (Con) 

I shall support the Government on Tuesday because the withdrawal agreement delivers on the 

referendum while gaining control of our money, laws and borders. If people want to know what the 

UK is getting out of this agreement, they should look once again at the opening remarks of the 

Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. 

 

Since the withdrawal agreement was announced, I have engaged with many of my constituents, 

from those who want to leave with no deal and cut all ties with the EU to those who were arguing 

for a second referendum. Of course, this agreement is not going to satisfy either of them. It is a 

negotiation, so it has to go between two parties. I have done enough negotiation in my career as a 

businessman to know that neither party gets everything they want out of a negotiation. Having said 

that, I recognise the concerns that have been expressed about the backstop, and I hope that my 

colleagues will be given some comfort on that issue in the coming days. 

 

I also recognise the lack of detail in the political declaration because, of course, that is the next 

stage; that is what we come to once we accept the withdrawal agreement. Based on my business 

background and the evidence that I have heard from the business community as a member of the 

Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy Committee, I think this deal is right for our country. 

 



Of course, the voice of business is important. Some of my constituents have told me that it is too 

loud and that big business is running the show, but I have to say to them, and to the Opposition, that 

when big business does well, workers do well. There are more people in jobs, there is more secure 

employment, people in work get more hours, and there are more promotion prospects. When 

business does well, pensioners do well, because its profits fund the pensions that people receive. 

When business does well, the economy does well, and generates the wealth to do all the things that 

we want Governments to do. It is therefore vital that the views of business should be listened to. 

 

There are important voices from big business and from smaller businesses. Only today, I have heard 

from the Coventry and Warwickshire local enterprise partnership, which surveyed businesses across 

the region in December, and 60% of them argued that Brexit is negative. They are concerned about 

pricing uncertainties as a consequence of the value of the pound, reductions in sales, the 

administrative burden on exports, loss of confidence and delayed investment plans. 

 

As a west midlands MP, I have particular concerns about the motor industry. Coventry is its historic 

home. The business declined due to issues in the ’70s, but in recent years it has been resurgent. 

London Electric Vehicle Company in my constituency has built many of the electric vehicles that 

people are seeing around the streets of London, but regrettably—I hope this is not an early case of 

postponement of investment—it took a decision only yesterday to delay the introduction of the 

electric light commercial vehicle. We have seen tremendous improvements in Jaguar Land Rover 

under the ownership of Tata, but there has been more bad news on that today. Members will rightly 

point out that that is due to changes in the diesel legislation and a downturn in the Chinese market, 

but it is also linked to Brexit. In addition to the company itself, we must remember the 200,000 

companies in the supply chain. 

 

We have seen investment in the UK from Japanese companies. This morning, the Business 

Secretary talked on the radio about Margaret Thatcher’s welcome to Nissan in the north-east. In our 

evidence session in the BEIS Committee, the managing director of Toyota reminded us of why it 

was here. Margaret Thatcher said to the head of Toyota, “Come to the UK, where you can build 

cars as part of the European Union and export to the European Union as a free and open 

arrangement.” If we do not accept this deal—if there is any danger of us crashing out—how are we 

going to attract that level of investment in the future? In fact, the Prime Minister of Japan is in the 

country today. He has spoken about the need for predictability and stability. I want to be able to say 

to him that Britain is the best place to set up and grow businesses. 

 

The Committee heard from other manufacturing sectors. We heard from aerospace that the deal is 

not perfect, but the longer it takes to get certainty, the more likely it is that investment decisions will 

go against the UK. The food and drink sector spoke of real concerns. Business welcomes the 

language in the declaration but is bothered about business that would otherwise have come to the 

UK going overseas. Only yesterday, the chief executive of Rolls-Royce, which has a plant in my 

constituency, stated in a letter: 

 

“I have been clear that a deal is better than no deal for Rolls-Royce, our customers, suppliers and 

employees. Agreement of the Government’s deal will provide certainty which all businesses require 

and will ensure an orderly withdrawal from the European Union.” 

 

Getting the right deal for business is phenomenally important to the UK. I encourage my hon. 

Friends to bear that in mind. I also ask Opposition Members to think long and hard about the 

consequences for the businesses in their constituencies if, as a consequence of voting down the deal 

on Tuesday, we end up with no deal. 

 



16:14:00 

 

Mary Glindon (North Tyneside) (Lab) 

It is an honour to follow the hon. Member for Rugby (Mark Pawsey). Like many other Members, I 

have been contacted by hundreds of constituents in the last few weeks about the meaningful vote. 

The vast majority of those people, whether they voted to leave the EU or remain, have asked me to 

represent them by voting against the Prime Minister’s withdrawal agreement, as they all agree on 

one thing: this is a bad deal. 

 

I voted to remain in the EU because, among other things, my region is a net gainer from the EU, 

and our economy is heavily dependent on trade with Europe. However, 59.5% of voters in my 

constituency wanted to leave, and across the whole borough, which incorporates the Tynemouth 

constituency, 53.7% voted for Brexit. I was shocked and disappointed by the result, both locally and 

nationally, but I accepted it as a democratic result. 

 

I know that the vast majority of voters I spoke to before and after the referendum all held very 

sincere views, whichever way they decided to vote. A number of voters in North Tyneside said that 

they voted to leave so that we could take back control of our borders, laws and finances, but during 

the referendum campaign, many voters on both sides told me of their concern about immigration 

and freedom of movement. Many realised the absolute need for EU workers across all roles in our 

economy in the north-east, including on our farms and even in the abattoir in my community. 

However, on the other side, there was grave local concern, because in recent years a number of 

employers have taken advantage of the fact that they could employ EU workers on short-term 

contracts directly through employment agencies based outside the UK, undercutting the going rates 

of pay and bypassing local skilled workers in the process. I challenged those procedures with the 

employers, as they were fair neither to the EU workers, who were being cheated of pay, nor to our 

local workforce, who desperately needed these jobs. 

 

Leave voters could not be swayed by the argument made by or to me on behalf of many 

businesses—large and small, each important to our local economy in creating work directly and via 

the supply chain—that the uncertainty of Brexit threatens their businesses and the local economy. It 

is estimated that 140,000 jobs in our region depend on trade with the EU. The North East England 

chamber of commerce has pointed out that the EU remains the region’s top export market, worth 

57.5% of overall trade, or £1.8 billion, compared with 40% nationally. 

 

The chamber’s third quarterly economic survey results for last year reported less international trade 

activity and cited Brexit uncertainty as the key reason, which resulted in a 6.75% downturn on the 

quarter and 0.35% on the year. The chamber’s survey for the last quarter of 2018 highlighted that, 

while scores for growth in domestic sales and a rebound in exports showed business performance 

and confidence improving towards the end of the year, 

 

“uncertainties and concerns surrounding Brexit, chiefly expressed in terms of future market 

conditions, demand shocks and increased costs are dampening many businesses’ confidence.” 

 

It is a sad reflection that this deal goes nowhere to meeting Labour’s six tests, does not protect jobs, 

workers’ rights or environmental standards and gives no certainty of frictionless trade to our 

businesses. My constituents, whether leavers or remainers, have made it clear that this deal does not 

meet their hopes and expectations for our region’s future. I want the best for the people of North 

Tyneside and for the whole of the UK. I will support the views of my constituents and of those on 

my Front Bench and will therefore vote against this deal. 

 



16:18:00 

 

Robert Neill (Bromley and Chislehurst) (Con) 

It is a privilege to speak in this debate, which is important and, to some degree, painful for me, 

because I voted to remain in the European Union in the 1975 referendum and in 2016. I have not 

changed my view. My constituency voted to remain, but this was a national poll, and I respect it. 

My duty, as I see it, is therefore to ensure that we leave the European Union but do so in a way that, 

as has been observed by many Members, recognises the narrowness of the result—something that 

works for those who voted to remain as well as those who voted to leave, and for the majority of my 

constituents. The margin therefore, as the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs observed, is not a mandate for a hard Brexit. It is, in the words of my hon. Friend the 

Member for Cheltenham (Alex Chalk), not a mandate for some Teflon-coated departure from the 

EU. I suggest to the House that it is a mandate for a managed, orderly and considered withdrawal 

that keeps close and important ties in our economic interests. 

 

My manifesto, my personal message to my electors, was that I would respect the outcome of the 

referendum, but would do so in a way that protected their jobs, businesses and livelihoods. I will 

support the Prime Minister’s deal for that very reason. It is the best opportunity and the best 

alternative we have to deliver that. No one else has put a viable alternative plan on the table. With 

every respect to Opposition Members, the suggestion that the Leader of the Opposition will provoke 

a general election and find anything even remotely better is risible to the point of being beyond 

parody. We have to get on with this deal. 

 

For me, that means in particular dealing with arrangements for the financial services sector, which 

is critical to my economy. It is critical to the economy of the whole of the UK. About 11% of the 

economy is generated from financial services alone. We are an 80% services economy. We must get 

this right. Some 36% of my constituents work in financial and professional services. The total 

financial services sector contributes some £72 billion in tax revenue. Everyone I speak to in that 

sector—since I have been in this House, I have worked closely with the City of London, City UK 

and others—says to me, “We would have preferred to have remained, but with a transition period, 

above all, we can manage it.” Everyone in financial services, everyone in the whole of the services 

sector and beyond whom I speak to says, “The key thing is we must have transition. We cannot 

have a crash-out.” With nothing else on the table, this deal is the only appropriate way of avoiding 

that crash-out. It gives us time to negotiate the future arrangement. That is the really important 

thing: not just that we withdraw in an orderly fashion, but that we then have time to develop the key 

future relationship with our EU friends and neighbours, who are always going to remain very 

significant trading partners for us. 

 

World trading patterns may well change and other parts of the world may become more significant, 

but the EU will always remain a very, very important partner for us. The truth is that trade deals 

elsewhere, as we all know, take time to develop. That is true, as my right hon. Friend the Member 

for Mid Sussex (Sir Nicholas Soames) observed, even with America and the EU, who are willing 

partners, never mind in other cases. Some emerging economies—India, China and others—have 

been particularly resistant to the liberalisation of their markets in services. Having a transitional 

period is therefore absolutely vital. That involves compromise. I have some issues about the 

backstop, but I think it is workable, as I said in my intervention on the Secretary of State. There are 

means whereby we could seek future clarification on the legal definition of “temporary” within the 

protocol. As has been observed, compromise is not a bad thing in politics. In fact, we should be 

positively saying more often that compromise is a mature thing. It is a mark of mature politics and 

that is what the Prime Minister has sought to achieve. 

 



Throughout my constituency, people come up to me and say the deal is not everything they wanted, 

whichever side they were on, but it keeps the show on the road in terms of the economy. They say 

that it enables them to develop our new relationship in a sensible way. The Prime Minister deserves 

credit for working hard to try to get it through. They say, “Do your best to back her.” That is what I 

will seek to do. 

 

If this deal were to fail, the worst possible result would be to leave without a deal. The Secretary of 

State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, who I am delighted to see in his place, is right to 

observe that were that to be the case, it is important that this House and Parliament be active 

participants in deciding the way in which we go forward. Even better would be to remove that 

uncertainty for businesses—one constituent of mine says that that is pressing in terms of his own 

firm’s viability—at the earliest opportunity, vote for the deal and then get to work moving forward. 

The onus is on this House. If we fail in that regard, all other options perhaps do have to be 

considered, and we might have to go back and seek the advice of our electors. I do not want to do 

that, because that would be a failure of maturity and judgment in this House. Taking back control 

means us stepping up to the mark and taking a decision. In my book, that means supporting the 

Prime Minister’s deal. 

 

16:24:00 

 

Debbie Abrahams (Oldham East and Saddleworth) (Lab) 

My constituency voted in 2016 to leave the EU. Although I voted to remain, as a democrat, I 

believe that it was right to accept the will of the people, and so I voted to trigger article 50 in March 

2017. I believe, however, as a democrat and a politician who uses evidence in their decision 

making, that it is not only my right but my duty as an MP to consider new evidence as it becomes 

available. That is how a democracy should work. The new evidence I am talking about is the draft 

withdrawal agreement and political declaration, evidence from my constituents and expert analysis, 

and I would like to take each in turn. 

 

To be where we are, two and a half years after the EU referendum, following a month in which 

absolutely nothing has happened, is a shocking indictment of this Government. My right hon. and 

learned Friend the Member for Holborn and St Pancras (Keir Starmer) spelt out the situation 

yesterday: months of torpor, the Government, with their strategy and their red lines, digging 

themselves into a hole they cannot get out of, and now, unfortunately, this appalling deal. I have 

gone through the nearly 600 pages that amount to the withdrawal agreement. It covers very little 

other than the backstop agreement, the rights of EU citizens, how much the UK has agreed to pay 

the EU and the transitional arrangements. It is clear that we will become a rule taker, not a rule 

maker. How on earth is this taking back control? 

 

On so many levels, too numerous to mention, we will lose out. As Lord Kerr of Kinlochard said in 

the other place last month, the political declaration is a blindfold Brexit and a gangplank to the 

unknown. It is nothing more than a non-binding, meaningless wish list that will do nothing to bring 

the certainty that our businesses, economy and people need. Our future relationship with the EU 

beyond 2020 still has to be negotiated. 

 

My constituents, to whom I have been listening very closely, are growing more and more 

concerned. There is evidence, not just from those who have been contacting me but from those I 

have been meeting regularly in my door knocking and at my surgeries, and evidence also from 

recent polls, that their views are shifting. There is also the evidence from data and expert analysis. I 

know some people do not like using experts, but this is a time when we really should value them, as 

I think we are doing, given the experts on the Benches over there. 



 

On this expert analysis, I want to cover two aspects in particular. The first is the evidence of the 

unlawful activities of the Vote Leave campaign and the second is the evidence from recent 

economic analyses. We cannot ignore the fact that the Vote Leave campaign was recently found 

guilty of significant breaches in spending. In addition, there is evidence of potentially illicit 

involvement in their campaign by a foreign power, in both the funding and the spreading of 

propaganda and disinformation during the referendum. The Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Select 

Committee report in the summer exposed this and was most compelling. I have argued since that 

there was enough evidence to start an investigation. 

 

The second—and for me key—aspect is the impact on the economy. We already have significant 

poverty and inequality across the UK. Whatever analysis we take, from the Bank of England, the 

National Institute of Economic and Social Research, the Treasury and so on, all exit scenarios show 

that the economy will shrink. All show no deal as disastrous, a “close deal” or Chequers-style deal 

almost the same, and Norway somewhere in the middle. There is further evidence from the Institute 

for Fiscal Studies that certain sectors will be particularly affected and that we will be poorer as 

individuals. We really should be referring to this. 

 

The impact of reduced growth on our public finances —on public spending and services—will be 

significant. It is estimated that by 2023, we will be borrowing £15 billion a year more as a result of 

leaving the EU. This is at the same time as spending demands—for examples, for pensions and 

social care—will be increasing. Our NHS is already in crisis. How will this affect the resources it 

needs? We already know that the £350 million a week for the NHS was a lie. Social care is also in 

crisis. As a result, there were 50,000 emergency admissions of people with dementia in 2017. How 

much more will that figure be as a result of Brexit and what will happen with a dwindling pot for 

universal credit? In the last Budget, the Government restored only half of what they cut in 2015. 

 

For all the reasons that I have set out, I cannot support the Government’s motion and I will vote 

against the deal. I will also support a vote of no confidence, if one is tabled. If not, or if it fails, I 

urge the Government and colleagues to consider a citizens’ assembly as a way forward. Such 

assemblies have been used in various countries as democratic circuit breakers on contentious and 

complex issues. A citizens’ assembly could detoxify Brexit and help to restore confidence in 

politics as a form of democratic renewal. It could be a precursor to a new people’s referendum, and 

could even consider the questions for such a referendum. I hope that all this will mean that we need 

to extend article 50. I know that that is anathema to many, but I think it is a way forward. 

 

16:30:00 

 

Scott Mann (North Cornwall) (Con) 

When we relinquished responsibility to the British people on 23 June 2016, the people, in the 

largest democratic exercise in this nation’s history, answered. They bravely rejected the easiest 

option, and now we, as legislators, must be brave, too. The great British resolve demonstrated, in a 

single act—an act that made me proud to be British—a will to self-govern and to push back against 

further integration. The British people did so not because of some fear of migrants, as some would 

have us believe, but in the belief and hope that our nation of Great Britain and Northern Ireland 

could unshackle itself and once again stride out into the world. 

 

The withdrawal agreement and the deal represent a failure to truly comprehend the scale of the 

disfranchisement felt by many working people. For some, leaving the EU is not a priority, but the 

Government have misjudged the resolve of those who care deeply about it, and the instruction that 

they have given. The Prime Minister and the negotiators staked all their chips on immigration and 



fundamentally misunderstood the fact that the vote to leave was about more than that. It was an 

expression of self-will and self-government. 

 

If we fail to listen to those concerns, we will make the gravest of errors. We will rightly be judged 

by our actions in the coming days, and I will not put my name to something that sells the UK short. 

Like many of my colleagues in this House, I have constituents who have never voted before but 

who saw the opportunity to take part in an historic democratic event. That huge but silent group of 

people felt that the systems and arrangements within the EU no longer worked for them, and they 

saw the referendum as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to use their voice for change. I will not 

ignore them. 

 

Before I move on to the withdrawal agreement, I will raise some specific concerns about the 

implementation period. The north Cornwall sea is a productive mixed fishery, which has a number 

of fish that are known as choke species. Early next year, the discard ban will come into effect, and 

our Cornish boats will be tied up when they reach their quota limits, through no fault of their own. 

 

The withdrawal agreement allows for the implementation period to be extended. Any extension 

would be devastating to an industry that has suffered for years under the deeply unpopular common 

fisheries policy. It would be impossible for me to ask fishermen my constituency to consider 

signing up to that when they have been under a 40-year stranglehold from Brussels. They need 

access and improvements to their rights now, not in two years’ time. Any extension of the 

implementation period would be completely unacceptable. We know where we want to get to on 

fisheries but in the 585-page withdrawal agreement there are more pages devoted to the pension 

rights of EU civil servants than there are to fisheries. That has not gone unnoticed in places such as 

Cornwall. 

 

I cannot support the backstop set out in the withdrawal agreement. No independent country could or 

should allow trade policy to be set by a third party. Far from offering control, the backstop would 

mean that the UK ceded control on an unprecedented scale. No businessperson would enter into a 

contract without a break clause or review date. No member of the public would enter into a mobile 

phone contract without a break clause or end date, in which the conditions could be changed while 

the contract was in place. Signing up to the backstop would place a sword of Damocles over this 

Parliament and Parliaments to come. 

 

In short, it is my view that the backstop, if it is implemented, will be used as a stick with which to 

beat the UK and force us to accept whatever terms the EU wants to trade on. How can we return to 

the British people two and a half years since they gave us an instruction and offer them a 

relationship worse than the one we are already in? We can leave the EU by triggering article 50, but 

we will have no way of exiting the backstop. 

 

President Macron has already made it clear that he wishes to exchange fisheries access for trade. 

The UK Government should not be in that position. I am told that if we have not reached a deal by 

the end of the implementation period, we will have a choice between extending the transition period 

and entering the backstop. That is like picking a favourite Kray twin. I am not in the business of 

doing that, and it is not what Governments in this country should be doing. 

 

I have heard people say, “Let’s put this issue to bed. Let’s vote for this withdrawal agreement and 

get on with it.” If we vote for this deal, far from solving this issue for a generation, we will extend 

the implementation period, lose our sovereignty and enter a backstop with an arbitration panel. We 

will be talking about this issue for 10 years. People will rightly ask, “What’s your plan? What 

should the Government do?” We should mandate staged payments of our divorce bill to ensure we 



get a better trade outcome, we should put an end date on the implementation period, and we should 

either completely remove the backstop or, at the very least, time-limit it. 

 

This is now a matter of trust. Do we trust the EU to follow through with delivering a trade deal after 

the Government have burnt through all their leverage? Do we trust the EU not to place us in a 

backstop we cannot get out of? These issues are too important to leave to trust alone; they must be 

made conditional in the legally binding text of the withdrawal agreement. It is a simple fact that, at 

this time of division in Parliament and the country, the British people need us to deliver on the 

specific mandate they gave us back in 2016. 

 

16:36:00 

 

Emma Reynolds (Wolverhampton North East) (Lab) 

It is a pleasure to follow the hon. Member for North Cornwall (Scott Mann). I, too, will vote against 

the deal next week, but probably for different reasons. 

 

Earlier this week, more than 100 Back Benchers from across the political divide met the Prime 

Minister to stress the economic self-harm that would be inflicted by a no-deal Brexit—a point the 

Business Secretary made today and earlier this week. I was of course grateful for the Prime 

Minister’s time, but I sat there thinking, “Could things have turned out differently if this meeting 

had taken place two years ago?” If she had reached out to Labour, the SNP, the Liberal Democrats 

and others instead of spending all that time negotiating with her party and giving too much ground 

to the extreme Brexiteers, who always put ideology before people’s jobs and livelihoods, we might 

be in a very different place. 

 

That, of course, would have involved compromise on all sides, not just in the Conservative party, 

and it certainly would not have pleased the right-wing Eurosceptics on the Tory Benches, but the 

Prime Minister might have brought on side Members from other parties. I believe, for example, that 

there is a majority in the House for continued membership of the customs union, because most 

Members understand the importance to our economy of having no delays at the UK-EU border and 

of just-in-time manufacturing. However, due to the Government’s lack of cross-party working, she 

faces pretty certain defeat next week. 

 

It was totally irresponsible to delay the vote in December and run down the clock. The Government 

have wasted a month seeking reassurances on the Northern Ireland backstop that have yet to 

materialise, but they have done nothing to address the concerns of hon. Members from different 

parties about the economic impact of the deal. 

 

Businesses tell us that the lack of certainty is already leading them to decide either to invest 

elsewhere or to hold off investing in the UK. The delay has also meant an eye-watering amount 

being spent on planning for no deal—an eventuality that the Prime Minister and most of her Cabinet 

in reality will not countenance. Just think of all the things we could have done with that money to 

improve people’s lives—preventing homelessness and rough sleeping; hiring extra doctors, nurses 

and teachers; and putting more police officers on our streets. 

 

The Government like to lecture us about acting in the national interest, but I am afraid they have put 

party interest before the national interest at every turn. Now they are trying to blackmail us into 

voting for this deal or crashing out without a deal. I am sorry, but it will not wash. I cannot, in all 

conscience, vote for a deal that will make my constituents poorer and the economy smaller. I cannot 

remember a time in British history when the Prime Minister and the Chancellor recommended a 



course of action that they knew would make people worse off—and that is according to their own 

economic analysis. 

 

There is a simple reason the Government’s deal does not please either those who voted remain, such 

as me, or those who voted leave, as we heard from the hon. Member for North Cornwall. On the 

one hand we lose sovereignty, control and our seat at the table; on the other, the deal is worse for 

our economy than the current arrangements. The Government made a huge mistake very early in the 

negotiations by laying down the red lines that we must leave the customs union and the single 

market. They simply have not levelled with the British public. 

 

Exciting as they may sound, trade deals with countries around the world, even if negotiated quickly 

and in our favour—which is by no means certain; look at the President of the United States—would 

not make up for the trade that could be lost with the EU, our biggest trade partner. In trade, 

geography matters. As business has made clear, it is not just a no-deal Brexit that would be 

catastrophic. Anything short of staying in the customs union would threaten just-in-time 

manufacturing in, for instance, the aerospace and automotive industries, and the integrated supply 

chains that have built up over so many years. 

 

The other huge failing of the Government is that they have not addressed the causes of Brexit. They 

have done nothing to bring our divided country back together. They have done nothing to address 

the sense of loss in many of the communities, including those in my constituency, that voted for 

change. They have done nothing to tackle the regional inequalities that drove the Brexit vote. 

 

The Government have refused to come up with a plan B to be implemented if the deal fails to win a 

majority next week. However, talking to colleagues on both sides of the House, I sense that there is 

a cross-party mood in favour of finding a way forward, and coming together to find an alternative. I 

am not sure exactly what that is yet—[Laughter.] Conservative Members may laugh, but I think that 

much more cross-party work is going on between Back Benchers than anything the Government 

have done. 

 

We must have a chance to consider all the options, which include going back to the people; the so-

called Norway-plus arrangement, in which we would stay in the single market and the customs 

union; and an extension of article 50. If the Government will not come up with a plan B, it is 

incumbent on us to do so, because the prosperity of our constituents depends on it. 

 

16:42:00 

 

David Duguid (Banff and Buchan) (Con) 

I rise to speak in this important debate as the Member of Parliament for arguably the most pro-

Brexit constituency in Scotland: 54% of my constituents voted leave. Although I voted remain—

only just, after much soul-searching—and continue to respect the views of those who voted remain 

and would still prefer to remain, I firmly believe that we in the House have a duty to carry out what 

the majority in Banff and Buchan, and indeed in the UK as a whole, voted for in the 2016 

referendum. 

 

In the 2017 general election, 56% of voters in Scotland, and 85% across the United Kingdom, voted 

for parties that were committed to delivering on the democratic will of the British people—to leave 

the EU. The people of the United Kingdom have given us a clear mandate to leave the EU, and 

leaving the EU is precisely what the withdrawal agreement delivers. 

 



When I publicly declared my support for this deal, I was immediately confronted by social media 

ideologues saying, “Ah, but have you actually read the agreement?” And yes, I had read the 

agreement. In fact, I am supporting it precisely because, when we look at it as a whole rather than 

taking single lines of text out of context, which usually happens on social media, it is clear that it 

delivers what the British people voted for. 

 

Some argue that this agreement is not the best deal that could have been made with the EU. Perhaps 

it could be said, with the benefit of hindsight, that certain aspects might have been negotiated 

differently, but that is in the nature of negotiations. The outcome is rarely perfect, and, as other 

Members have pointed out, there will always be some compromise. That said, this agreement—an 

agreement that is available to us now to facilitate a pragmatic transition towards the opportunities 

that Brexit presents—will deliver on the result of the 2016 referendum, bringing an end to freedom 

of movement, introducing an ability to sign trade deals with others, bringing an end to vast annual 

contributions to the EU budget, and bringing an end to the jurisdiction of the European Court of 

Justice. 

 

We will be out of the one-size-fits-none common agricultural policy, allowing us to develop our 

own fit-for-purpose agricultural frameworks and policies, working with devolved Administrations 

to develop a system that works in the interests of farmers and rural communities. Only today, we 

all, as Members of Parliament, received letters from the four different presidents of the farmers 

unions across the UK illustrating the risks identified by farmers from a no-deal situation. 

 

It will come as no surprise to Members that I also mention that we will be out of the common 

fisheries policy—a “big, fat opportunity”, as described just yesterday by Bertie Armstrong, chief 

executive of the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation. It is an opportunity for fishing communities such 

as those in my constituency. 

 

Since being elected last year, I have been consistent in my fight to get the best possible Brexit deal 

for the fisheries sector. In that time, the Government have confirmed that we will be leaving the 

CFP when we leave the EU and will become an independent coastal state like Norway, Iceland and 

even the Faroe Islands. I have pushed for assurances that we must not cave in to EU demands that 

any future trade agreement be tied to continued free access to our waters. Despite the best efforts of 

Michel Barnier, President Macron and the fishing nations of the EU, there is nothing in this 

agreement that provides this free access to them. We have seen the anger and disappointment shown 

by EU fishermen precisely because this withdrawal agreement does not deliver the continued free 

access that their negotiating team promised. 

 

Despite what is often asserted by politicians on the Opposition Benches, this withdrawal agreement 

does not represent a betrayal of Scottish fishermen. In fact, I find it extremely strange that the SNP 

and others are so keen to declare such a poor outcome for our fishermen when the future fisheries 

agreement has yet to be agreed. The fishing industry can see through the doom-mongering. In fact, 

during a recent meeting I had with local representatives of the fishing industry, I was asked by one 

of the processing sector’s key leaders in my area to pass on a message to my colleagues across the 

House. That message is to stop using fishing as an excuse not to accept this deal. 

 

Yesterday, in evidence given to the Scottish Affairs Committee, the Scottish Fishermen’s 

Federation, Scottish Seafood Association and National Federation of Fishermen’s Organisations 

stated their support for the withdrawal agreement. Like them, I am supporting this agreement as the 

best means to move towards the best possible Brexit outcome. While I recognise that it is not 

perfect, we must not let perfect be the enemy of the good. I believe that this agreement is better than 



no deal and certainly better than no Brexit. This agreement delivers on the democratic will of the 

British people to leave the EU while delivering an outcome in the national interest. 

 

Many people have expressed concern about the backstop. Although I share many of those concerns, 

such as the lack of a unilateral mechanism for the UK to leave such an arrangement, I have made 

my decision on a balance of risk. The backstop would come into effect if the UK and the EU had 

not agreed a solution to the Northern Ireland border within the implementation period. Neither the 

UK nor the EU has a desire for the backstop to be enforced, and maximum focus should be on 

achieving the agreement on the future economic partnership by July 2020. 

 

On top of the moves this Government have made in providing reassurances to the fisheries sector—

that we are to leave the CFP and become an independent coastal state, and that there will be no 

trading off of access to our waters for favourable trade deals—I am sure Ministers will forgive me 

for reminding them that even after we leave the EU I will continue to campaign for the support of 

and investment in an industry that is so critical to our coastal communities. 

 

People in Banff and Buchan voted to leave the EU because, as well as the other benefits mentioned 

by me and others in this debate, Brexit presents such a great opportunity for our fishing industry and 

our communities, and this deal is a good first step towards making those opportunities a reality. 

 

16:48:00 

 

Angela Smith (Penistone and Stocksbridge) (Lab) 

I rise to speak as someone who voted remain in the 2016 referendum and I am astonished to find 

today’s debate has been dominated by the use of the word “compromise”, not because I do not 

agree with compromise but because for two and a half years we have had no sign of compromise, 

particularly from the Prime Minister—no attempt to reach out across the House, no attempt even to 

reach out across the Benches of her own party. So I am astonished suddenly to find, two and a half 

years later, that the deal on the table—the withdrawal agreement and the political declaration—is 

being presented to us and we are suddenly being told that we have to compromise. It seems to me 

that compromise has any meaning to the Prime Minister only when it relates to her deal and is on 

her terms. 

 

I stand as somebody who did not vote for the article 50 Bill. As a result, I was accused in the media 

and by hard-line Brexiteers of being a traitor, but actually the reason I did not vote for the Bill was 

that I did not think that enough time had been given to building the necessary consensus across the 

House to make the process work. I believe that those of us who took that line have been proved 

correct. 

 

I have repeatedly voted for amendments to legislation that want to deliver a deal that keeps the 

United Kingdom in the single market and the customs union. I am one of perhaps only 100 MPs 

who have done that repeatedly as legislation on Brexit has gone through the House. On every 

occasion, we were told that we were traitors to the cause of Brexit and denying the will of the 

people, but those votes were an attempt to compromise and to arrive at consensus on the best way 

forward, in the national interest and in line with the vote that was delivered in 2016. 

 

Now, my colleagues and I on the remain side who do not like this deal are suddenly being told that 

we are on the extremes of the debate. There is nothing extreme about wanting to stay part of the 

largest trading bloc in the world, and there is nothing wrong or extreme about voting against a deal 

because it promises to make the country poorer. 

 



The Prime Minister drew Brexiteer red lines around her negotiations, and because of that the deal 

before us includes a political declaration that gives no clear indication of the way forward for the 

long-term trading relationship. That means that if we get a new Prime Minister or another Brexit 

Minister in six months’ time, there will be no guarantee that we will not end up with a hard Brexit 

of the kind that could take about 7.6% off GDP. This is a blind Brexit, and it is impossible to listen 

to the language of compromise and to go along with it on the basis of a political declaration that 

gives us no clear shape for the way forward. 

 

The problem is that the Prime Minister’s approach to the negotiations has effectively boxed the 

Government into a corner, with nowhere else to go. Parliament must not be intimidated or 

threatened. MPs who genuinely believe—not because of their ideology but because of a genuine 

belief—that the closest possible relationship with the European Union is the right way to go must 

be given the right to vote against this deal without threats or intimidation. That is really important. 

 

If Parliament decides next week not to support the withdrawal agreement and the political 

declaration, it is the responsibility of the Government, not Parliament, to present their plan B. In 

that context, it will be incumbent on the Government to start talking seriously to Members of 

Parliament on both sides of the House to establish the way forward. 

 

My feeling, however, is that there will be no consensus, because of the Prime Minister’s approach, 

which has driven the Government into a corner, and because of her Brexiteer red lines. We are 

going to be in an impasse, and on that basis, the only way forward is to go back to the people for a 

people’s vote. Colleagues say that that denies the will of the people, but we now know what leave 

looks like. Two years ago, at the time of the referendum, we did not know that. We were presented 

with fantasy promises about what leave would look like, none of which has been delivered. The 

people therefore have the right to have the final say and to give their informed consent on whether 

this agreement should form the basis of our future relationship with Europe. 

 

I say to those on the Government Front Bench that I will be voting against the agreement next 

week, but if, before the vote next Tuesday, the Prime Minister were to offer a people’s vote in the 

form of a final-say referendum, I would seriously consider voting for the motion on the basis of an 

amendment that would give us the referendum we are looking for. I do not think that the 

Government will do that, but it will be on the Prime Minister’s and the Government’s heads if they 

refuse to listen to the views of people in this House and refuse to understand that the people of this 

country want a final say. The polls are telling us that, and it is for this Parliament to listen to the 

people and go back to the people. 

 

16:54:00 

 

Victoria Prentis (Banbury) (Con) 

I was brought up to believe strongly that the EU was a force for peace and prosperity. My maternal 

grandmother, whose parents had been badly affected in two world wars, is still a great believer in 

the European Union. My father has spent his career embedding British values in European projects. 

I am an Erasmus scholar, and I used to work for the Christian Democratic Union of Germany. I am 

also a linguist of sorts, although my daughter did say the other day, “Mummy, you think you speak 

Italian. Sadly, nobody else agrees.” I cut my political teeth in the events leading up to 1989, when 

students from around the EU acted together to overcome communism, which was really exciting for 

an 18-year-old. 

 

So, I was a remainer, but stronger by far than my respect for the EU is my love for this nation, for 

our institutions, for our hard work, for the rule of law, and for the common law, in which I have 



spent my whole career working. I believe in our flexible—if I can cheekily say that to you, Mr 

Speaker—but stable constitution, and in a robust democracy that has endured for centuries, and that 

is why I cannot support a second referendum. 

 

I wonder whether my European Research Group colleagues have ever read to the end of the 

fabulous leaflet that was delivered to all households before the 2016 referendum. Colleagues might 

remember it, but I bet my ERG colleagues never got to the page near the back, which reads: 

 

“This is your decision. The Government will implement what you decide.” 

 

The back page says, in bold, that 

 

“The EU referendum is a once in a generation decision.” 

 

We must do this. 

 

Colleagues will realise that this is a considerable compromise—to use the word of the moment—for 

me. It is one that I will make because I respect the decision of my constituents and of others across 

the nation who voted to leave, but I say to colleagues—particularly fellow Conservative 

Members—who propose to vote against the withdrawal agreement that they must compromise, too. 

I politely and respectfully say to Opposition Members, respecting much of what the hon. Member 

for Penistone and Stocksbridge (Angela Smith) just said, that it is ridiculous to think that they could 

negotiate a better deal from where we are now. 

 

The Prime Minister, for whom I have considerable respect, and thousands of civil servants, for 

whom I also have considerable respect, have spent two and a half years working hard to get this 

agreement. It has tariffs at zero. It does quite a lot—not everything we want, but quite a lot—for 

citizens’ rights. There is clearly a lot more work to do, but it is a fair start, and it is where we are at 

this minute. I say to Conservative Members that there is a real risk that those who want a harder 

Brexit will end up with no Brexit at all. As a democrat, I do not believe that that would be the right 

outcome—although let me say that if there is a second referendum, I will campaign with every fibre 

of my being. Let us hope that rabbits can be pulled out of the hat in the next week. 

 

Chris Bryant 

We don’t want rabbits. 

 

Victoria Prentis 

The hon. Gentleman must remember that I am a keeper of ferrets. 

 

Today’s debate has been completely different from the debate before Christmas, during which I set 

out sensibly—without talking about ferrets—the views of the people and businesses in my 

constituency. I love the EU, and I love the UK more than the EU, but I love Banbury much more 

than both. I ask all Members, setting aside both ideology and pride for a minute, if they can, to think 

about their constituents and the jobs that will be at risk if we head for a no-deal Brexit, which would 

be a complete disaster. Could we please unite around this deal, which is frankly the only one on the 

table? Together—I agreed with some of what the hon. Member for Penistone and Stocksbridge said 

about working together—we could then start setting out a positive vision for a global Britain. Let us 

vote for this deal and move on. 

 

17:00:00 

 



Stewart Malcolm McDonald (Glasgow South) (SNP) 

In his denunciation of Stalinism from exile in Paris in 1951, the Polish poet and diplomat, Czeslaw 

Milosz, wrote in his seminal book “The Captive Mind”: 

 

“Men will clutch at illusions when they have nothing else to hold to.” 

 

He was, of course, admonishing his fellow citizens who had sought to convince themselves that any 

progress was to come from the road to servitude that had been planned for eastern Europe in the 

wake of two world wars. 

 

As we reflect today on the Herculean tyranny that engulfed the people of Europe in the form of 

gulags, gas chambers and a wall in Berlin, it is surely right that we ask ourselves whether we really 

want to embark on the road the Government are asking us to take next week. The Government are 

asking Parliament to clutch at their illusions. As we consider a document that seeks to sever our 

membership of the Union of Europe, we should remind ourselves time and again of what that great 

peace project was born from. 

 

As Europe stood at the gates of hell, as it did for years, great leaders across the continent pulled it 

back and authored the fragile but imperfect peace that millions of us enjoy today. Those of us who 

believe in that peace should defend it and guard it with jealousy. After centuries of war among our 

people, a pan-European social, diplomatic and economic architecture, underpinned by rules, reason 

and a desire to keep the peace, is what our forefathers gifted to us. 

 

UK citizens, not least in Scotland, have been among the largest beneficiaries and most enthusiastic 

participants. Just look at the rhapsodic uptake of the freedom of movement. Where once the skies 

and waters of Europe were filled with warring air forces and navies, now our skies are filled with 

innumerable airlines packed with people. Our waters and skies were once the scenes of war, and 

now there is free movement across a market of 500 million people. 

 

Gone are the days of tyranny, war and walls. Instead, a new easyJet generation have had their hearts 

and minds opened to the continent. We have all been made immeasurably richer by the ability to 

move around the continent, driven by a desire to do commerce, exchange ideas, experience new 

cultures and share our own. Surely free movement is an unparalleled triumph of democracy. 

 

Look at what opening up the nations of Europe, and all the advancements of humankind that 

followed, has done for Europe. Look at what it has done for countries that were once satellite states 

of the Soviet Union or that lived under one of Europe’s assorted dictatorships. It has transformed 

nations and economies. Where once stood communism and Nazism, there now stand strong 

democracies across the continent with a free press, an open economy and civil society. 

 

Freedom of movement is quite literally the living embodiment of the freedom that wars have been 

fought over, yet here we have a Government presenting the ending of that diplomatic achievement 

as some kind of gain. Only a fool could think so. Only the historically illiterate could champion the 

ending of the freedom of movement. 

 

In my constituency there are just under 1,500 EU nationals in active employment, with many more 

studying or living in retirement. I cannot, in all good conscience, return and tell them that I have 

voted to end the very right that has allowed them to come here and, worse, that they will have to 

pay £65—essentially a tax on foreigners—and go through a registration process, all to enjoy the 

rights that they currently enjoy and have enjoyed for decades. 

 



I foresee Scotland regaining her independence, which I want with every fibre of my being. I believe 

that the nations of the UK will always be the friendliest of neighbours, looking out for each other 

and looking out for each other’s interests in the different forums that underpin the international 

rules around the world. 

 

James Cartlidge 

Which currency would that independent Scotland use? 

 

Stewart Malcolm McDonald 

I will confine my remarks to the issue at hand. 

 

The current constitutional arrangement forbids Scotland from interacting on an equal footing either 

with our neighbours in the rest of the UK or, indeed, with the other nations of the European Union. 

We in Scotland can see it every day, whether the hon. Gentleman likes it or not—we see the cost to 

Scotland of not being an independent country and member of the European Union. Instead, we are 

locked in a Union that has little appetite to take Scotland’s interests into account. Nobody is buying 

the empty platitudes of the “plucky Brits” that once struck a chord at home and abroad. This is the 

stuff of white noise and it makes us a laughing stock in the capitals of Europe. 

 

I do not want this miserable deal imposed on Scotland, but I also do not want it imposed on the 

people of the rest of the United Kingdom. It is solipsistic; it is isolationist; and at times it is even 

capricious—I want nothing to do with it. The deal puts us on a devastating path, as the security 

landscape across the continent and the wider world is ever more complex. So I will not vote for a 

deal that discards our security needs—needs that the Government fail to take seriously. 

 

The day when we were originally due to vote on the deal, 11 December, marked five years since the 

then Yanukovych Government in Ukraine opened fire on young protesters in Maidan Square who 

wanted to join the European Union. How perverse that this sorry Government would ask us to vote 

to leave that European Union on the day that marked five years from when the so-called “heavenly 

hundred” were killed by their own Government for wishing to join the European Union. 

 

I say this to progressives around the UK: Scotland has stood by you since Brexit was voted for in 

2016. When Scotland finally—finally—regains its independence and seeks to join the European 

Union as an independent member state, I say to our progressive friends around the UK: just as we 

stood by you, we want you to stand with us. 

 

17:06:00 

 

Chris Green (Bolton West) (Con) 

The hon. Member for Glasgow South (Stewart Malcolm McDonald) has made a superb speech. I 

want to pick up his statement that free movement is very important, and that the economy is very 

important. I would say that it is more the case that it is free markets that have enabled people to 

move around the European Union and to go on holidays to other European Union countries. That 

has really broken down barriers. Also, on the military side of things, NATO has been an incredibly 

important part of what has kept us together and has brought us peace in our time. 

 

In terms of the debate we are now having, there is a huge question of trust in our democracy and, if 

we get this wrong, it can damage our democracy. I believe that part of the debate that we have been 

having has been undermining people’s recognition of our democracy. The referendum was not an 

opinion poll that people were asked to participate in. It was an instruction from the country to leave 



the European Union, and it must be seen as such. There are different ways of interpreting that 

instruction, but I do wonder about some of the things that people say about the referendum. 

 

Some people talk about the influences on the British people during the campaign—they claim that 

Russia had an influence. Some people allege that the electorate were ignorant or not sufficiently 

informed. Some of that rhetoric is pretty disappointing. My view is that, in the polling booth, the 

vast majority of people were responding to their lived experience within the European Union over a 

period of years or decades. The importance of free markets has just been highlighted. We joined the 

Common Market. Over a period of years we saw it transform into the EEC, then the EC, then the 

EU, and now we are on the verge of creating a united states of Europe. We can see the External 

Action Service. We can see the diplomatic and foreign service side of the European Union. We can 

see the developing European Union military. We can see these things happening. We can see that, 

with ever-closer union, there is a track that the European is on, and it is a question of whether we go 

quickly or slowly. We recognise that we are on that track into ever-closer union, so we must decide 

whether to continue along that track or leave. The British people could see where we came from, 

where we are and where we are going, and, having seen that clearly, chose to leave. 

 

I believe that the withdrawal agreement will be defeated on Tuesday; there is overwhelming 

opposition to it, which is not to say that there is any particular support for any other solution. I am 

very concerned that this defeat will be seen as an opportunity to extend article 50, although we 

know that the European Union most effectively concludes negotiations towards the end—the last 

week, day or hour. The defeat might even be seen as an opportunity to cancel article 50, have a 

fundamental renegotiation and go for the Norway option, perhaps. We have been in this process for 

well over two years. Can we really tell the British people that we ought to start again and seek a 

brand new option? 

 

I am even more concerned about having a second referendum; actually, precedent suggests that the 

time- scale for EU referendums is once in every 41 years. The British people have given their 

instruction to Parliament. If we disregard the vote, saying that the people were ignorant or not 

sufficiently well informed by their betters, that will be incredibly damaging to our democracy. We 

cannot and should not do that. Why would people bother to vote again if this vote was so easily 

dismissed? 

 

Those who demand a “good, well informed” referendum often give no answer to the issue of what 

the question would be. From what I can see, there would be three options. Remain would definitely 

be on the ballot paper, even though it was rejected decisively first time around. A World Trade 

Organisation-rules Brexit would probably also be on it, as would the Prime Minister’s withdrawal 

agreement. In that referendum, the Brexit withdrawal agreement and WTO options could get 33% 

of the vote each, while remain could get 34% and so win. That result would be considered decisive. 

We do not know where we will end up if we go down the route of having an additional referendum. 

We should be cautious about being so dismissive. 

 

I believe that we can unite the British people. Their understanding of leave is fairly clear already—

most people would understand Brexit to mean taking back control of our money, borders, laws and 

trade. Most people also want more direct democracy—not referendums, but in terms of voting for 

the Member of Parliament who makes the decisions. 

 

17:13:00 

 

Dr Roberta Blackman-Woods (City of Durham) (Lab) 



It is nothing short of a tragedy that today we are discussing this totally inadequate deal at the 11th 

hour, with the threat of “this deal or no deal” still being exercised by the Government, despite there 

being no majority in the House for no deal. It did not have to be this way. 

 

As many others have said today, the Prime Minister should have reached out across the House to 

secure a cross-party agreement that we and the country could coalesce around. Instead, she 

pandered to her own Brexiteers and set ridiculous red lines, which is why I am voting against the 

agreement. It rules out a permanent customs union with a British say; it does not deliver a good deal 

on services; it would limit access for British businesses to vital EU markets; and it does not 

sufficiently guarantee workers’ rights or consumer or environmental protections. There are no 

guarantees that equivalent arrangements with EU programmes and agencies will survive the Brexit 

process. There is also a lack of clarity about our security arrangements and what will happen in 

Northern Ireland. Indeed, the political declaration is so big and conditional that I am surprised any 

Member could vote for this deal. I cannot understand what they think they are voting for. 

 

I want to concentrate on four areas regarding why I think this is a bad deal, and why leaving the EU 

is not good for my constituents. First, as others have said, it will make my constituents poorer. The 

North East England chamber of commerce—not a bunch of remoaners —say that more than half its 

members believe that leaving the EU will have a negative impact on their company. Treasury 

analysis from 28 November shows that the north-east will be worse off after Brexit, with a GDP 

reduction of between 3% and a massive 16%, and with pharmaceutical and automotive industries 

most at risk. The loss of funding from the European Regional Development Fund for infrastructure 

and skills development will be a huge blow to the region, and as yet the Government have given no 

guarantees that the Prosperity Fund will replace that funding for the north-east. 

 

The second issue is university funding. It is no coincidence that the previous two higher education 

Ministers resigned their positions, because they know this deal is bad for our universities. 

Universities UK has been clear about what is needed from the Government in terms of guaranteeing 

access to the EU’s research and innovation programmes and research networks, yet what we see in 

the political declaration is very vague language indeed: 

 

“The parties will explore the participation of the United Kingdom in the European research 

infrastructure consortium”. 

 

That is no guarantee whatsoever. The third reason is that the EU provides strong policies that seek 

to protect our natural environment, heritage, rights at work, and helps us to tackle climate change, 

but again there is no guarantee from the Government that those policies will be maintained. 

 

Fourthly, I come to Northern Ireland. A few weeks ago I asked the Prime Minister to come back to 

the House with guarantees to ensure that the Good Friday agreement would not be put at risk by her 

deal. I therefore read the addendum on Northern Ireland with great interest, but I was saddened 

because, although it mentions the importance of the unique relationship with Ireland, and of 

fostering the development of the seamless border that now enables unprecedented levels of trade 

and co-operation, it contains nothing to say how that will be achieved. All the points in the 

addendum relate to the operation of the Northern Ireland Assembly, and I am afraid I was led to 

believe that the Government have not realised that the Assembly has not been sitting for two years. 

We need to hear a lot more from the Government about how they will ensure that the Good Friday 

agreement—in particular the cross-border institutions and structures that support it—will not be 

diminished whenever Northern Ireland leaves the EU. The Government have heard from other 

Members about the issues with the backstop, but I want to hear about the Good Friday agreement. 

 



Paul Masterton 

Will the hon. Lady give way? 

 

Dr Blackman-Woods 

I am sorry, I will not because we are short of time. 

 

If the deal is voted down next week, as we expect it to be, and if there is no general election, the 

House must have the guts to go back to the country and ask again for people’s opinion on this deal. 

When people voted in 2016, in good faith, we did not have the details of this deal, and in order to 

make progress it is important to allow them to be considered. 

 

17:19:00 

 

Antoinette Sandbach (Eddisbury) (Con) 

It is a pleasure to follow the hon. Member for City of Durham (Dr Blackman-Woods). She might 

wish to refer to the speech made by the hon. Member for North Down (Lady Hermon), given her 

knowledge of Northern Ireland, who made it very clear that this agreement does in fact protect the 

Good Friday agreement. 

 

I made a promise to my constituents that I would work to deliver the result of the referendum by 

implementing a pragmatic Brexit. I will be voting for the Prime Minister’s deal, despite my 

concerns—and I have very many—because of that promise. However, I want to quote my hon. 

Friend the Member for East Renfrewshire (Paul Masterton), who spoke powerfully yesterday. He 

said: 

 

“There are many Conservative Members who, like me, voted to remain but accept, admittedly 

reluctantly and with some misgivings, that we are leaving the European Union. We have 

compromised at every stage of the process to try to find a way to make this work, and the deal 

before us is as far as I am prepared to go. If some of my colleagues want to blow this up in pursuit 

of an ideologically purist fantasy, fine—go ahead—but I am done. My patience and good will will 

be gone, along with the patience and good will of many other Conservative Members. 

 

Would it not be something if, when the history books are written, it emerged that it was owing to 

the arrogance and belligerence of the hard-line Brexiteers in refusing to compromise that, rather 

than ending up with this imperfect Brexit, they ended up with no Brexit at all?”—[Official Report, 9 

January 2019; Vol. 652, c. 472.] 

 

That encapsulates perfectly how I feel. I say to my hon. Friend the Member for Bolton West (Chris 

Green), my right hon. Friend the Member for Wokingham (John Redwood) and my hon. Friend the 

Member for Southampton, Itchen (Royston Smith) that I stood on a manifesto that committed me to 

a “deep and special partnership” with the European Union, including a “comprehensive…customs 

arrangement.” 

 

I say to ideological colleagues that after this vote I will have done my duty and delivered on my 

promise. From then on, my duty will be to do what is best for my constituents and for future 

generations. Of those constituents, I want to talk about farmers. I refer to my entry in the Register of 

Members’ Financial Interests. Farmers are one of the groups likely to be most affected by Brexit. 

The first and biggest risk to them is tariffs, and the second is phytosanitary checks. Even Brexiteer 

Ministers such as the Environment Secretary know the risk. He told the Oxford farming conference 

about the impact of tariffs, pointing out that there would be no upside—he might have said different 

things during the referendum campaign, but I cannot comment on that. He said that 



 

“new tariffs would undoubtedly exceed any adjustment in the currency markets”. 

 

We export 15% of our beef and more than 30% of our lamb. Of those exports, more than 90% goes 

to the EU. A tariff on those goods can be as high as 87% and averages around 40%. That would be 

devastating for livestock farmers. Eddisbury is a big dairy constituency, producing about 3% of UK 

dairy. Some 90% of all UK dairy exports were to the EU. A report from the LSE warns that tariffs 

of between 41% and 74% will be imposed on dairy produce in the event of no deal. The UK 

managing director of Arla Foods has warned that 

 

“most likely we would see shortages of products and a sharp rise in prices, turning everyday staples 

like butter, yoghurts, cheese and infant formula into occasional luxuries.” 

 

It would make exports from both sectors uncompetitive and would send my local farmers to the 

wall. With half of all farms making less than £20,000 a year, and a fifth making no profit at all, such 

a huge increase in costs would be the death knell for many UK farmers. 

 

Beyond tariffs, non-tariff barriers could hit farmers hard. Sustain noted in its evidence to the 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee: 

 

“Generally, when standards start to diverge then costs start to accrue in tracking the difference 

between the products. What kind of paperwork will have to be provided? What kind of proof of 

certification or standard-setting will there have to be, and also what kind of inspection regimes, 

particularly at borders?” 

 

Those are questions that the farming community is having to wrestle with daily as a consequence of 

irresponsible rhetoric about no deal. I urge all Members to give some much needed certainty and 

reassurance to farmers and other businesses across the UK by voting for the deal. It may not be 

perfect but if Brexit is to be delivered, it is the only way forward. 

 

As my right hon. Friend the Member for Newbury (Richard Benyon) said, though, if the spirit of 

compromise is not present in the House, I will no doubt ultimately join my hon. Friend the Member 

for Banbury (Victoria Prentis) back on the campaign trail. I say to my ideological colleagues that if 

they do not support this deal, they risk no deal. From now on in, after the vote on this deal, I will 

vote for the best interests of my constituents, which is definitely not no deal. 

 

17:25:00 

 

Kerry McCarthy (Bristol East) (Lab) 

This is undoubtedly one of the most important votes that I or anyone else in the House will 

participate in during our parliamentary careers. I agree with my hon. Friend the Member for City of 

Durham (Dr Blackman-Woods) that we should not be here. The very fact that we are where we are, 

having this debate 78 days before exit day, is a sign of failure. It is a sign that the people have been 

badly let down by the politicians to whom they look for leadership. 

 

Brexit began as a crisis of the Conservative party’s own making. From the red meat of a referendum 

thrown to Eurosceptic Back Benchers to the red lines drawn up before a Tory party conference 

speech, for them it has never been about the interests of this country or of the people we have been 

sent here to represent. The whole process has been characterised by complacency and, indeed, by an 

astounding degree of arrogance on the part of some from whom we should have expected better. 

There was the casual approach to the referendum itself—a vote that was called with not a thought 



given to the consequences of it being lost—and article 50 was triggered when the country was 

clearly not ready, just so that we could show that we were “getting on with it”. Even then, as the 

clock started to tick down towards exit day, we were still not putting in the work and still did not 

have a clue as to what we wanted from our soon-to-be-former EU partners, let alone having a clue 

as to how we could go about getting it. 

 

We saw Government Ministers display shocking ignorance, whenever they appeared before Select 

Committees, before the House or in the media, of the potential consequences of Brexit. The 

Secretary of State for International Trade said that a UK-EU free trade agreement would be 

 

“one of the easiest in human history”. 

 

The former Brexit Secretary, the right hon. Member for Haltemprice and Howden (Mr Davis), said: 

 

“It is like threading the eye of a needle: if you have a good eye and a steady hand, it is easy 

enough”.—[Official Report, 7 December 2016; Vol. 618, c. 233.] 

 

I assume the right hon. Gentleman is still searching in the haystack for that oh-so-elusive needle, let 

alone getting round to threading it. 

 

This idea that Britain is somehow—perhaps because of its history or the empire, or perhaps because 

we have always punched above our weight as a small island—subject to different rules and can do 

things a different way is a total fallacy. We cannot dictate terms to the European Union. We 

certainly cannot tell the people of Ireland what to do these days. We cannot demand trade deals 

entirely on our own terms. They are deals: they require agreement. That seems to me to be an 

absolutely fundamental, basic point that so many proponents of Brexit have entirely missed. 

Freedom is nothing unless we have somebody else who agrees with us and wants to go along the 

same path. The rest of the world is not waiting breathlessly for us to leave the EU. They are not 

eager to give us exactly what we want just because it is Britain asking. Any future trade deals will 

involve compromise and lengthy negotiations. 

 

I have something of an obsession with the pig trotter protocol, which we discussed in the 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee yesterday with the International Meat Trade 

Association. I have this obsession partly because of its comedy value, although it is not so funny for 

the pigs involved. It was first talked about in 2008 and then resurrected by David Cameron after he 

led a huge trade mission to China. We are still trying to negotiate the sale of pigs’ trotters to China. 

It is a product that we do not need and that China likes, for some bizarre reason. 

 

The fact that it has been so difficult to get a tiny deal like that in place should be a wake-up call to 

people as to how difficult it will be to get these fully comprehensive trade agreements with all these 

other countries that actually do not want exactly what we want. Australia and New Zealand have 

been pressing us about lamb quotas post Brexit. US Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross has said that 

yes, he does want a race to the bottom on standards post Brexit. He does not want to agree to a deal 

whereby we do not allow chlorinated chicken and hormone-pumped beef into this country. That is 

why I tabled new clause 1 to the Agriculture Bill so that we can try to avoid that scenario. 

 

I was one of 122 Members who voted against the triggering of article 50. That decision has been 

more than vindicated every day since that vote. I will vote against the Prime Minister’s deal next 

week and I will support a people’s vote, should the opportunity arise. It is now the only way I can 

see to get us out of this mess. That people’s vote would obviously have an option to remain on the 

ballot paper. 



 

The promises made in 2016 are not going to be delivered, and any Brexit deal will impoverish my 

constituency as well as the whole UK. No deal would be a catastrophe, but I reject any attempt to 

use that threat to strong-arm us into supporting the Prime Minister’s deal. Article 50 could be 

extended or, more sensibly, revoked. Rejecting what is clearly a bad deal does not mean accepting 

no deal, and it is entirely within the Prime Minister’s power to take no deal off the table. 

 

The choice before us now is not between deal and no deal. The choice is whether we accept Brexit 

on the terms on which we know it would happen—the terms that the Prime Minister has been able 

to agree with the EU—or whether, now that we know what Brexit looks like, we still want to do it. 

This journey began with the British people and it is only right, now that we know the facts, that they 

choose its final destination. 

 

17:30:00 

 

James Cartlidge (South Suffolk) (Con) 

Mr Speaker, I am sure that you will remember that famous quote of Dean Acheson, the former 

United States Secretary of State, who, when addressing the West Point Military Academy in 1962, 

said that Great Britain had 

 

“lost an empire and not yet found a role.” 

 

Here we are, many decades later, and the fact is that in relation to the continent of which we are a 

part—this core relationship—we still have not found our role. 

 

There are three fundamental choices available to us and we have to make a decision pretty swiftly 

about which one to go with. No. 1: we can be fully in, although that would now require a second 

referendum to overturn the original one. No. 2: we can be fully out and completely separate from 

Europe, trading on WTO terms. No. 3: we can find a compromise and have what I would call a 

semi-detached relationship—half in, half out. 

 

Like many colleagues, I have reservations about the backstop, but I will support this deal because 

we are a semi-detached country by nature. It suits us to have that type of relationship because it is in 

our DNA. We are a European nation with many close ties with our European neighbours, yet we 

have the Commonwealth. We have a very strong relationship with the United States and the 

English-speaking world—with countries that play cricket, football and all the rest of it. 

 

John Major once talked about trying to make Britain a country “at ease with itself”. Leaving 

through that semi-detached compromise deal may not be perfect in every way, but we would 

become a country at ease with itself in terms of our relations with our European partners. However, 

if we go for the other two options, we will not be a country at ease with itself. Having a second 

referendum would be saying to those who voted leave and want to vote leave again, “Your vote did 

not count.” That would leave lasting bitterness and great division in our society. Equally, choosing 

no deal and WTO terms—a very alluring prospect for those who voted on sovereignty grounds—

would also leave great bitterness. I want briefly to focus on the latter option because it is certainly 

growing in popularity in my constituency and in my association. Some may dismiss it, but there is a 

logic for people who voted on grounds of sovereignty: they want the deal that they believe provides 

the greatest sovereignty. For many, that is leaving on WTO terms. However, sovereignty is about 

far more than legal power. It is about agency and power in the real world through the economy and 

so on. 

 



There are three key points. First, leaving with no deal on WTO terms is based on a fundamental 

contradiction, which is this idea that we can go and negotiate trade deals. Those trade deals would 

be with the countries with which we currently trade on WTO terms. In other words, its fundamental 

premise is that we should upgrade those trade deals to superior preferential terms, and do so by 

relegating our preferential access to the EU to standard WTO terms. 

 

Secondly, people talk about a managed no deal. This is a free market economy. The idea that by 

sticking a few billion pounds in Government Departments, we can suddenly have command and 

control of the UK economy come April is for the birds. We know from history that we cannot 

manage the market and we cannot manage consumer sentiment. We certainly cannot manage 

business investment sentiment. That will be so critical in the months after we leave, and it is why 

we should reject no deal. 

 

My final point on no deal is this. Let us say that we ignore the worst-case scenario, although that is 

of course a worry for all of us—let us take it at its best. At its very best, someone who advocates a 

WTO no deal, particularly if they are a hard Brexiteer, is saying that after all this effort, all this 

campaigning and all these years, the best we can do on leaving is to give British industry standard 

terms that are, in mortgage terms, the standard variable rate. They are bog-standard, ordinary, plain, 

common-or-garden trade terms available by default to any country on earth: nothing special, 

nothing preferential. In my view, that is not good enough for British industry and not good enough 

for my constituents. 

 

I believe that this deal, for all its failings, does satisfy the requirement of giving us that new semi-

detached relationship. We will have strong economic ties with Europe, which are vital, and yet, 

over time, once we have established frictionless trade—once we have left through a robust 

withdrawal agreement that secures our departure in a steady state—then, yes, we can negotiate trade 

deals around the world. 

 

People should not be dismissive of that, because there is a real-life version of being semi-

detached—it is called Norway and it is called Switzerland. Whether we take those countries as 

models or not, we can see that they are prosperous, rich, successful, happy countries that trade in 

the single market—one through the EEA, the other bilaterally—and yet have trade deals around the 

world and strong links in the global economy. We can do the same. We should have confidence in 

ourselves and say that when we get into the long-term negotiations, we will be successful because 

we will be positive about it and realise that this an opportunity. I encourage everyone to think 

positively, back the Prime Minister’s deal, and help us to have this happy, steady state. 

 

17:36:00 

 

Tonia Antoniazzi (Gower) (Lab) 

So here we are in January 2019 bearing the brunt of David Cameron’s back-of-a-fag-packet politics 

of 2015. His ill-thought-out plan aimed to appease the Brexiteers in his own party at a time when he 

thought that he was invincible. That know-it-all attitude is exactly why people turned out to vote 

leave: they wanted to vote against the establishment. 

 

Never-ending austerity since 2010 has driven a rise in in-work poverty. Our constituents have been 

hit hard in the pocket. People are fed up and they are angry, with food bank use in Swansea up 50% 

since universal credit. Life is challenging at the best of times, and being stuck in a Catch-22 

situation of spiralling personal debt and stagnant wages means that people have got angrier and 

angrier. I understand how that feels, because it is why I am standing here. When faced with the lies 



on a bus and promised a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow—let us throw some unicorns in as 

well—Brexit was painted as a way out. 

 

But the promised land was not based on facts. In total contrast, as we hear from Scottish National 

party Members, in the 2014 Scottish referendum, a 400-plus-page White Paper was published called 

“Scotland’s Future”. It gave a detailed assessment of the impact of Scotland leaving the United 

Kingdom—not a leaflet, as shown by the hon. Member for Banbury (Victoria Prentis) earlier. Why 

did those hard facts not exist for us? We did not know what we were voting on. 

 

At the beginning of the debate yesterday, I was taken aback to hear the hon. Member for Brigg and 

Goole (Andrew Percy) intervene on the Secretary of State for Exiting the EU, saying: 

 

“This House is not representative of the people.” 

 

The Secretary of State responded: 

 

“the majority of the House voted to trigger article 50. It is…incumbent on Members…to be clear 

what they are for.”—[Official Report, 9 January 2019; Vol. 652, c. 393.] 

 

Well, I beg to differ. I did not vote to trigger article 50, and neither did the rest of the 2017 intake. 

The Prime Minister called a general election to try to convince the UK that she could provide a 

strong and stable Government. It didn’t work, did it? Members lost their seats—67, I believe. Let us 

not forget that the make-up of this House has changed considerably since 2016, pretty much like 

public opinion, which has also changed since 2016. Opinion certainly has changed, as I have seen 

since I have been the Member of Parliament for Gower, and the electorate has changed as well. 

Since June 2016, there are 2 million more people in the UK who have reached voting age. 

According to the House of Commons Library, that is estimated to be 2,400 in my constituency 

alone. 

 

To add to the confusion about how constituencies voted in 2016, the ballot boxes were not counted 

by constituency. In my case, Gower was counted as part of the city of Swansea. Across three 

constituencies, the majority for leave was a mere 3,629. I would call that a marginal win. I took a 

marginal seat after it was held by a Tory for only two years, and I, along with the other new 

Members elected in 2017, prove that opinions have changed. 

 

The House of Commons Library’s independent research on the vote estimates that Gower was 

49.3% leave and 50.7% remain. That picture has changed significantly since 2016. Like most MPs, 

I have received a vast amount of correspondence from constituents. When analysed, it gives me 

statistics of 82% remain and 18% leave. From all that correspondence, 61% are asking for a 

people’s vote. I realised that I had to test that in the constituency, so I held public meetings. Our 

mock ballot in each of those meetings showed pretty much the same—80% remain and 20% leave. 

 

Since the 2017 election, this House is the most representative it has ever been, and I am very proud 

to be here. The Secretary of State says that it is incumbent on Members to know what they are here 

for, and I want him to know that I know exactly why I am here. I am here to represent the fact that 

my constituency has not only changed its allegiance to Labour, but it has changed its mind on 

Brexit. 

 

Moreover, my constituents want the Government to know that small businesses in my constituency 

such as Rose and Rebellion—a baby carrier business exporting all over the world—have lost 50% 

of their business directly because of impending Brexit. What assurances will the Government give 



to protect companies like those that are struggling to compete with America, which is swamping the 

market? 

 

From the parliamentary logjam to the Government can-kicking, there is no simple answer to Brexit. 

There is no Brexit that is good for the United Kingdom. This Government have proven that they 

cannot be trusted and are not capable of winning. My constituents deserve to see the light at the end 

of the tunnel. I am applying sense and good logic to give us a way out of this logjam. Why can the 

Government not? That is why I am backing a people’s vote. We need to move this on and get back 

to the issues. 

 

17:42:00 

 

Huw Merriman (Bexhill and Battle) (Con) 

When I was elected in 2015, it was on the basis that we pledged to give the people the opportunity 

to determine whether they wished to stay in the European Union or leave. I for one felt that, having 

given people that opportunity, it was not for me as an MP to then tell them which way they should 

vote. 

 

I wrote to every single one of my constituents and invited them to 10 meetings across my 

constituency before the referendum. I also provided them with information from the House of 

Commons Library, so that they could make their own mind up. During those meetings, I explained 

what an article 50 process would look like and what a reformed EU would look like, should we vote 

to remain. I did not expect to be talking about article 50 again, but, to my surprise and 

disappointment, given the way I voted, my constituency voted to leave by almost 60:40, and the 

country by 52:48. I declared my vote on the night because I did not wish to influence any of my 

constituents. I made it clear to my constituents that, having been elected by the ballot box, which 

gives me the authority to speak here now, I do not feel that I have the right to then ignore that ballot 

box when it gives a different determination to the vote I cast. 

 

I swore to honour the referendum result. That is what I believe I am doing and will be doing when I 

vote for the Prime Minister’s deal on Tuesday. I can then look in the eye those who voted leave and 

say that I am voting to ensure that we leave the European Union on 29 March 2019, that we will 

take back control of our borders and immigration, that we will leave the common agricultural policy 

and the common fisheries policy, that we will leave the jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice 

and that we will stop paying moneys in, save for those agreed in the withdrawal agreement. 

Equally, I can look in the eye my constituents who voted to remain and wanted us to continue to 

have a trading and security relationship with the European Union. That is what the withdrawal 

agreement does and what the political declaration sets out. That is what we have two years to put in 

place. I feel I can honour that result. 

 

Many of my colleagues will not vote for the deal. Unlike me, it has been their life’s work to see us 

leave the European Union. The direction of travel that Parliament is currently focused on may mean 

that they never get an opportunity to vote for leaving the European Union if they do not vote for it 

this time around. It may well come off the table. Equally, other Members are more persuaded by the 

argument for a second referendum, or the latest and ludicrous thing I have heard about, which is a 

“people’s assembly”. That is what I thought I was standing in right now, making this speech. But 

we cannot delegate our responsibility. This House, by 498 MPs, voted to allow the Prime Minister 

to trigger article 50. That means we have to take responsibility for the outcome. We have a deal that 

will give us that outcome. Anything else would be a complete denial not just of the referendum 

result, but of the vote that night when 498 MPs said that this was the way to proceed. 

 



I am very concerned about the House not agreeing to the withdrawal agreement, because the no-

deal scenario fills me with great dread. It is all well and good for many people and many of my 

constituents to say, “No deal will be absolutely fine. We were warned the worst would happen after 

the referendum result and it didn’t happen.” However, Bank of England models suggest that the 

economy will be 11% worse off by 2030 in a no-deal situation. It is all well and good for 

individuals to say that it will be fine, but they will not be the ones going into the Division Lobby to 

vote for a no deal—I will. What if it turns out not to be fine? What if I knock on my constituents’ 

doors to be told that they have just lost their job, are about to lose their house and do not know what 

they were going to do with their family because it has turned out that it was not all absolutely fine? 

They would say, “It’s your fault, Huw Merriman MP, because you made that happen.” I will not 

play Russian roulette with my constituents’ lives, their security and everything they hold dear just 

because “It may be okay”. I say to all those right hon. and hon. Members who may be willing to 

take that risk: be careful what you end up playing with. 

 

I take the view that we would be a lot worse off from a democratic perspective if we saw a second 

referendum, the can being kicked down the road or no Brexit at all. How difficult would it be for us 

to go back on the campaign trail and knock on the doors in the general election to ask people to put 

their faith in democracy if we have just denied the democratic result that they thought they had 

gained in 2016? 

 

Compromise is not a very sexy word, but when we look at the percentages, 52% versus 48%, it was 

always going to need a compromise to unite those two positions. It is possible for us to leave the 

European Union, but it is also possible for us to leave and enter into a new trading arrangement. It is 

also possible for us to look outside the European Union. The European Union is a great 28-country 

club if you are a member, but not if you are an African country that is getting poorer and poorer 

because it will not trade because it pulls up the walls. The population of Africa is due to double in 

the next 25 years. That is where we should be looking, not just for our own future but for their 

future too, and for a global economy that comes to us. That is why I will support this deal on 

Tuesday. 

 

17:48:00 

 

Ben Lake (Ceredigion) (PC) 

Diolch, Mr Speaker. This debate, and the votes that will follow next week, will probably be the 

defining moments of this Parliament. They will certainly determine Ceredigion’s prospects and 

prosperity for decades to come. The withdrawal agreement and the declaration on the framework 

for the future relationship can perhaps be described as the Government’s attempt to convince 

Parliament to abandon the familiar benefits and certainty of the status quo, and risk it all by 

embracing the possibilities of the unknown and moving towards a relationship with the European 

Union whose opportunities are apparently unencumbered by the constraints of reality. 

 

The matter in question is deeply significant and serious. This is our future relationship with our 

closest and largest trading partner and ally. It is therefore our duty as parliamentarians to challenge 

the ambiguity and the risks inherent in this deal, especially in the political declaration on the future 

relationship. As detailed in the Government’s own analysis, the UK will be poorer over the next 15 

years under all possible scenarios than it would have been within the EU single market and customs 

union. 

 

Ceredigion is reliant on the knowledge and rural economies. The education sector alone accounts 

for 20% of our economic output and sustains around 5,000 jobs in total, more than 2,800 of them 

directly supported by the county’s two universities. Agriculture is key to wealth and job creation, 



with every £1 generated translating into £7.40 for the local economy through supply chains and 

spending. Each job in farming supports another 3.5 in other sectors. 

 

There is a lot of uncertainty at the moment, but there are a few things we can be certain about. We 

know that the single market is a vital export destination for Welsh food and drink, with more than 

80% of exports going to the EU. We know that the Welsh universities thrive on our membership of 

the EU and particularly benefit from the contribution of staff and students from the EU, as well as 

from European Research Council funding. We know that both the agricultural and higher education 

sectors will therefore be heavily impacted by changes to our relationship with the EU and 

devastated if we were to leave the customs union and single market. 

 

That said, we do not know what the future relationship under this deal will look like, despite our 

having triggered article 50 two years ago and having debated the matter ever since. During this 

time, sectors such as agriculture and higher education have been plunged into unprecedented 

uncertainty, so it is entirely understandable that some find the prospect of a period of stability 

appealing and therefore the Government’s deal worth supporting. Let us be clear, however, that the 

proposal is no more than a 20-month stay of execution, not a reprieve. It offers a brief respite, but 

no assurances for the long term. 

 

Uncertainty over the future relationship will continue to plague businesses and communities 

throughout the transition and most likely beyond. Far from the detailed and substantive document 

promised, the political declaration merely sets out a spectrum of potential options. The details will 

materialise only on the conclusion of yet further negotiations. While the Government have stated 

repeatedly that they will not entertain the prospect of another referendum, it is unclear what role 

Members of Parliament, as the elected representatives of the people, will have in the negotiations 

and whether they will have a role in the ratification of any agreement reached. 

 

Admittedly, the declaration expresses a great deal of ambition for a close trading relationship, but to 

echo the Brexit Select Committee, ambition is no guarantee of success, and the experience of the 

past two years does not instil great confidence in the Government’s ability to deliver on such 

ambition or indeed to engage with others to seek compromise. It has been heartening to hear a lot 

tonight about compromise. Those who argue that opponents of the Prime Minister’s deal have not 

offered alternatives are mistaken and have not been listening. Several alternatives have been aired 

this evening. Back in January 2017—two years ago—a colleague in the Senedd, Steffan Lewis, in 

co-operation with the Welsh Government, published a White Paper detailing a range of options and 

a conclusion about what they thought was the best future relationship for Wales and the EU. 

 

Ceredigion voted to remain, and conversations I have had with constituents have given no 

indication of a change of heart. The Government present us with an offer of embarking on a voyage 

to an unknown destination, warning that it will leave us poorer and possibly lead to ruin, yet they 

nevertheless ask us as parliamentarians to relinquish any say over the choice of destination and to 

renounce all influence over the course charted. Given the reservations I have expressed, this is an 

undertaking that I cannot in good conscience support. 

 

17:53:00 

 

Eddie Hughes (Walsall North) (Con) 

Thank you for calling me so early in this debate, Mr Speaker. One of the great things about being 

called at this late stage is that I get the opportunity to listen to other people articulate the case far 

better than I could. My comments might be slightly briefer as a result of having listened to the other 

arguments, not least those of the hon. Member for Bassetlaw (John Mann), who gave a very 



impassioned speech, much of which chimed with what I think the people of Walsall North would 

think. It is unfortunate, however, that I am following the hon. Member for Ceredigion (Ben Lake) 

and his beautiful baritone. He speaks for a rural community in Wales that is in contrast to the urban 

industrial one that I represent in Walsall. There are many elements to this argument that need to be 

represented, although when we vote we will make a binary decision about whether to walk through 

the Aye Lobby or the No Lobby. I am sure that each of our constituents will interpret that decision 

differently, in the same way, perhaps, as the 17-odd million people who voted for Brexit each 

thought that they were voting for very different things. 

 

In my constituency, I have found most recently that the loudest voices—the ones that I have heard 

most of—are of those who would like a no-deal Brexit. In Willenhall and Bloxwich, we are 

definitely on the hard Brexit end of the spectrum. When I campaigned and voted for Brexit, I had in 

my mind something akin to a very hard Brexit. For example, I expected us to absolutely minimise 

the amount of money that we had to send to the European Union, so I find it a bit heartbreaking that 

that figure is close to £40 billion, and that we are paying it up front before we know what the final 

deal will be on our trading relationship. But all deals require an element of compromise. 

 

Over recent days in Parliament, I have seen the idea that the possibility of a no-deal Brexit is 

diminishing. Clearly, that will be disappointing to the people of Willenhall and Bloxwich, but they 

need to understand that it is Parliament that decides. I do not think we should expect much 

sympathy from the general public, but I feel that an incredible responsibility rests with us. When I 

campaigned for Brexit, it was all very well me shouting at the TV at home and having my own 

opinion about how things should be. It is a bit like being a spectator on the sideline at a football 

match shouting that the referee or the managers should make different decisions. When we are in 

the game, we must be cognisant of our responsibility and of the number of different elements that 

we need to consider. 

 

I am a naturally optimistic and enthusiastic person, and that is how I view the future. Now, here is a 

peculiar thing. We talk about the financial forecasts and people say that Brexit might make us less 

well off, which would be a terrible thing. Imagine, Mr Speaker—this might be difficult—that you 

are a plumber. You work for a good company, for which you have worked for a while, and you are, 

no doubt, an excellent plumber. But there are some things about the job that you are not happy with. 

Occasionally, your employers send you to work away from home, away from your family. They 

make you work weekends. They issue policies and edicts that you do not like, and things that you 

have to comply with because you work for them. 

 

People say to you, “Do you know what? If you were to go out on your own, you could be a self-

employed plumber. You could develop a business and employ other people.” You think about that, 

and you realise, “Hang on a second. That is likely to mean that I have to work harder initially while 

I build up a client base. I will have to do my own accounts and work longer hours. That seems 

counter-intuitive, given what I am trying to achieve. I am complaining about having to work away 

from home and having to work weekends. If I go self-employed, that is exactly what I might end up 

doing.” But you are a good plumber, Mr Speaker. You have great ability and great confidence in 

your ability to strike out and make deals yourself, work for yourself and create a business that 

employs other people. You can not only create a very bright future for you and your family, but 

develop jobs and opportunities for other people. So that is what you decide to do. You quit your job 

and you decide to go it alone in this brave new world. 

 

Mr Speaker, I have faith in you and your plumbing abilities in the same way as I have incredible 

faith in this country. We have some of the best universities in the world. We are developing 



technology for things such as driverless cars. Who would not have faith in the potential for the 

United Kingdom, working collectively, to forge a great place in the future? 

 

I heard the hon. Member for Perth and North Perthshire (Pete Wishart) say to the Secretary of State 

that he was laughing at the idea that the EU might, in the future, look longingly at us and the deals 

that we had struck. I say that that is rubbish. I have confidence in this country and our ability to do 

great things. When people look back at what we have achieved, they will know that we did the right 

thing when we left the European Union. 

 

17:59:00 

 

Dr Paul Williams (Stockton South) (Lab) 

It is a pleasure to follow the hon. Member for Walsall North (Eddie Hughes). We both represent 

proud towns, but I will vote against the deal because it is my assessment that it would leave people 

in my constituency worse off and make their jobs less secure. 

 

Back in June 2016, I approached the EU referendum not as my town’s local MP, but as one of 

Stockton’s local GPs. My experience of working in the NHS taught me the principle of informed 

consent, which is given based on a clear appreciation and understanding of the facts, implications 

and consequences of an action. Do we really have informed consent for this Brexit deal? 

 

Did people have a clear appreciation of how this interpretation of Brexit would affect health and 

social care, for example? Half of us will get cancer. Did people really give their informed consent 

for us to leave the European Medicines Agency and get new cancer drugs six months later than 

other countries, or to risk our health and social care workforce? We depend on people from EU 

countries coming here and sharing their skills. 

 

Did my constituents who make car parts for Nissan give their informed consent for a Brexit deal 

that the North East chamber of commerce says threatens the very future of car manufacturing in the 

north-east? Their jobs will be on the line when we cast our votes next week. This is no small thing: 

will “taking back control” be any kind of compensation for not having a job? 

 

What if someone wants to retire to the sun? Sorry—no. There will be no ongoing entitlement to go 

and live in Spain. Was informed consent given for that? Young people will lose their right to study 

and work in Europe. Did they give their informed consent for that? Did members of our armed 

forces who have served our Union give their informed consent for us to go back to the bad old days 

of conflict in Northern Ireland? Peace in Northern Ireland was hard won, and it will be under threat 

if we leave the EU in this way. 

 

My constituents were told clearly that their lives would be better, that the rest of the world would be 

queueing up to trade with us and that the NHS would get more money. We now know that none of 

those things will happen. Informed consent was never obtained for this version of Brexit. That 

detail just was not there. 

 

Brexit has never been about igniting the better, prouder country that my constituents want. The 

whole Brexit project stems from a group of people who want fundamentally to weaken our 

country’s safety net. They want to water down workers’ rights, pension protections and leave to 

care for children—those extra costs of employment that we in the EU have all agreed to share. They 

are a good thing that unions and workers support, but they are threatened by Brexit. 

 



Let us be clear: this version of Brexit does not have the support of the NHS either. The Royal 

College of General Practitioners says: 

 

“It is essential that the public are fully informed about the damage exiting the EU could potentially 

cause to the health service.” 

 

Nurses and midwives say the same. Brexit will damage because it will lead to less money for the 

NHS, as our economy grows less than it would; damage because it will exacerbate the existing 

staffing crisis; and damage because it will delay access to new drugs. It just is not worth it. 

 

I spend my weekends listening to people on the streets of Stockton South. Opinions are mixed and 

emotions strong, but my constituents have given me two clear messages. First, they agree that 

Brexit is not going well. They are as frustrated as I am with how the Government have handled it, 

and they do not want me to vote for this deal. Secondly, they want a final say—a public vote on the 

final deal—now the facts about Brexit are clear. If Parliament cannot agree what to do, we need to 

go back to the people for a people’s vote, which would be the first chance for everyone to give their 

truly informed consent, knowing all the facts about what Brexit means. 

 

There is nothing to fear from more democracy. We owe it to the people we represent, before taking 

this giant risk to the future of our country, to check with them that we truly have their informed 

consent. 

 

18:04:00 

 

Vicky Ford (Chelmsford) (Con) 

It has been a pleasure to listen to many of the speeches that have been made today, and I thank the 

hon. Member for Stockton South (Dr Williams) for his. 

 

I will support the Prime Minister’s withdrawal agreement when we vote for it next week. I do not 

celebrate the fact that we are leaving the European Union, but I do recognise that this was the 

decision of the British people. 

 

I have seen at first hand the ways in which being a member of the EU can be a force for good, 

enabling us in the UK to work with neighbours on common issues such as environmental matters, 

financial market reforms and the building of a network for scientific co-operation. What my kids 

loved most was the end of charges for mobile roaming. However, I have also seen an EU that has 

changed dramatically from the Common Market that we joined, and many people throughout our 

country were very uncomfortable with that. 

 

We gave the people the vote. I campaigned for remain, but leave won. We told people that their 

vote would be respected, but they were also told, again and again, that a no-deal Brexit was not 

what would happen. They were told, “Trade will continue. The Germans want to sell us their cars. 

We will get a trade deal. It will be easy.” 

 

Many of my constituents work in areas that are not covered by the World Trade Organisation. 

Leaving without a deal is not a good deal, and a no-deal Brexit is not what people were promised. 

The withdrawal agreement gives stability on citizens’ rights and gives businesses a breathing space 

to transition from where we are today to a new relationship. The declaration on the future 

framework paves the way towards the deepest trade partnership, and the deepest security 

partnership, into which the EU has ever entered with a third country—and yes, it does cover 

environmental protections and workers’ rights. 



 

I know that Labour Members would like more detail on the long-term relationship, but time after 

time, EU negotiators—my contacts across the EU—have said to me, “We cannot give you that 

detail until you accept the withdrawal agreement.” I say to Labour Members, “You want to tear up 

the whole negotiation and start again, but that is really high-risk.” Come 18 April, the European 

Parliament will shut for its elections. Its Members will be gone. There will not be another European 

Commission until autumn, possibly not until Christmas or, according to some people, not until after 

Christmas. Meanwhile, what will happen? 

 

Last week, Universities UK warned of the risks of no deal to our science community, and the real 

possibility of a brain drain. This week, the manufacturers’ organisation published its annual survey. 

Our businesses are diverting investment, stockpiling and reviewing supply chains. 

 

Yesterday in the Chamber, the hon. Member for North Down (Lady Hermon) warned us of the real 

risk that no deal could lead to a border poll in Northern Ireland and the break-up of our own United 

Kingdom. I was born and grew up in Northern Ireland, and my friends and contacts also say that 

that is a real risk. I know that Members from the Democratic Unionist party—my contacts on the 

other side of the Chamber—are concerned about the backstop, but I believe that we will be given 

more reassurance. The Irish Prime Minister said that this week, and I know that when the EU 

negotiators want to move, they can move fast. Let us make sure that we get that reassurance. 

 

I know that colleagues also want more detail on the future framework—that is apparently why they 

will not vote for the withdrawal agreement—but they will not have it until we pass the agreement. I 

say again that no deal is not a good deal, and that a second referendum will not reduce uncertainty 

or risk. At the time of the last referendum, I campaigned in 58 Westminster constituencies. I 

genuinely believe that there is a significant risk that the result of a second vote could be even more 

anti-EU than the result two and a half years ago. Going back to square one will not reduce 

uncertainty or risk either. 

 

I will vote for this deal because everything that I have seen leads me to believe that it is the best 

way to protect jobs and security, enable us to have a long-term relationship with our neighbours 

across the EU and deliver the future framework that Members on both sides of the House want so 

that we can care for the lives and livelihoods of our constituents. 

 

18:10:00 

 

Jo Platt (Leigh) (Lab/Co-op) 

It is a pleasure to follow the hon. Member for Chelmsford (Vicky Ford), although I do not agree 

with her analysis. Next week, we are set finally to vote and make one of the most important 

decisions that this House has taken. It is a decision that will have enormous and lasting 

repercussions for our communities, our economy and our security. 

 

Over the past few weeks, I have taken the time to reflect on this deal and what it would mean for the 

people of Leigh. My constituency is made up of post-industrial towns in the north, and the deal will 

particularly impact us because of the fragile social and economic landscape we face after the real 

hardship we have endured over the last few decades. With the decline of our manufacturing base 

and then austerity cutting to the bone, we have been left feeling isolated from the economic 

prosperity seen in some of our cities. We face higher than average unemployment, ballooning social 

issues on our streets and a social mobility crisis that threatens the life chances of our young people. 

 



When I looked at this deal, I considered two points. First, does it respect the referendum result, in 

which the majority of my constituents voted to leave the EU? Also, crucially, does it deliver on the 

message my constituents sent and provide a blueprint for transformative and inclusive prosperity for 

all our communities that will help our towns to thrive and prosper once again? Looking through the 

deal and the political declaration, I can only conclude that, for three key reasons, this will be a bad 

deal for our constituency that will fail to deliver that foundation for the future. 

 

First, the deal will not safeguard the existing jobs and businesses in the constituency. Without the 

assurance of a permanent customs union, our manufacturers in Leigh will be left with uncertainty 

and without an assurance of frictionless trade. We have seen before that when businesses and the 

economy take a hit, our town economies are the first to suffer. Secondly, the deal does not protect 

our workers’ rights. If we accept it, we risk the lowering of rights and standards by a future Tory 

Government. As a Labour MP, I cannot and will not vote for a deal that does not guarantee all our 

hard-fought rights and protections. 

 

Thirdly, this deal does not protect our national security. Through my work in the shadow Cabinet 

Office team, I am well aware of the critical cyber risks facing our nation and of how much we rely 

on threat information from our European partners. It is simply not good enough to “aspire” to a 

close security relationship. Our national security needs concrete reassurances; it is not a bargaining 

chip. 

 

Those are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to my serious concerns about the deal. 

Representing a community in desperate need of transformative investment, there is no way I could 

support such a gamble. If the last 10 years have taught us anything in Leigh, it is that in times of 

struggle our post-industrial towns are the first to be hit. I cannot risk that for our community again. 

 

It feels we have got nowhere in the last two years. Nothing has changed, including the heated and 

often polarised debate. It is upsetting to witness MPs—mostly female—on the receiving end of 

some of the most vile abuse, be it online or via email. If there is one thing that the Government must 

take control of, it is the narrow arguments on Brexit. The same characters are preaching the same 

rhetoric, and as a country and a community we have not moved forward or even reunited. 

 

We are left in a truly sorry state of affairs, and what pains me most is that it really did not have to be 

this way. Instead of negotiating in seriousness and respect, recognising the close relationship the 

UK wants with the EU—our closest and most important partner—the Government wasted two years 

fighting among themselves and botching together a deal that pleases nobody. Therefore, whichever 

way people voted in the referendum two years ago, one thing is miraculously unifying my 

constituency: we do not want the Prime Minister’s deal. 

 

We are calling the negotiations out for the failure that they are. We reject this botched, blindfold 

Brexit, and we agree that we must, and certainly can, do better than this to keep our country strong 

and safe while helping our communities to thrive into the future. 

 

18:15:00 

 

Anna Turley (Redcar) (Lab/Co-op) 

I will start by taking some time to reflect on the issues that I heard about in 2016, and have 

continued to hear about since, while representing a seat that voted substantially to leave the EU. I 

completely understand the valid and sincere reasons why people on both sides voted how they did. 

Our area, once the beating heart of Britain’s industrial empire, has seen 30 years of 

deindustrialisation and rising unemployment, with our youth unemployment now two and a half 



times the national average. Many towns, including Leigh, as my hon. Friend the Member for Leigh 

(Jo Platt) just so articulately described, feel a sense of being left behind, of anger, of loss and of 

betrayal. Just six months before the referendum, our steelworks was closed by this Government, 

with 3,100 jobs lost overnight. So, when people were asked back then, “Are you happy with the 

status quo, or do you want things to change? Do you want to make Redcar, Teesside or Britain great 

again?”, of course they were going to vote out of anger and frustration. They were going to vote to 

take back control when they were told that the blame for our troubles lies in Brussels. 

 

However, it was not the EU that closed our steelworks. The Government had no qualms about state 

aid when they stepped in to take a stake in the Port Talbot works just a few months later. The EU 

did not drive down our industry and manufacturing in favour of an economy based on the financial 

and services sectors. The EU did not take £6 billion out of public spending in the north in the past 

eight years, and it did not give us zero-hours contracts, a low-pay economy, austerity and food 

banks. However, many in my patch at that time simply said, “What’s to lose? It can’t get any 

worse.” The facts are clear now in a way that they were not in 2016, as there is plenty to lose and, 

as always, it is people in work in areas such as mine who stand to lose the most again. 

 

The Government’s impact assessment showed that the economy of the north-east will be hit to the 

tune of 16%. That is not just a “Project Fear” figure; that means real jobs and real wage packets. 

That will mean homes repossessed, businesses going under, and personal tragedies like we saw in 

2015 after the closure of the steelworks. There is no way in which I or anyone in this place who 

claims to want the best for their constituents should even be contemplating a no-deal Brexit, 

although we see the Prime Minister wielding it as a threat to steamroller her failed deal, which is 

reckless and irresponsible. 

 

I want to take a moment to focus on a sector that remains a huge international asset in our area. The 

chemicals industry employs around 7,600 people in Teesside. We have the second biggest chemical 

cluster in Europe and the biggest in the UK, and it is heavily integrated with supply chains that span 

the English channel. Companies such as Huntsman process chemicals in Redcar and send them to 

Rotterdam for the next stage of processing. If there are any costs or delays, companies will just shift 

their entire processing operations to Europe, taking jobs with them. Chemicals cannot be stockpiled, 

and any delay is deeply damaging. However, it is not just a no-deal Brexit that would jeopardise 

that precious industry. The chief executive of the North East of England Process Industry Cluster 

told me that while the Prime Minister’s deal is better than no deal, any kind of Brexit will leave the 

crucial industry worse off. 

 

The Government have already made one industrial site in my constituency a wasteland, and I am 

not prepared to risk a second when we are working so hard to get back on our feet. I cannot accept 

the Prime Minister’s deal, which is a historic and unprecedented concession of sovereign control. It 

leaves us in a weak negotiating position internationally, £50 billion worse off, and no clearer on our 

future relationship with Europe. The Chancellor himself told us that it will make Britain poorer. If it 

is not what people voted for, why on earth are we putting ourselves through this pain? We must 

now extend or revoke article 50 and go back to the people—this time with the truth and a picture of 

what the reality of Brexit actually is. 

 

To those who say that they just want this over and done with, I am afraid to say that the Prime 

Minister’s deal will be just the beginning. We will be bogged down in negotiations for a decade, 

with a slow haemorrhaging of our power and wealth. To those who say another vote is a betrayal, I 

am afraid to say that the betrayal has already happened. The betrayal happened in 2016: when 

people were promised something that could not be done, and when they were promised £350 

million a week for the NHS, the exact same benefits as being in the EU and the easiest deal in 



history. When a promise cannot be kept, everything that follows from it is a betrayal, and we need 

to face up to that and be honest. 

 

To those who say there is a better deal yet to be negotiated, I am afraid to say there is no other deal. 

There is no jobs-first Brexit or sensible Brexit. This deal is Brexit. This is all there is and, after two 

and a half years, the public can see it is a disaster. They know it has gone horribly wrong and they 

do not like where we are headed. It is disrespectful to say that they have to be bound by a decision 

they made two years ago when they know that this is not what they were promised. They do not like 

the mess we are in and, like me, they do not recognise the Britain we are becoming. 

 

Our Britain is not insular, fearful, jealous, selfish, pompous or cruel. It does not look backwards to a 

world that never was or blame other people for our failings. Our Britain is decent, kind and 

compassionate, but firm and fair. Our Britain is confident in its values and of its place in the world. 

It respects other nations and actively wants to stand alongside our friends, partners and neighbours. 

This Britain wants to have its say. I have absolute faith in the British people to find a way through 

where the Government and Parliament have failed. We must put this back in the people’s hands. 

 

18:20:00 

 

Liz Twist (Blaydon) (Lab) 

I am glad to have the chance to contribute to the debate, but I will be brief, as so much has already 

been said. 

 

I say from the start that I will be voting against the Government’s agreement, which is not an 

agreement but a short-term fix that raises huge questions about backstops and borders . The political 

declaration is a statement of intention. There is no deal. There are promises, politely-termed phrases 

and wishes for our future relationship with the European Union, but wishes will not protect 

workers’ rights, jobs or our living standards. 

 

We are two years on from the decision to trigger article 50 and less than three months away from 

the date on which we are due to leave, and what we have are some temporary arrangements and the 

intention to negotiate longer-term deals. We have no certainty. 

 

What confidence can we have that we will, in fact, reach final agreements that protect our economy, 

our jobs, our environment and so much more? What we have now does not address the key issues 

facing my constituents. My constituents did not vote for a worse life. Many of them have already 

been hit hard by the Government’s policy of austerity, and it is not right for me to support this deal 

and make things worse for them. Over the past two years this Government have failed to negotiate a 

firm future arrangement. How can we possibly believe that, during the implementation period, they 

will be able to negotiate and agree the positive arrangements that we need? 

 

It cannot be the case that it is this deal or nothing. The Government have cynically left putting this 

deal to the House to the last minute in a determined effort to put the pressure on and say, “You must 

support this or it’s no deal.” It is the Government’s responsibility to allow this House to have real 

influence on the terms of the deal we need. 

 

No deal is not an option. The Government know that leaving without a deal would not be in our 

interests, the interests of business or the interests of individuals. Some are calling for a clean break, 

but the Minister knows full well that there will be nothing clean about no deal, which would leave 

us trying to navigate the rugged coastline of the former agreements of our last 40-plus years in the 

EU. 



 

I am glad to have been one of the Members on both sides of the House who wrote to the Prime 

Minister to say that no deal cannot be an option. We need a much better deal that will protect jobs, 

the economy, workers’ rights, the environment and the living standards of my constituents in 

Blaydon. This deal does not do that, and we must have the opportunity to change it, by extending 

article 50 if necessary. 

 

Over the last year, thanks to my constituent Barbara McGovern, I have been working with 

colleagues on both sides of the House in the all-party group on phenylketonuria, or PKU, which is a 

metabolic condition. Those with PKU have a very restricted diet that eliminates protein. Failure to 

do so leads to serious neurological and developmental problems affecting all aspects of life from 

childhood. It is not curable—although if the Government would agree that Kuvan could be 

prescribed, that would help 20% of sufferers, such as my constituent Archie McGovern—and those 

with PKU rely on prescribed foods, many of which are imported from overseas. It is not a question 

of choice; they need those dietary products. These people are really concerned that post Brexit, 

those products will not be available in time and in the quantity required to ensure their continued 

availability. People with PKU, and those with many other conditions who have fears about 

continuous supplies of their medicines or products, are hugely concerned for the future, and we 

need a firm long-term agreement to ensure that those supplies continue to be available—not in the 

short term, but right into the future. The Government’s withdrawal agreement does not offer that 

permanent solution, and buying 5,000 new fridges will neither help nor reassure. 

 

Finally, I want to talk briefly about my constituents’ views. So many have taken the opportunity to 

contact me, and their messages have reflected a wide range of views from “I want to remain” to 

“Leave now with no deal” and everything in between. Of course, many of them are asking for a 

people’s vote. My constituency voted leave. I respect that decision, but I do not believe that my 

constituents voted to be worse off, to risk environmental protections, such as those covering the 

Blaydon Quarry landfill site in my constituency, or to risk employment rights and, of course, jobs. 

It is clear that a huge majority of those who have contacted me are asking me to reject the deal that 

is on the table, and that is what I will be doing next Tuesday. 

 

I could go on, but so much has been said already that I would simply repeat what many other hon. 

Members have said and will say in the rest of the debate. I will therefore end by reiterating that the 

deal is not in the best interests of my constituents and I shall vote against it. 

 

18:26:00 

 

Lloyd Russell-Moyle (Brighton, Kemptown) (Lab/Co-op) 

I prepared a speech, but at 5 pm I decided to scrap much of it because I wanted to express how I and 

many of my constituents feel. We are hurting, Mr Speaker, and I often feel that I am in a horrid 

dream—a nightmare that has continued from the moment when I broke down in tears at the 

referendum count on result night. At that moment I felt—I still feel this now—that something had 

been stolen from me. Viscerally, something had been taken from me, and not for others to gain 

from, but to be destroyed and torn up. My rights, my citizenship, my culture—all had been ripped 

away from me and many of my constituents. 

 

On my way home on that miserable morning, I of course went to my local shop. I chatted to my 

Spanish friend there, and all that I could say was, “I’m sorry. We have failed you.” We in the 

remain campaign failed millions of migrants who work here, who live here and who made this place 

their home, and we have made them feel less welcome. But why should our failure—my failure—in 

the campaign harm them? Why should a failure of 2016 bind our future and mean that we fail 



forever? There is a principle in democracy that no Parliament may bind future Parliaments. There is 

a principle that no votes may bind future votes. The ’75 vote did not bind us in 2016, so why now 

do we say that the tyranny of history should for some reason bind us to a decision that I think was a 

manifest mistake? 

 

I am against referendums generally. We live in a parliamentary democracy, and I believe that we 

should avoid them if we can. But once the genie is out of the bottle, the only way of getting it back 

in—the only way of ending this nightmare—may well end up being, at the end of this long journey, 

whenever it is, another people’s vote. 

 

Many women in Ireland, after losing the referendum in 1983, immediately started building and 

working for another referendum to overturn that awful decision. Three referendums later, they 

manged to do it. There was a vote in Taiwan a few months ago to ban same-sex marriage, which 

passed, stripping people of their rights and their identity. Do we castigate the women of Ireland for 

pushing to overturn the will of the Irish? No: we celebrate the role of those women who overturned 

an historical wrong. Do we tell the LGBT people in Taiwan, “I’m sorry, but you just have to live 

with the fact that you can’t now marry”? No: we say to them, “Continue fighting and pushing on—

democratically, of course—and try to overturn the absolute wrong that has been done to you.” I feel 

that an absolute wrong has been done to our country—to me. 

 

I believe that there is no good Brexit for Britain. It just does not exist. No Government can produce 

a good Brexit. Yes, if Labour got in, we would limit and mitigate some of the damage, but even 

then we could not produce a good Brexit. Brexit is fundamentally linked to a xenophobic, petty 

nationalist view. That is not to say that those people who voted for Brexit are xenophobic or petty 

nationalists. When I lived in Yorkshire and we voted, unfortunately, for a British National party 

MEP and I had BNP councillors up the road from me, I did not say that the voters in those wards 

were xenophobic and racist. I said that they had made an historic and terrible mistake, and we 

worked for four and five years to make sure that those people were kicked out. This is a horrible 

and terrible mistake that was initiated by extremists in UKIP who infected the Tory party. We must 

now say that that mistake must be undone. 

 

Of course, people are right to say that there are problems with the European Union. It is not perfect. 

Of course some of the rules on state aid, for example, are problematic. But the deal in front of us 

enshrines all the same state aid rules without any of the opt-outs and agreements that we could get 

from the Commission. This deal is far worse for the left than remaining in the European Union. 

That is why it must be rejected. That is also why we on the left must understand that staying in and 

reforming is the only feasible option for socialists. 

 

We must also understand that there are some goods in things such as state aid rules. They stop a 

race to the bottom. For example, the recent European Court of Justice rulings against Ireland and 

Google mean that there is not some sort of Dutch auction of giving tax breaks and giveaways to 

multinational companies. We live in a global capitalist world and in a system where multinational 

companies can have more power and clout than many nation states. The only way we can counter 

that and do things on climate change and other big international global issues is to work together 

and form a democratic union. My God, the European Union is far more democratic than some 

things in this country—just look down the road at the other place. 

 

18:32:00 

 

Gareth Snell (Stoke-on-Trent Central) (Lab/Co-op) 



It is a pleasure to follow my hon. Friend the Member for Brighton, Kemptown (Lloyd Russell-

Moyle). He and I disagree on answers to Brexit, but no one can doubt his passion for his 

community and the causes that he champions. I wish to make a brief contribution in that spirit of 

conciliatory debate. 

 

I wish mainly to speak to amendment (p), which I have tabled along with my right hon. Friend the 

Member for Don Valley (Caroline Flint) and my hon. Friends the Members for Bassetlaw (John 

Mann) and for Wigan (Lisa Nandy). We hope that our amendment is the start of a conversation: a 

process to understand that there are various things wrong with the Prime Minister’s deal that mean 

that we are unlikely to be able to support it next Tuesday—things that will probably not be resolved 

by next Tuesday. But whatever the result on Tuesday, it is the start and not the end of a process. 

 

We as a Parliament have to be honest and up front with ourselves about where we go after Tuesday. 

On Wednesday morning, we are not suddenly going to have a magic answer coming from the 

rejection of the deal. We will see people who ardently advocate leaving on WTO terms with no deal 

going into the same Lobby as those who ardently want a second referendum with a remain option, 

and to campaign for remain. I am sorry to burst their bubbles, but one half of that unlikely coalition 

will be very disappointed in whatever we get out of Brexit as a result of our votes in this place. 

 

The grown-up response is to look at the cross-party group—it exists, unfortunately, mainly on the 

Back Benches, not the Front Benches—who want to find a way of getting through this that does the 

least economic damage to our country but respects and understands that those who voted leave did 

so not because they were duped by words on the side of a bus, or because they were not clever 

enough to understand the Facebook ads put towards them, but because they had deep-seated 

anxieties about the inequalities that exist in this country. The amendment would, I hope, start that 

conversation. 

 

For me, as a Labour and Co-operative party member, and someone who has worked in the trade 

union movement, how we protect and enshrine workers’ rights in future is fundamental to the sort 

of country we want to be. A number of those rights have been derived from Europe, but we must be 

honest about the fact that a number of rights that Europe now holds up as a bastion of its good 

practice came from work done by the United Kingdom in the first place, by driving those changes 

through Europe and providing the bar that everybody else needs to reach. 

 

We must protect those rights and ensure that we do not regress or water them down once we leave 

the European Union. Any new changes from Europe must be considered by this place, and once we 

have brought back sovereignty, we will choose whether to adopt them. My argument will be that we 

should adopt all such measures and continue in step with Europe, because in my opinion any 

change or improvement to environmental standards, consumer protections or workers’ rights is a 

good thing. 

 

Angela Smith 

Will my hon. Friend give way? 

 

Gareth Snell 

I am afraid I will not. Everyone else has had their time, so I will carry on. 

 

It is important to find a mechanism that protects those rights, and does not kick the can down the 

road with another referendum, or simply add procedure and stop talking about the people. Too 

much of this debate—we saw this yesterday on both sides of the House with tedious and continual 

points of order—has been about a point of process that does not progress the debate further, or 



resolve the fundamental issues that are important to my constituents in Stoke-on-Trent, and those of 

hon. Members across the House. 

 

At some point in this Parliament we must decide what we are for—not what we are against, or what 

we wish to rehash or reargue, but what we are for. I wish that the conversations I was privileged to 

have this week with Government and Opposition Front-Bench speakers had taken place two years 

ago. I wish that the Government and those on the Labour Front-Bench had got together after the 

general election to try to hash out some sort of plan. Such a plan would not have pleased everybody 

or given them what they wanted, but we need a pragmatic approach to find a way of healing the 

country, bringing forward the things we know are important, and delivering a Brexit referendum 

outcome that does not do economic damage to our country. We must ensure that people who voted 

leave, and those who voted remain, feel that they have a stake in the future of our country. 

 

My frustration with this process is, and continues to be, that we appear to be moving away from a 

pragmatic middle and towards two extremes. Those who do not support a second referendum are 

labelled as hard Brexiteers who wish to sell their country down the river, and those—like many of 

my colleagues—who hold the principled position that we should have a second referendum are an 

affront to democracy. Neither of those things are true, but at some point we must face facts and 

understand that the country voted to leave—albeit marginally—and our job as parliamentarians is to 

work out how we take that forward and bring everybody together. The amendment that I have 

tabled is one way of achieving that unity. It by no means solves everything, and it will not remove a 

number of the concerns that I still have about the vote on Tuesday, but if we can use it as a starting 

point after that vote, I hope we will have achieved something better. 

 

18:37:00 

 

Alex Cunningham (Stockton North) (Lab) 

People in my Stockton North constituency voted two to one to leave the EU. They wanted to take 

back control, they wanted £350 million a week more for the NHS, and many had genuine and 

understandable issues with freedom of movement and immigration. They voted for other reasons 

too—they were discontent with their lives after six years of Tory austerity, and unemployment in 

my constituency is still double the national average. They felt ignored in a society where the rich 

were getting richer, poverty was, and is, on the rise, services were being cut, and they saw limited 

prospects for their lives to get better. Worse still, they believed that their children faced an uncertain 

future. 

 

However, people did not vote to be worse off, or to see chemical and other energy-intensive 

industries on Teesside devastated, with a huge impact on jobs and investment. They did not vote to 

weaken food standards, for their own movement to be restricted, or for hard-won rights for workers 

to be set aside. They did not vote for a backstop arrangement to protect Northern Ireland, leaving us 

to abide by EU rules without influencing them for who knows how long. Yet that is exactly what 

they will get with the Prime Minister’s deal. 

 

We are on the cusp of shattering the hopes of our people. If we vote for isolation from Europe with 

the Prime Minister’s deal, not only will we find ourselves on the outside, but we will face an 

indefinite period of uncertainty. If we were to find ourselves with no deal at all, we would be cast 

aside from our most lucrative markets, left floundering in the world, dependent on countries across 

the globe for trade deals, and face the prospect of surrendering our standards for everything from 

food to chemical manufacturing. 

 



I am always mindful and respectful of that voting statistic from people in my constituency, but my 

constituents are not daft. They know that the false promises made about NHS funding, immigration, 

taking back control, and so many other things, will not be delivered. They also know about the 

controversy over the illegality of the leave campaign. 

 

I cannot possibly vote to satisfy everyone in my constituency, from the no-deal leavers to those 

demanding a second referendum and many in between, but I can vote to protect them from a bad 

deal and from no deal. The Government are failing to deliver a prosperous deal for our country. I 

favour a general election or, failing that, a second referendum, which, according to my own and 

national surveys, the majority of my constituents now want. 

 

My votes are also for the north-east of England, which is a huge net exporter of goods to the EU 

and depends on markets there for cars, chemicals and countless other manufactured goods. It also 

depends on the EU for expertise, grants and tourists. Much of that is starting to go wrong, as 

evidenced by members of the North East England chamber of commerce, whose quarterly economic 

survey results recently reported less international trade activity, citing Brexit uncertainty as the key 

reason. The region looked set for a record year of trade, outperforming 2017 in the first and second 

quarters of 2018, according to the chamber of commerce, but a 10% decline in exports to the EU 

represented a reduction of £200 million in business, dwarfing other gains. 

 

As some Members might know, I have a long-standing interest in UK energy, having spent a large 

part of my career working in the gas industry. A year on from the launch of the Government’s 

industrial strategy and the Helm review into the cost of energy, a new report published last month 

by UK Steel shows that UK producers face electricity prices twice those of their direct competitors 

in France, and 50% more than those of German producers. Gas prices also remain high, at more 

than twice those of US manufacturers and three times those of Russian producers. Carbon prices 

have also sustained new peaks during the autumn period. In short, the cumulative impact of the cost 

of decarbonising energy risks becoming unaffordable for chemical businesses in my constituency. 

The truth is that this deal does nothing to help that and little to allay the fears of industry in any of 

those areas. 

 

Ministers are also trying to replicate all manner of regulations in British law, but companies in my 

region—international companies—tell me that it is not good enough. One set of EU regulations, the 

REACH—registration, evaluation, authorisation and restriction of chemicals—regulations, are 

critical to my region. I have been contacted by many of the companies affected. SABIC is an 

international petrochemicals company and an employer in my constituency. Its chemical products 

and technologies are utilised in a vast number of everyday essentials, such as medicines, food, 

drinks, tele-communications, IT, clothing and much more. The volume of its activities, in terms of 

exports and imports, and the complexity of just-in-time supply chains, with multiple border 

crossings involved in moving raw materials to finished products, mean that any disruption will 

adversely affect the competitiveness of its business and the potential for future trade and 

investment. That is industry telling us that we cannot simply trust that things will work out and that 

we can go it alone. Industry employers—the people who pay the wages of millions of people—are 

saying that this is a problem. 

 

By voting against this deal and against a no-deal Brexit, I am standing up for my constituents and 

their industry. If the Government cannot secure a deal that has the confidence of Parliament, and if 

Parliament cannot persuade the Government to change tack and seek a different kind of agreement, 

based on a strong customs union and other links to guarantee trade, investment, jobs and people’s 

rights, we should either have that general election or return the matter to the people in a second 

referendum. 



 

18:43:00 

 

Hugh Gaffney (Coatbridge, Chryston and Bellshill) (Lab) 

Thank you for calling me to speak, Mr Speaker—you are saving the best til last. This is an 

important debate that will shape the future of our country for years to come. It was an eventful few 

days before the House rose for the Christmas recess, and the Prime Minister probably wishes that 

she was still on holiday. This Government became the first in modern times to be found in contempt 

of Parliament, through their refusal to publish their legal advice. The Prime Minister then 

announced that the Government would be pulling the parliamentary vote on the withdrawal 

agreement after days of impassioned debate in this House. The Conservative party then threw itself, 

and the country, into further political chaos with a vote of no confidence in the Prime Minister’s 

leadership. 

 

The Prime Minister survived and promised to listen to the House’s concerns by securing legal 

changes to aspects of the withdrawal agreement. She found herself in office, but not in power. 

Having failed to secure any meaningful changes to her withdrawal agreement, I suspect she will 

soon find herself out of office as well. 

 

Let us not be kidded that this deal commands any kind of majority in this House. It can barely 

command the confidence of the Cabinet, with stories constantly in the press of Cabinet Ministers 

urging the Prime Minister to prepare for the deal to be voted down and to start to look at alternative 

options. I do, though, commend the Prime Minister for bringing some much needed unity to the 

country: her deal has managed to unite those who voted to remain and those who voted to leave in 

opposition to it. She has united both in hatred of the deal. 

 

The Prime Minister tells the country that her deal is the best one on the table, yet she did not have 

the confidence to put it to the House as originally scheduled before the Christmas recess. If she 

really believes that it is the best deal, why has she chosen to attempt to scare MPs into supporting it 

by stepping up preparations for no deal? In Operation Brock, 150 lorries were supposed to turn up, 

but only 89 did. She could not even get that deal right. 

 

Why has the Prime Minister not chosen to make the case for her deal on its own merits? She went 

into the 2017 general election telling the British people that no deal was better than a bad deal. She 

set out a series of red lines that would drive her negotiations with the EU. Well, things have 

certainly changed. The Prime Minister now tells the British people that a bad deal is better than no 

deal, and those red lines have been abandoned, just like many of the Prime Minister’s previous 

promises. Remember when she said that she would not call a snap election? I have to say thanks to 

the Prime Minister: thanks for bringing me down to Parliament to be here today as a voice for the 

people of Coatbridge, Chryston and Bellshill. [Hon. Members: “Hear, hear!”] Thank you. 

 

This is certainly a bad deal. It fails to protect jobs and living standards. It risks the workers’ rights, 

environmental standards and consumer protections that we currently enjoy through our EU 

membership; it fails to properly protect the rights of EU nationals living in our country and UK 

citizens living in EU countries; and it risks dividing our United Kingdom, with economic hardship 

for working people in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and the English regions, as the 

Government’s own forecasts highlighted. 

 

The Prime Minister continues to play games with this House and the country because she knows 

that this deal will be voted down on Tuesday. It is about time that she ruled out the prospect of no 

deal. A no-deal Brexit would be devastating for our economy. It is time for the Government to get 



real and provide some certainty for the businesses, workers and communities that are concerned 

about the prospect of no deal. 

 

My constituents in Coatbridge, Chryston and Bellshill do not just reject the Prime Minister’s deal 

because it fails to protect their jobs and living standards, and workers’ rights; they reject her deal 

because it highlights the unfairness at the heart of her Government. They are a Government who are 

prepared to put forward this deal or entertain the idea of no deal, despite the real and damaging 

consequences for some of the poorest people and communities in my constituency and others across 

the UK. They are a Government who have pushed 14 million people into poverty. In case the 

Secretary of State did not hear me, I will repeat it: a Government who have pushed 14 million 

people into poverty, including in my constituency, because of their failed welfare reforms, such as 

universal credit. They are a Government who have pursued austerity, cutting our public services and 

creating an economy in which workers are paid less and have greater job insecurity. 

 

My constituents do not just need the deal to be rejected; they need a general election and a change 

in Government. They need a Labour Government who can negotiate a Brexit deal that unites the 

country and delivers a fairer Britain. More importantly, they need a Labour Government who invest 

in our communities, tackle low pay, end job insecurity and bring our vital services back into public 

ownership. 

 

When the deal is rejected on Tuesday, I urge the Prime Minister to reflect on the fact that she has 

failed to deliver a Brexit deal that protects working people and their livelihoods; to recognise that 

she no longer commands the confidence of this House; and to recognise that she has failed to 

deliver for the country. She should call a general election so that the British people can elect a 

Labour Government who will get to work tackling the real issues of delivering a Brexit deal that 

works for the many and not the chosen few. And let that Labour Government stop anyone else 

being pushed into joining the 14 million people in poverty in this country. 

 

18:49:00 

 

Rebecca Long Bailey (Salford and Eccles) (Lab) 

We have heard more than 50 impassioned speeches today from both sides of the House, from Perth 

to Don Valley, from Cheltenham to Walsall and from Tottenham to Ceredigion. I will not attempt to 

reference every single speech as I certainly would not do them justice, but it is clear that all 

Members who have spoken recognise the weight of responsibility on their shoulders—the critical 

decision that they must make to support their communities. 

 

What also became clear from today’s contributions is that the Prime Minister’s deal has not found 

consensus in this House. The Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs began by 

stating that we should not let the perfect be the enemy of the good. Well, this deal is significantly 

deficient in qualifying for the presumption in this well-known quotation. This deal is simply not 

good. It does not work for business and industry, it does not work for working people and it does 

not work for our environment. In fact, as we have been sitting here today, the former head of MI6 is 

reported to have told the Government that it threatens national security. 

 

The withdrawal agreement and the outline political declaration will not ensure the relationship with 

the European Union needed for UK businesses to operate unhindered post-Brexit. The Business, 

Energy and Industrial Strategy Committee has already stated that 

 



“no business that we have taken evidence from held the view that—from an industry perspective—

the Withdrawal Agreement and Political Declaration provide a deal as good as the one we already 

have with the EU”. 

 

For instance, in the likely backstop scenario, the withdrawal agreement does not provide for a 

customs union as we enjoy now. As the Institute for Public Policy Research said, it provides for a 

“bare-bones customs union”, meaning that it does not cover areas such as services, trade or public 

procurement, and it certainly does not provide for frictionless trade between the UK and the EU. 

Specifically, it will not address non-tariff barriers such as VAT and product regulation checks, 

which will have a significant impact on industries such as car production and pharmaceuticals—

sectors that are essential to our industrial strategy. Indeed, the Attorney General’s advice confirmed 

this, stating that, during the backstop, 

 

“Great Britain will no longer be a member of the EU’s Single Market for Goods or the EU’s 

customs arrangements. This means that any GB goods crossing the border into the EU will be 

subject to third country checks by Member State authorities”. 

 

Let me turn to the outline political declaration, which is hardly worth the paper it is written on, quite 

frankly. It includes phrases such as “explore the possibility”. But even if the aspirations listed there 

were implemented, that would not guarantee frictionless trade. In the best-case scenario, there will 

be barriers to trade in goods and market access for services will be reduced. That is a fact. 

 

As the IPPR also summarised, 

 

“there will be significant barriers to trade in services between the UK and the EU. UK firms will 

only have EU market access under host state rules and will lose the benefits of single market 

treatment…Under these plans, we should therefore expect significant new non-tariff barriers in 

goods, particularly in heavily regulated sectors such as chemicals and pharmaceuticals.” 

 

Clearly, this is not a good deal for UK business as the Prime Minister keeps alleging. The fact that 

we are still discussing it today—two months since its inadequacy was revealed before Christmas—

rather than negotiating a better deal is harming businesses in the here and now. It takes only a quick 

Google search to see that businesses up and down the country are already delaying investment, 

implementing mitigation plans and, in some cases, cutting jobs and moving operations. 

 

Significant manufacturers such as Bombardier, Rolls-Royce and Cobham have applied to come 

under the jurisdiction of regulators in other EU countries, and this week Aston Martin triggered its 

contingency plans—at an accumulating cost, according to its chief executive. Indeed, as we have 

been sat here today, Honda has announced that it is doing the same and implementing its 

contingency plans. 

 

I am sure that the Secretary of State will quote some of the business organisations that have 

cautiously welcomed the Prime Minister’s deal, but I gently say to him that they are doing so with a 

gun held to their head. They have been presented with a false choice between this deal or no deal by 

a Government who are recklessly threatening the worst-case scenario and attempting to run down 

the clock. In fact, it is economic sabotage. 

 

The will of this House has been clearly expressed. There is virtually no support for no deal, and it 

would therefore be unthinkable for the Prime Minister to proceed down that road. Indeed, according 

to media reports this morning, even the Secretary of State himself agrees with this principle. If this 



is true, political posturing in the media is simply not good enough. Will he assure businesses today 

that the prospect of no deal will be taken off the table? 

 

This unambitious deal will not only hinder the UK in terms of trade, but risk a bonfire of the 

regulations that ensure that high standards are maintained. Members across the House will 

recognise the strength of feeling that our constituents have on Brexit. However, I can assure you, 

Mr Speaker—we have heard from many Members on this issue today—that none of them voted for 

the watering down of workers’ hard-won rights after we leave the EU. Unfortunately, however, 

despite assurances from the Prime Minister that 

 

“existing workers’ legal rights will continue to be guaranteed in law”, 

 

the TUC’s verdict is that the deal 

 

“doesn’t guarantee jobs or rights at work into the future.” 

 

Indeed, Thompsons Solicitors has stated that the so-called non-regression clause in the political 

declaration will be “ineffective” in maintaining workers’ rights, and the IPPR has stated that it is 

not sufficient to maintain current protections, individuals cannot even bring about proceedings and 

if the EU raises standards, the UK is permitted to simply fall behind. 

 

Indeed, attempting to use all parliamentary levers to mitigate against— 

 

Caroline Flint 

Those of us who have put our names to amendment (p) realise that it is not perfect and that, like all 

other amendments, it is not legally binding. However, does my hon. Friend agree that whatever 

happens next Tuesday, if there is a willingness, we can open up discussion about how we can 

ensure, going forward, that we can, in law, see a way to enshrine the protection of these workers’ 

rights, and would she be willing to engage in such dialogue? 

 

Rebecca Long Bailey 

I thank my right hon. Friend for her comments. I can certainly state that the sentiment behind the 

amendment that she and various colleagues have tabled is to bolster workers’ rights and make sure 

that our workers’ rights in the UK do not fall behind those in the EU. 

 

John Redwood 

Will the hon. Lady say who is threatening these rights? No party in this House wants to reduce 

them, and there are clear promises from the Government, so it is not an issue. 

 

Rebecca Long Bailey 

I thank the right hon. Gentleman for his comment. However, with my tongue in my cheek, I say that 

I am not looking at a party that has a track record in this House on bolstering workers’ rights, so my 

confidence will certainly need to be increased significantly over coming weeks if I am to believe his 

statement. 

 

Going back to the comment by my right hon. Friend the Member for Don Valley (Caroline Flint), I 

certainly hope that the Secretary of State welcomes the sentiments outlined in the amendment that 

she recently tabled with colleagues, because, as he knows, a combination of the deficiencies of the 

withdrawal agreement and the Government’s unwillingness to listen to the concerns of MPs has 

forced Members across the House, such as my right hon. Friend, to gymnastically attempt to secure 

debate on key issues by any means possible. 



 

My right hon. Friend is right in stating that to secure real confidence in this House, the Government 

do need to go much further. So far, their words fall far short of what Labour has been asking for. As 

the TUC has stated, they do not provide the binding long-term guarantee that working people need. 

It would be very helpful if the Secretary of State stated today, unequivocally, that he will guarantee 

that the UK will not be permitted to fall behind future improvements from the EU on workers’ 

rights, environmental protections, and health and safety standards. If so, in the light of the 

withdrawal agreement’s deficiencies, what legislation does he propose to legally reflect this 

position? 

 

Simon Hoare 

What the right hon. Member for Don Valley actually asked was whether the shadow Secretary of 

State and her Front-Bench team would take part in these cross-party discussions, not what the 

Secretary of State would do. It is a very simple question. The right hon. Member for Don Valley 

does not need me to speak on her behalf, but will the shadow Secretary of State answer that 

question? 

 

Rebecca Long Bailey 

I thank the hon. Gentleman for his comments. Perhaps he was missing during the contributions, but 

numerous Members have outlined the Government’s inability to liaise with Members across the 

House to develop a consensus. I share the sentiments of my right hon. Friend the Member for Don 

Valley on the need to work together across this House to deal with the many issues outlined during 

these debates and ensure we find a deal that provides a consensus that we can all rally around. 

Unfortunately, we do not have a Government who have been capable thus far of delivering that. I 

will move on, because I know we are short of time. 

 

I want to talk briefly about environmental and climate protections. We know that non-regression 

clauses in relation to environmental protections would not be subject to the arbitration procedures 

set out in articles 170 to 181. Instead, standards would be enforced at the domestic level and 

through far weaker state-to-state procedures that are rarely effective in international treaties. The 

political declaration, meanwhile, contains only hortatory statements regarding climate, energy and 

the environment that have no legal effect. How can we trust this Government to maintain domestic 

standards when they have taken quite an active role, shall we say, in opposing EU progress on 

energy and climate change? 

 

Alex Sobel (Leeds North West) (Lab/Co-op) 

We are now tackling air quality, and that is through the EU and environmental regulations, but the 

Government had to be taken to court three times. If such a health and environmental crisis engulfs 

us again, who will protect us if we are not in the EU? It will certainly not be this Government. 

 

Rebecca Long Bailey 

I thank my hon. Friend for his intervention; he makes an important point. The Government’s track 

record has been rather deficient, to say the least. For example, in 2017 this Government lobbied for 

EU renewable energy and energy efficiency targets to be reduced, made non-binding or even 

scrapped. Is it now this Government’s position after Brexit to adopt and maintain to 2030 at least 

the same ambition as that in the revised renewable energy directive and energy efficiency directive? 

If so, how can we trust the Government to honour that position? 

 

Of course, no deal in relation to energy and the environment would be even worse, risking chaos 

and catastrophe for energy, climate and the environment according to the Greener UK coalition of 

non-governmental organisations. As I have outlined, it is extremely irresponsible of the 



Government to leverage the disaster of no deal to hard-sell what is quite frankly a dismal 

alternative. 

 

I will bring my comments to a close. I have outlined briefly some of the deficiencies in the 

withdrawal agreement and political declaration, which, in their present form, demonstrably divide 

the House and, indeed, Britain. They will not protect jobs and the economy. They will not protect 

workers’ rights, environmental or health and safety standards, and they give barely any indication of 

what our future relationship with the EU will look like, causing chronic uncertainty for business. 

 

Members have a choice: do they vote for a deal that they know will make us worse off, with a huge 

question mark for years to come over our future relationship with the EU, or do they demand the 

negotiation of a better deal for Britain that will secure support in Parliament and the country? That 

deal can be found, but this Government have demonstrated that they are not capable of delivering it. 

 

19:03:00 

 

The Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (Greg Clark) 

I pay tribute to colleagues for an excellent debate. We have had some important contributions, and 

that justifies the time given to Members to state their views clearly. It is incumbent on all of us, and 

particularly the Government, to reflect carefully on the contributions made. 

 

As my hon. Friend the Member for Mid Norfolk (George Freeman) said, Parliament is sovereign 

and 

 

“to be elected to this House is one of the great privileges and responsibilities that our citizens can 

bestow.” 

 

All of us who were elected in 2017 had a particular responsibility, knowing that we would vote on 

probably the most important decision that this House will take during our time in it, which is the 

terms of our departure from the European Union and our future relationship with it. 

 

In that respect, this is not simply a matter for the Government, important though that is. It is for 

every Member to be able to shape and participate in our deliberations. That has been reflected in the 

contributions of many Members. My hon. Friend the Member for Mid Norfolk talked about 

reaching out across the House. He expressed the view that there is no majority for a disorderly no-

deal Brexit, but of course avoiding that requires an agreement that the House can enter into. I say to 

the hon. Member for Salford and Eccles (Rebecca Long Bailey) that to take the prospect of no deal 

off the table is in the hands of this House: it comes through agreeing a deal. 

 

Sir Edward Davey 

Will the Secretary of State say how he thinks the House could best be involved in reaching a 

decision for the country if the Prime Minister’s deal is voted down next Tuesday? 

 

Greg Clark 

I will come on to describe and respond to some of the contributions that have been made. It is very 

important to consider the constructive contributions that many Members have made, which can, in 

the days ahead before the vote, be reflected in the decision that is taken on Tuesday. 

 

In that regard, let me start by mentioning the contribution of the right hon. Member for Don Valley 

(Caroline Flint). She was right to say that we should be proud of the record of this House over many 

centuries in establishing a defence of and a commitment to the rights of workers. That gives us 



cause to be proud around the world, certainly in Europe. We should be determined to continue that 

tradition. It is fair to reflect that this has involved Governments led by her party and Governments 

led by my party. The Labour party introduced the minimum wage and the Conservative party 

introduced the national living wage. Going back to previous generations in Parliament in different 

centuries, this House has always taken an active view in these matters. The amendment that she and 

her hon. Friends have tabled is entirely in accordance with that. Far from, as my right hon. Friend 

the Member for Newbury (Richard Benyon) put it, involving a ceding of those decisions to the 

European Union, what is attractive about the contribution that has been made is that it firmly gives 

to this House the opportunity to make a sovereign decision on how we want to act on the 

opportunities that might exist to constantly upgrade and strengthen workers’ rights. That should be 

something that is open to us. 

 

The hon. Member for Bassetlaw (John Mann) made a powerful speech and a notable contribution. 

He said that the time for rhetoric had gone and that the time for negotiation had come. I think that 

that is a way in which we can proceed and his contribution was consistent with that. He was 

determined to avoid no deal by accident, which a majority do not want. Again, he reflected on the 

fact that the Trade Bill, as well as the motion before the House, will give very significant power to 

this Parliament to shape the ongoing relationships we have with other countries. He made 

references to the importance of exercising the authority of this House to ensure that all parts of the 

country, including those whose communities have not felt advantaged by our membership of the 

European Union and the conduct of the economy over decades past, are heard and recognised as 

they deserve to be. I will come on to say something more about his amendment in a second. 

 

In the same spirit, my right hon. Friend the Member for Newbury very powerfully made the point 

that compromise is a virtue and something to be prized in this House. He also made the point that 

the mandate for compromise reflected in the narrowness of the result—even though it clearly 

indicated the preference of the population to leave—should be reflected in our deliberations. 

 

The right hon. Member for Knowsley (Mr Howarth) emphasised the important point about our 

proximity to our trading partners in Europe and reflected on the fact that if we want to engage in 

good and close trading the relationships, as all Members do, it makes sense to think very clearly 

about how we can do that with those who are geographically closest to us. 

 

My right hon. Friend the Member for Wokingham (John Redwood), who has over many years given 

much thought to these matters, nevertheless set out a case that I could not agree with. I hope that I 

do not mischaracterise his contribution, but he asserted that we should be aiming for greater 

national self-sufficiency in certain of our trading relationships. He mentioned foodstuffs. I am a 

proud Kent MP—some of the produce of Kent, as my hon. Friend the Member for Rochester and 

Strood (Kelly Tolhurst) will attest, is among the best in the world—but to aim for a model of 

national self-sufficiency while failing to recognise, as David Ricardo did all those centuries ago, the 

benefits to all if we concentrate and specialise is not something that we should embrace. 

 

My hon. Friend the Member for Cheltenham (Alex Chalk) reflected on the economic benefits of the 

deal and how they would benefit his constituency. The hon. Member for Salford and Eccles talked 

about business having a gun to its head. Not at all! Many businesses and business organisations 

campaigned for remain during the referendum and yet have recognised that what the Prime Minister 

has negotiated is a settlement that would allow them, and therefore our constituents, to continue to 

prosper. 

 

John Redwood 



As the Secretary of State is in love with free trade and Ricardo, would he agree with my proposal to 

remove all tariffs from imported components for manufactures to give our manufacturing a boost? 

 

Greg Clark 

My preference is to be part of the arrangements that we benefit from now in terms of our 

manufacturing industry, but as a general proposition I believe that we should be engaged in 

reducing tariffs. Part of our contribution to the EU has been that we have been probably the 

foremost advocate in Europe for the reduction of tariffs. That would be a good thing. 

 

Sir Edward Davey 

Could the Secretary of State tell the House what David Ricardo had to say about non-tariff barriers, 

which are the main issue in trade agreements today? 

 

Greg Clark 

The right hon. Gentleman reflects the reality of trade today and in the time of Ricardo, which is that 

it is not simply about the tariffs, but about the arrangements and impediments we put in place. 

Again, that is one of the important parts of the agreement we have entered into. 

 

I wanted to mention the right hon. Gentleman’s speech and from the Dispatch Box associate the 

whole House with his reflections on a previous Member, Paddy Ashdown, who I understand was 

buried in Somerset today. He would no doubt have made a fine speech in this debate, and the right 

hon. Gentleman was right to make reference to him. 

 

My right hon. Friend the Member for Ludlow (Mr Dunne) made the point again—this was a theme 

of the debate—about the need for compromise and support in securing an orderly withdrawal, and 

he reflected on the fact that our debates and their conclusions are watched by businesses and 

boardrooms around the world. It is important that we live up to the reputation we have long enjoyed 

in this country as a dependable place in which to do business—a country where we come together 

and take pragmatic decisions and offer that confidence to the world. 

 

My hon. Friend the Member for Rugby (Mark Pawsey) emphasised the point that when businesses 

do well, workers do well and pensioners do well. Workers’ rights are a theme of the debate, and we 

need that prosperity in order to advance our constituents’ circumstances. That is something that Mrs 

Thatcher was particularly alive to. My hon. Friend referred to her pitch to Japanese investors in the 

early 1980s, and on the day on which the Prime Minister of Japan is visiting Downing Street, it is 

appropriate to recall that Mrs Thatcher made the case to Nissan, Toyota and Honda that this country 

was skilled, innovative, flexible and able to command markets across Europe. That is as true today 

as it was then. 

 

My hon. Friend the Member for Bromley and Chislehurst (Robert Neill) reflected on taking a 

pragmatic view. He campaigned very vigorously to leave the European Union— 

 

Robert Neill 

Remain! 

 

Greg Clark 

He campaigned to remain in the European Union—I was never under any misapprehension about 

that—but he advocated a managed, considered and orderly approach. He stated in his election 

address in Bromley and Chislehurst that that was the approach he would take, and I think he has 

delivered on that commitment during this Parliament. He has also pursued his commitment to 

achieve a deal that protects jobs, businesses and livelihoods. 



 

Robert Neill 

I campaigned to remain, as my right hon. Friend did. He may recall that I have referred to the 

importance of a managed no deal for a particular business in my constituency. He may be interested 

to know that since the debate in which I spoke about that, I have had an email from the managing 

director, who said that with a managed deal—the Prime Minister’s deal—his business is survivable. 

In the event of no deal, he says, it will downsize 75%, close or leave the UK. That is what is at 

stake. 

 

Greg Clark 

My hon. Friend is right to draw attention to the stakes. This is a matter that engages all Members of 

Parliament. We all have a responsibility to our constituents now and for the future, and every one of 

us will need to make an individual decision that reflects that. 

 

I want to mention a few colleagues, and I am sorry not to be able to do justice to all the 

contributions that have been made; there were more than 50 of them. The hon. Member for 

Wolverhampton North East (Emma Reynolds) said—wrongly, I think—that it was too late to 

engage across parties and across Parliament. If I have misrepresented her, I would be delighted to 

hear it; I was going to admonish her gently for saying that. If we believe, as I do, that this is the 

most important decision that this Parliament will take, it is never too late to establish that 

agreement. 

 

Emma Reynolds 

The right hon. Gentleman invites me to correct the record. I did not say that it was too late; I said 

that it would have been better to do so earlier. As I said at the end of my speech, I really hope that if 

the deal is voted down on Tuesday next week, the House will come together. Quite a lot of cross-

party working is going on among Back Benchers—more, I am afraid, than is happening between the 

Government and the Opposition. 

 

Greg Clark 

I am delighted to know that, and I am delighted that that is the hon. Lady’s view. It is important that 

Front Benchers do likewise, and I was a bit disappointed that the hon. Member for Salford and 

Eccles did not take up the invitation to participate in establishing what this House can support. 

 

I think we all admire the optimism and enthusiasm of my hon. Friend the Member for Walsall North 

(Eddie Hughes), which he referred to. This is a matter that merits such optimism and enthusiasm. 

His contribution to the debate, looking at how energy can be applied to finding a solution, is much 

to be commended. 

 

Let me reflect on the amendments that indicate the progress that can be made. It is important to 

reflect that the standards of workers’ rights we have in this country not only meet but often far 

exceed EU standards. The right hon. Member for Don Valley pointed out that the UK offers 39 

weeks of statutory maternity pay, compared with the 14 weeks required under the relevant EU 

directive. We in this House have given fathers and partners a statutory right to paternity leave and 

pay—something the EU is only starting to consider. Less than a month ago, I said at the Dispatch 

Box that we were laying legislation to repeal the so-called Swedish derogation from a European 

directive, removing what many in this country see as a loophole that allows employment agencies to 

undercut agency workers’ wages. 

 

Those sentiments and that approach are reflected in amendment (p), which was tabled by the right 

hon. Lady and her colleagues. It is in keeping with traditions on both sides of the House, and we 



very much agree with its spirit and intention. Today’s contributions show what can be done in this 

instance and may be a totem for what is possible more broadly. We stand ready to engage in 

discussions on the amendment. As ever, we need to look very carefully at its implications and 

drafting, but I am hopeful that it will be possible for us to accept it. 

 

The amendment rightly mentions the environment. We have no intention of lowering our ambitious 

environmental protections after we leave the EU. We have a duty to continue the leadership we 

have exercised on that in Europe and across the world. It seems to me that we also have a 

responsibility, given that time is running out before 29 March, to take advantage of the availability 

of a means of preventing a damaging no-deal Brexit. It is difficult for investors around the world to 

understand why the most rudimentary trade terms available between any nations on earth should 

govern our relationship with the rest of the European Union. 

 

I hope that the tenor of today’s debate continues in the days ahead. I say on behalf of my colleagues 

that hon. Members’ contributions will be listened to seriously, taken into account and acted upon, as 

I indicated in response to the amendment relevant to today’s discussions, so that, in the weeks 

ahead, the whole House can move towards a greater sense of compromise and resolution to 

implement the decision that the people of the United Kingdom took. At the same time, we must 

ensure that we can move our economy forward and strengthen our workers’ rights and 

environmental protections, recognising the House’s ambition to establish this country, now and in 

the future, as one of the most successful and admired in the world in terms of the economy, 

workers’ rights and the environment. I commend the motion to the House. 

 

Ordered, That the debate be now adjourned.—(Amanda Milling.) 

 

Debate to be resumed tomorrow (Order, 9 January). 

 

Mr Speaker 

We come now to the Adjournment. 

 

I find it extraordinary, to the point of being inconceivable, that all colleagues present should not 

wish to remain so in order to hear the hon. Member for Henley (John Howell) dilate on the subject 

of the Europa School, Culham, but if there are colleagues who do not feel motivated to do so—

unaccountable though I find that—I trust that they will leave the Chamber quickly and quietly, so 

that those of us who remain, including the occupant of the Chair, can listen with our customary rapt 

attention to the hon. Gentleman. 

 


