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What has happened?

 The UK Government has  formally 
notified the European Council of its 
intention to withdraw from EU 
membership under Article 50 of the 
Lisbon Treaty.  This process starts an 
official countdown to the UK leaving 
the EU in two years’ time. 

 The European Parliament and 
European Commission will now feed 
into EU negotiating guidelines, but the 
remaining 27 Member States (EU27) 
will act as the ultimate power broker.  

What does the letter say?

 The UK Government reiterates a 
desire for parallel withdrawal and 
future relationship negotiations.

 The UK will uphold all EU 
membership obligations until it is 
formally outside the EU (i.e. 29 March 
2019)

 The UK wants a deep and special 
partnership in economic and security 
cooperation. The implicit linking up of 
these two issues suggests a 
negotiating strategy which leverages 
the UK’s security prowess against its 
desire for open access to EU markets.

 In acknowledging a “need to discuss a 
fair settlement of the UK’s rights and 
responsibilities as a departing 
member state” the Government 
accepts there will be a bill to be paid 
on Brexit.

 The UK calls for a collaborative 
approach to minimize disruption and 
provide as much certainty as possible 
to “investors, businesses and citizens 
in both the UK and EU27.”

What is missing?

 The Lancaster House speech indicated 
the UK would seek some sort of 
associate membership of the EU 

Customs Union. This appears to have 
been dropped, in acknowledgement 
that it would require oversight from 
the European Court of Justice. 

 There is no mention of immigration, a 
cornerstone of UK Government 
rhetoric thus far. EU leaders have said 
that free movement rights for their 
citizens will be a key red line. This 
suggests a Government shift in 
thinking from reassuring domestic 
voters about the merits of Brexit, to 
gearing up for negotiations with the 
EU27.

What are the next steps?

 The build up to these guidelines has 
been ongoing since the UK 
referendum, and formal processes 
should take place quickly. The 
Member States will adopt some short 
guidelines on April 29, on which the 
European Commission will make 
recommendations. After this, we can 
expect Member States to adopt a very 
long and detailed negotiating mandate 
for the Article 50 Task Force.

 If everything proceeds at a reasonable 
pace, the first negotiation meeting will 
take place in mid-June, followed by 
subsequent meetings (or “rounds”) on 
a monthly basis. 

How long will it take?

 In total we expect there to be 14-16 
rounds before agreement is reached in 
October 2018 , when the final 
withdrawal agreement ratification 
process begins. Everything should 
conclude within a two-year timeframe.

 There is an option to extend the two-
year withdrawal period, but it 
requires unanimous agreement from 
all EU Heads of State and Government 
and appears unlikely. 

On 29 March, nine 
months after the 
British electorate 

called for a 
withdrawal from the 
European Union, the 
British Government 
formally notified its 
intention to invoke 

Article 50 of the 
Lisbon Treaty. 

The stage is now set 
for a two-year 

divorce proceeding, 
and – if there is 

mutual support for it 
– further 

negotiations on a 
new relationship 

with the European 
Union. 

This two-year 
negotiation period 
will be one of high 

politics, focusing on 
financial liabilities 

and citizens’ rights in 
the early stages and 
sectoral agreements 

later on. 

Business will need to 
use this period to 
strengthen ties in 

national capitals, in 
preparation for 
sector by sector 

negotiations. 
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What was the tone?

 In the months following the 
referendum result, hard rhetoric has 
been used on both sides of the 
Channel – culminating, on the UK side, 
with the Lancaster House speech 
outlining the UK Government 
priorities for the withdrawal.

 Today’s notification letter strikes a 
much softer tone. The letter balances a 
need to appear conciliatory to EU 
leaders while preparing a British 
audience for the realities of what will 
be a compromise final agreement. 

 Theresa May is clear in the letter that 
she wants to conclude both the exit 
agreement and future relationship 
within two years. This is something 
the EU leaders have consistently ruled 
out. 

Domestic considerations

 The letter envisages a return of 
powers not just to Westminster, but to 
the UK devolved institutions in a move 
to temper pressure from nationalist 
parties around Britain. 

The European response?

 Donald Tusk, European Council 
President, reiterated that neither side 
will “win” from Brexit. Instead, work 
must now begin on divorce 
proceedings which minimize 
disruption caused by the decision for 
citizens, businesses and Member 
States. 

 Unsurprisingly, the European 
Parliament’s draft resolution takes a 
hard view on EU principles and 
sequencing. 

 The key aim for the EU27 is to 
preserve the integrity of the EU – at 
the moment member states remain                                                                                

united on this.

What will be discussed?

 Early rounds will focus on settling 
contributions to the EU budget, status 
for EU citizens living in the UK and 
vice versa and on the EU’s external 
borders (particularly on the island of 
Ireland). Once agreement has been 
reached on these, sectoral discussions 
can start.

Who is at the table from the EU side?

 The Article 50 Task Force, headed by 
Michel Barnier, will lead the formal 
negotiations, with representatives 
from both the Member State 
ministerial body (Council Presidency) 
and the Presidency of the European 
Council (which reports to the Heads of 
EU27 Governments and States) 
keeping tabs on what is happening.  

Are both sides on the same page at 
present? 

 The perception gap between UK 
Government and EU institutional 
thinking is wide, but narrowing. The 
UK wants to negotiate withdrawal and 
a new agreement simultaneously, 
something EU leaders have ruled out. 
Barnier’s limited mandate and the 
UK’s insistence on parallel 
negotiations could still lead to an early 
collapse of talks, with the UK walking 
away from the negotiation table. 
Political pressure and economic 
necessity implies that all parties have 
an incentive to reach agreement. The 
compromise could be a limited UK 
payment into the EU budget and 
informal parallel negotiations on the 
future relationship. 

Both the UK 
Government and EU 

leaders have outlined 
a need to prioritise 

certainty and 
minimise disruption 

for investors, 
business and citizens 

throughout the 
process. 

Both parties have 
assessed that there is 

a political and 
economic necessity 

in reaching an 
agreement, reflected 
by the soft tone of the 

letter.

May’s more 
conciliatory and 

realistic letter will be 
received much better 

in Brussels and 
European capitals 
than the Lancaster 

House speech, giving 
hope that 

negotiations can 
proceed amicably.

The key 
disagreement will be 
over the sequence of 

negotiations, and 
whether a future or 
interim relationship 
– crucial to business 
and trade – can be 
negotiated at the 
same time as the 

withdrawal.
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Article 50 Timeline
Navigating the Article 50 procedure against a 
backdrop of elections

9-10 March

29 March 
UK notifies intent 

to withdraw 
from EU (Art.50)

EU 28 Informal Meeting

“Conclusion of a political reflection 
on the future of the EU”  (Rome); 

60th Anniversary of the Rome 
Treaty

May
UK local elections

15 March 
Netherlands 

general 
election

23 April 
First round of 

French 
Presidential  

election

7 May
Second round of 

French 
Presidential 

Elections

11/18 June 
French legislative 

elections

September 
German Federal 

elections

EU Level EU 27 UK

European Council 
Meeting (Brussels)

25 March

28 January 
Finnish 

Presidential 
elections

9 September
Swedish general 

elections

April/May 
Hungarian 
legislative 
elections

TBC October
Czech Presidential 

elections

TBC October 
Irish Presidential elections

29 March 
Presumed date 

Brexit takes 
effect

2017

2019
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Circulation of 
revised EU draft 

guidelines

19 April

4 April

European Parliament 
Plenary (Strasbourg)

- Adoption of Brexit 
resolution 

26 April
Meeting of EU 

Ambassadors (EU27)

European Council Meeting (excl. 
UK)

- Adoption of negotiating 
guidelines

29 April 
22-23 June

European 
Council 

(Brussels)

Withdrawal 
agreement 

negotiations

October
TBC Czech legislative 

elections

December
Review of deal by 
lawyer linguists 

19-20 October
European Council 

(Brussels)

14-15 December
European Council 

(Brussels)

2018

September
European Commission presents outcome of 

negotiations to the European Council 

October 
EU27/UK Brexit deal 

needs to allow six months 
for ratificationWithdrawal agreement 

negotiations

31 March

EU 27 issue draft 
negotiating guidelines  

May
European 
elections

30 March
UK Government 
White Paper on 

Great Repeal Bill 
presented 

May
(tbc) Introduction of Great 

Repeal Bill (Queen’s Speech)

29 March
(tbc) Great Repeal 

Act enters into 
force
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EU institutions

European Council: Formation of EU 
Member States Heads of State and 
Government. They meet at least four 
times a year and largely set the 
direction for future EU integration. 
European Council President: Donald 
Tusk (Term – 2.5 Years renewed in 
March 2017 for another term)

Sherpa: Personal representative of a 
Head of Member State or Government.

Council of the European Union: Co-
legislator for European legislation, 
made up of ministers for the EU 
Member States. They typically sit in 
formations which correspond their 
portfolios. Headed by: Rotating 
Member State “Presidency” of six 
month terms. The Presidency role is 
largely one of coordination and agenda 
setting. The “Presidency” country 
coordinates all levels of activity within 
the Council of the EU. 

COREPER: Decisions made by national 
ministers in the Council of the EU 
formations are prepared by groups of 
national government officials (the 
Permanent Representatives 
Committee). They divide into two 
“ranks” of national officials. 

COREPER II: Meeting of 
ambassadors who cover topics 
relating to foreign affairs, justice and 
home affairs and economic and 
financial affairs.  

COREPER I: Meeting of deputy 
ambassadors who deal with all other 
areas of EU policy making. 

European Commission: The EU’s civil 
service which drafts and enforces EU 
legislation. 

College of Commissioners: The 
European Commission’s political 
leadership during a five year term. It 

compromises one President, one first 
Vice-President, four Vice-Presidents 
and twenty one other Commissioners 
with a policy portfolio. There is also a 
High Representative who represents 
the EU internationally. 

European Commission President: 
The President ‘s role is to determine 
the political direction of the European 
Commission, organize the College of 
Commissioners and allocate portfolios 
to its other members. Current 
President: Jean-Claude Juncker 

European Commission Vice-
Presidents: Vice-Presidents  are 
Commissioners who have a 
coordination role between the work of 
Commissioners with portfolios that 
closely interlink.   

European Commissioner: A 
member of the Commission College. 
They are assigned responsibility for a 
specific policy area and one or more 
Directorates-General (DGs) by the 
European Commission President.

Directorate-General (DG): A 
European Commission department 
akin to a national ministry. 

Director-General: The most senior
civil servant position heading each
Commission ministry. Appointments
to this position require Member State
backing and are typically political in
nature.

Cabinet: The political staff of the
individual Commissioners who set the
aims to which the Commission DG
then works towards.

European Parliament: Directly
elected chambermade up of 751 MEPs
from all 28 Member States. These
national delegates then form EU-wide
political Groups which are made up
from across the EU. Current
President:Antonio Tajani(EPP, IT)

Article 50 Task Force: The “EU” side 
of the table in Brexit negotiations. 
Made up of  political figures and civil 
servants from the European 
Commission, and representatives from 
Member State governments. 

Council Working Group on Brexit:   
Formal formation for national 
representatives from the EU27 
Member States to discuss specifics of 
Brexit negotiations on a rolling basis. 

UK institutions

Prime Minister: Head of Government 
(and “First amongst equals” in the 
Cabinet)

Cabinet:A collective decision making 
body formed of the most senior 
Government ministers.

Cabinet Office: Civil service 
department ,which supports the Prime 
Minister and Cabinet of ministers.

Secretary of State: A Cabinet Minister 
in charge of a Government 
department.

Permanent Secretary: Most senior 
civil servant in a Government ministry. 
They report to the Secretary of State. 

Director General: A senior civil 
servant who reports directly to the 
Permanent Secretary.

The Permanent Representation of 
the United Kingdom to the 
European Union (UKREP) : A 
diplomatic mission from the UK to the 
European Union and represents the 
Member State in Council Working 
Groups. UKREP now reports directly to 
DExEU. UK Permanent 
Representative: SirTim Barrow

Glossary
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Brunswick Group
Offering a truly European perspective

Brunswick is an advisory 
firm specializing in 
critical issues and 
corporate relations.
Brunswick is an advisory firm specializing
in critical issues and corporate relations.

A global partnership with 24 offices in 14
countries. Founded in 1987, Brunswick
has grown organically, operating as a
single profit centre – allowing us to
respond seamlessly to our clients’ needs,
wherever they are in the world.

Our trade expertise includes partners
across our global network to ensure
clients engage with key stakeholders at
every level across countries and
institutions. Our teams work closely with
colleagues worldwide to deliver
international intelligence, advice and
campaigns.
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Brunswick Group
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1040 Brussels
Belgium

+ 32 22 35 65 10
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