UK and EU strike a 12-year fishing deal amid post-Brexit trade reset
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The recent agreement between the UK and the European Union marks a significant moment of realignment in post-Brexit relations, as Downing Street signals hope for a new chapter in its dealings with Brussels. The culmination of intricate negotiations led to a deal hailed as a reset, albeit one still marked by familiar tensions, particularly surrounding the contentious issue of fishing rights.
Under this new framework, the UK Labour government has successfully negotiated an extension of EU fishing access in British waters from five years to a staggering twelve years, in exchange for a longstanding arrangement on agrifood trade. Such measures reflect not only a pragmatic approach towards trade but also a desire to maintain political stability amidst ongoing internal divisions within the Labour Party itself. These divisions exist between pro-European factions and those wary of upsetting a voter base that may still nurse Brexit sensitivities.
While the agreement introduces notable advancements, such as streamlined trade processes and less obstructive bureaucracy, many broader barriers established by Brexit remain in place. Critics underscore this as a betrayal of the promises made during the referendum, with some ministers cautiously recognising the need for a balanced narrative to prevent alienation of the party's more sceptical constituents. Notably, issues related to youth mobility remain somewhat vague, with the government indicating a desire to “work towards” a framework rather than committing to immediate reforms.
During the inaugural bilateral summit since Brexit, Prime Minister Keir Starmer and European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen framed this agreement as a beacon for renewed collaboration. The deal is perceived as a potential economic boon, with estimates indicating it could contribute nearly £9 billion to the UK economy by 2040. This financial projection is underpinned by expectations of improved energy security and reduced barriers to trade, especially concerning British exports to the EU.
Additionally, the agreement fosters enhanced cooperation in defence, allowing UK firms access to a €150 billion European procurement fund for military initiatives, crucially aimed at bolstering collective efforts in response to ongoing geopolitical instability. This provision aims to strengthen ties not only within defence but also across energy collaboration and border management.
However, despite the ambitions exhibited in these new partnerships, reactions have been mixed. Prominent Brexit advocates, including Conservative leader Kemi Badenoch, have expressed discontent, branding the agreement as an erosion of UK sovereignty, a narrative that threatens to reignite old divides. Observers have noted that while the UK resolves to avoid rejoining the EU’s single market and customs union, the practical realities of trade dependencies necessitate a more flexible approach to EU alignment.
In summary, while the recent UK-EU agreement signals a leaning towards cooperation and mutual advantage, it comes tethered to the enduring complexities of Brexit-era politics. The Labour government’s navigation of both partisan divisions and public sentiment reflects a delicate balancing act, aiming to achieve tangible benefits while managing the legacies and ghosts of a past fraught with contention.
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