Keir Starmer’s EU deal sparks backlash over sovereignty and fishing rights
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Keir Starmer's recent agreement with the European Union is stirring up significant debate, as critics assert that it marks a step toward reintegrating the UK into the EU trading bloc under the guise of pragmatism rather than outright commitment. Alex Phillips, a former Brexit Party MEP, expressed this sentiment on the Mail's "Apocalypse Now?" podcast, characterising the deal as "rushed" and lacking substantial British benefits. She voiced concerns that the concessions made, particularly regarding fishing rights and mobility agreements, fail to reflect the interests of UK citizens and risks diminishing the country's sovereignty.
The deal, unveiled by Starmer on Monday, encompasses various aspects of cooperation including trade, defence, and mobility between the UK and EU. However, it has not escaped criticism for its dynamic alignment with EU regulations, which critics argue could entrap the UK in a framework that undermines its regulatory independence. Phillips highlighted the concern that such alignment could lead to further arrangements, ultimately culminating in a relationship resembling rejoining the EU. In particular, the extension of EU access to UK fishing waters for 12 years could threaten the domestic fishing industry, as many fishermen may retire before the end of this period, jeopardising the future of local fisheries.
The economic dimensions of this agreement cannot be overlooked. While the Labour government claims the deal could inject £9 billion into the UK economy by 2040 through improved trade conditions, analysts assert that this would only marginally counteract the estimated 4% long-term GDP contraction attributed to Brexit. The agreement includes veterinary standards that aim to streamline agrifood exports and indicates a commitment to energy integration, which could ultimately save consumers significantly. Yet, the return on investment remains contentious, with sceptics doubting that these economic reassurances outweigh the losses in sovereignty.
Moreover, concerns extend beyond economic implications to broader governance issues. Phillips argued that the EU's slow response to global crises, such as the invasion of Ukraine, illustrates potential pitfalls in expanding ties with Brussels. She noted that the UK's rapid and decisive actions during this crisis starkly contrasted with the EU's hesitancy, suggesting that closer ties could dilute the UK's strategic independence.
The reaction from Conservative leaders reflects widespread disapproval from the right, with Kemi Badenoch labelling the deal a "betrayal" and Nigel Farage describing it as an "abject surrender to Brussels." This backlash underscores ongoing divisions within UK politics regarding the relationship with the EU and the extent to which the government should engage with it.
As Starmer navigates this complex geopolitical landscape, his efforts can be seen as a balancing act. He is attempting to forge stronger ties with the EU while concurrently advancing relationships with other global partners like the U.S. and India. This strategy aims to create a multifaceted approach to the UK’s foreign relations while maintaining party lines forbidding rejoining the single market or customs union. However, the intricate interplay of sovereignty, economic pragmatism, and political appeasement raises critical questions about the future of the UK's role on the global stage.
Ultimately, the consequences of this new chapter in UK-EU relations may have far-reaching impacts, not just for trade and economic strategy, but for national identity and political cohesion. As the Labour government embarks on this path, the stakes are high, and public sentiment remains divided on whether renewed cooperation represents a pragmatic step forward or a dangerous concession of the principles won through Brexit.
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