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Interviews
Veteran MEP and leader of Parliament's UK Labour party grouping Richard Corbett explains why Brexit
may not even happen.
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With time fast running out for the UK to reach an agreement with the EU, Richard Corbett describes
the current state of the negotiations as “chaotic and catastrophic.” The UK deputy, who was first
elected to the Parliament in 1996, has been a long-standing, passionate supporter of the EU.
He campaigned in the UK’s 1975 referendum when still a student at Oxford University, and was one
the first politicians to recognise the importance of taking on Ukip, by highlighting in 2004 the links in
his constituency, of Yorkshire and Humber, between the Eurosceptic party candidates and the farright British National Party.

Although he was not re-elected for the 2009-2014 Parliament, he still played an important role in EU
politics, as an advisor to former Council President Herman Van Rompuy during the global financial and
Greek economic crisis while it was its worst.
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Corbett admits he was filled with “shock and horror” when the result of the referendum was
announced on 24 June 2016. “The result was not good for Britain. The wrong course of action was
taken.”
He insists, “The campaign had been won by the Leave side by a narrow victory, based on a pack of
lies. I was very disappointed.”
Two years later, when asked about the progress of the negotiations, he doesn’t mince his words. “The
prospect of any kind of Brexit deal that bears any resemblance whatsoever to what was promised by
the Leave campaign and the Brexit supporting ministers at the start of the negotiations is pretty
much zero.”
Even if UK Prime Minister Theresa May can achieve a deal with the EU, Corbett doubts that it will be
supported domestically. “We’re going to be confronted with a deal - assuming there is a deal - that
will seriously disappoint not only Remain voters, but also Leave voters. People will be entitled to say,
‘Wait a minute, this isn’t what I was told, that’s not what we were promised. And it’s damn well not
what I voted for’.”
Blame for the current uncertainty in the negotiations lies solely, he says, with the Conservative
government; “The government is riven down the middle.” The choices on offer are stark.
“Either a Brexit that means distancing yourself completely from the EU, outside the single market, the
customs union, security corporation and so on, in which case it will hit the British economy hard. Or,
do you try to reduce the risk by staying inside the single market and customs union, in which case
you become a rule-taker without having a say on those rules and laws because you’re not a member?
It’s a rather unpalatable choice. Either way, it’s not going to be very good for Britain.”
Further complicating the situation, “the government is torn, with the neo-liberal and ultra-nationalist
right, both wanting to distance Britain from Europe for purely ideological reasons, no matter the price
paid. It is a dire situation.”
However, Corbett believes the EU’s reaction so far has been “positive” to the Chequers White Paper,
which outlines the UK’s negotiating position. “They have been trying to be as polite as possible.”
The biggest weakness with the document is that it is separating goods and services, with services

excluded from the single market.
“That’s not good for Britain, as services make up 80 per cent of the UK economy and it affects
manufactured goods as well. Often, goods and services are linked: for example, just look at mobile
phones or jet engines. Yet it also amounts to saying to the EU, ‘Sorry, we’re leaving. Could you now
change your rules to accommodate us?’ It is proposing a formula on customs arrangements that the
rest of Europe and indeed, many in Britain, believe itis totally unworkable.”
He also points out that no answer has been provided for the question of what happens to the border
between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland - ostensibly the border between the EU and the
UK.
“Everybody is waiting to find out how you could turn that frontier into a customs border, as the British
government intends and not have customs controls. How do you do that?”
He believes to reach any agreement on the border issue will be politically very difficult. If the UK
wants to leave the customs union, the question is ‘where do you have a border’? The Good Friday
peace agreement guarantees an open border. The alternative is to have the border between the EU
and the UK in the Irish Sea. This would result in the DUP withdrawing support for the government,
leading to its collapse. The border issue also raises questions concerning the ‘integrity’ of the UK.
Corbett believes there are ways around the border issue, pointing out that for some agricultural
products a sea border already exists. “There are only six ports of entry to Northern Ireland, you only
need to check those points instead of multiple land frontier crossings. So, you could envisage things
like that if it were politically acceptable.”
During the 2017 elections, Theresa May used the political slogan of ‘No deal is better than a bad
deal’. UK unions and businesses are now highlighting the negative economic and practical
consequences of a ‘no deal’, with dire warnings on the need to stockpile food and drugs in
preparation. Corbett says, “It was a foolish thing for her to say.”
He adds, “The analogy is often made with business negotiations where you can always threaten to
walk away. If you do that in a business negotiation, the status quo remains. However, in this context,
if you walk away, then you leave on the deadline of 29 March next year with nothing settled.
“Legal limbo on everything from citizens’ rights to the continuity of contracts, to aircraft landing
rights. Everything that is currently regulated by commonly agreed EU rules, that Britain helped
create. The UK will fall back on to WTO tariff s when it comes to international trade, which would be
punishing for the economy.”
Corbett is also fearful that Brexiteers, as led by Boris Johnson, may push the government into a no
deal.
“The far-right and neo-liberal right of the Conservative party, think that the economic downturn would
be a price worth paying. They want to break free from rules of the common market that we’ve
adopted over the years. This is a neo-liberal preference for a free-for-all market. A corporate free-fo-all, a Trump-style market.
“One thing about the single market, and why it works relatively well, is that it is a market with rules.
Rules to protect workers, to protect consumers, and the environment. Although they certainly could
be improved, they are significant enough to drive the neo-liberal right apoplectic, that they are
desperate to abandon. They fancy the idea of leaving without a deal, because they think any deal will
tie Britain, to a degree at least, to meeting those same standards.”

Although Corbett wants to see a second referendum, or People’s Referendum, on the final deal, it is
yet to become official Labour party policy. When questioned why not, he points out that his party has
laid down six tests that any deal needs to meet. If it does not, Labour will vote against that deal in the
House of Commons.
“If the deal is defeated then Parliament should decide what happens next, with a referendum being
one of the options to consider. Labour is not ruling out the possibility of a referendum if the deal is
rejected.”
He also points out that Labour’s shadow secretary of state Keir Starmer, is very clear that the party
has not ruled out the referendum option.
However, other senior members of his own party, such as Andy Burnham, mayor of Greater
Manchester, described those that have called for another referendum as “arrogant”, while others
have claimed that it is anti-democratic.
Corbett says, “As for the argument that having a referendum on the actual deal is an affront to
democracy, I’m not sure how asking the people to consider the actual deal once it emerges is antidemocratic. They would be able to vote, not just on the idea of Brexit, but printed in black and white,
what it entails.
“How is that undemocratic? In what way would it be more democratic to ignore their views and
proceed regardless? Because if it is a costly, damaging Brexit, destroying jobs, harming our public
finances, and jeopardising rights, then it would be quite wrong to proceed without giving people the
chance to reconsider.
“If you buy a house, you say, ‘Yes, I’ll put in an offer, I’ll have that.’ When you then get the survey and
you find out it’s got shaky foundations, cracked walls, and a leaky roof, you have the right to say, ‘Oh,
no, I’ve changed my mind.’ If you’re a trade union and you’re negotiating, you’ve got a mandate from
your workforce to negotiate, you get a deal, then it’s always put back to the workforce to confirm or
reject that deal.”
He is confident that voters will understand the need for a referendum on the final deal. But “people
won’t understand going over a cliff regardless, when public opinion has shifted against it.”
Given the various political contradictions and splits in the UK Parliament, Corbett points to the strong
possibility that Brexit may not actually happen.
“If the UK government comes back with a bad, damaging, or costly deal that threatens jobs, and
jeopardises economic wellbeing, there is a good chance that deal will be rejected by the House of
Commons. What happens next? You can either renegotiate or reconsider. Renegotiate; will that be
possible? Will the EU-27 be willing to start from scratch, would you get a deal that is any different?
Possibly not. In which case, you must go back to reconsidering whether Brexit is a good idea now that
you know what it actually entails.”
Given how divided the country is on Brexit, when asked if a failure to carry out Brexit would lead to
further cleavages, Corbett points out that public opinion has started moving towards remaining in the
EU.
“Although the establishment is split, and the public is also split, the interesting thing is that public
opinion has not done what everybody expected. People expected the public to rally behind the result
of the referendum two and a half years ago. Everybody will say, ‘Okay, we’ve had our debate and we
voted, let’s get on with it.’ You would have thought sixty-odd per cent would be backing Brexit. That’s

not happened, it has begun to shift in the other direction with more and more people questioning
Brexit. And certainly, a lot more people saying, the actual deal should be put to the public.”
Despite the sometime acrimonious relationship between the UK and EU, Corbett admits if Brexit does
go ahead, his European colleagues will miss their UK counterparts. “The absence in general of British
MEPs will be missed. But there will be some who they will be delighted to see the back of, I won’t say
which category I belong to.”
Between now and the departure date of the UK from the EU, Corbett will remain very busy. “As leader
of the Labour MEPs, I attend Shadow Cabinet meetings. I’m a member of the Labour party’s National
Executive Committee, where of course Brexit is an important issue, and in the wider debate back
home as well.”
And as to what happens afterwards, if Brexit goes ahead, Corbett says, “I’m saving up to buy a horse:
to ride off into the sunset.” Given Corbett’s experience and knowledge of EU policymaking, don’t be
surprised if he carries on playing an influential role in Brussels after Brexit.
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