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Faced with a flatlining economy at home and an unreliable ally in the US, Starmer is increasingly making
the case for closer ties with the EU. Diplomats say the prime rninister may bave missed bis chance.
By Peter Poster, George Parker and Andy Bounds

Too late to tum to Europe?

The UK's trade performance has been poor
since2016
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t took almost two years in office for
Sir Keir Stamler's Labour govern-
ment to find its voice on the most
divisive issue in postwar British
politics.

With the economy flatlining, the Iran
war threatening an energy price shock
and Donald Trump proving an ever
more urlreliable aHy, it was to Brusser,
not Washington, tbat tbe UK prime
minister turned when hc delivercd an
address to the nation Ibis month.

"Brexit did deep damage lo our econ-
omy," Starmer said, echoing what bas
long been the consensus view of econo-
mists. He promised that Britain would
be "more ambitious" in deepening ties
v,;th Brussels, arguing that the benefits
of doing so were now "simply too big to
iguore".

But diplomats and analysts warn that
Starmer may already bave missed bis
opportunity for agrand pivot to Europe.
Time & running out, both for n gotia-
tions and also lo show voters any real
economie benefit from closer links to
the trade superpowcr across thc English
Channel.

HU officials openly doubt Stanner's
ability to deliver, as he fights to stay on
as prime minister and Nigcl Faragc's
poli-topping Reform UK palty vows
to tear up any "reset" with Brussels.
"We bave alist of 10 prioritics that are
far higher," says one diplomat from
thebloc.

In Westminster, tbe question is
whether the prime minister's overture
to Europe is a scrious elfort to inject
fresh momentum into talks with Brus-
sels or merely a tactical move to placate
Labour backbenchers increasingly frus-
trated by bis timidityon the issue.

They frel lhat the outcome of
Labour's EU "reset" so far has been
limited.

A package of measures to be agreed al
an EU-UK summit in July will, hy the
govemment's own estimate, increase
K GDP by just 0.3 per ccnt over the
nextdecade and a half.

The steps include a dea) to remove
chcecks on food and drink exports and
the relinking of EU and UK carbon
pricing schemes. A youth mobility dea)
to allow 18- to 30-year-olds lo live and
work in the EU or UK for up to three
years has still tobe agrecd.

Industry groups bave welcomed the
progress, as far as itgoes, but note that it
represents anly atiny fraction of the 4
percenl Brexil hit estimated by the UK's
fiscal watchdog, the Office for Budget
Responsibility.

U uiplomats say such mcagre gains
are inevitable given that Lahour has
stuck to manifesto "red lines" thathark
back to the days of former Conservative
prime minister Borisjohnson. Starme s
administration, like its predecessors,
rules out deepening institutional ties
with the bloc such as fonning a custorns
union or rejoiningthe single market.

"Where I think il has gone wrong
is that fundamentally Britain's "asks'
are stili the same," another EU
uiplomat says.

"The y are asking for a 'reset' but it's
like old wine in new bottles: asking for
being part of those areas of the single
market only whcre they believe they
bave a competitive advantage. And they
do not want to pay."

Such an assessment is not confined to
Brussels. The House of Commons
Foreign Affairs Select Committee criti-
cised the reseét last month for lacking
"direction, definitlon and drive". While
the comnuttee wekomed the warmer
tane from the Rritish government, it
cbided ministers for calling vaguely for
"alignment” with Europe without set-
tingastrategic pian.

And yet when chancellor Rachel
Reeves subsequently delivered the UK's
annua) Mais Lecture on the economy,
she cited a US study that estirnated leav-
ing the BJ had caused an 8 per cent hit
to UK GDP - double the officiai esti-
mate of 4 per cent.

"The tension between 'Brexit is cost-
ing 8 per cent of GDP and 'we have a

E' troppo tardi per riavvicinarsi all'Europa?

reset that won't change much'is untena-
ble," says Anand Mcnon, director of the
K in a Changing Europe think-tank.
"We're now heading towards a tipping
point where the status quo isn'tstable or
sustainable."

Resetorrerun?

UK and EU officials acknowledge
that the first 18 months of "resct"
negotiations have sapped conlidence on
bothsides.

Labour bad hoped to get a quick win
by restoring touring musicians and
professionals’ access to Europc to what
it Was belore Brexit. But the requcst was
swiftly rebuffed in BnisseJs, which ruleu
out- not for the first time - any British
"cherry-picking" of access to the EU
single market.

The same requests had been made -
and rejected -when Rishi Sunak's gov-
ernmcnt was in office. But Labour had
hoped fora differentanswer.

"Tbere was just a staggering naivety
at the outset," says a Brussels insider
who had oflercd advicc to the incoming
government.. «[They thought] that
because they weren't the Tories, ali
manner of things could and would
getdone."

Officials in Rruss(ls Hhl that EU
capitals were downcast by Labour's
reluctance to embrace a youth mobility
schcme that included lower "homc
[luilion ] fees" lor EU students at
British universitics. That meant
national capitals were less motivated to
push the European Commission to be
more ambitious in the talks.

-rhe only EU 'ask’ is the youth mobil-
ity scheme," says an EU officiai dose to
tlletalks.

Thecorninission was ali the more con
cemed oot to offer the UK anything that
migbt be construed as cherry-picking,
sincc such concessions could affect the
debate in Switzerlanrl, which is
expected to hold a referendum next
year on a package updatiug it, owu ties
withthcEU.

With Labour in office, commission
president Ursula von der Leyen bas
bailed "a newchapter" in UK-EU ties.

But what has taken piace under
Slarmer is not so much a resel of
the relationship as a rerun of old
argumcnts from previous rounds of
negotiations.

"The politica) will is lhere but the
bureaucratic will is not," the BU
officiai adds.

Last November, for example, a disa-
greementovermoney led to the collapse
oftalks over UK participationin a new
C150bn EU dcfencc fund - despite
leader-leve) agreement on Ul strategie
imperative lo work together to re-arm
Europe.

Even though Germany, the Ncther-
Jands and Belgium interceded with the
comnission in a bid to reduce lhe €2bn
costo! UK entry, an agreement could
nol be reached.

The price tag, which tbe UK rcjected
as exorbitant, was driven by French
demands to protect the EU's own
defence industries.

"At thc end of tbe day we are in tbe
same club, so we bave to back our fellow
nlember over an outsider;' says a senfor
EU diplomat, noting the lilnited effect of
the UK's warm words in its post-Brexit
dealings with Brussels.

The UK govemmcnt wants to counter
the narrative with the July summit,
whbich it bopes will strike deals paving
the way for removal of some border
checks for plant andanimal products, as
well as prevenling UK industry from
paying a new BU carbon tax and some
kind of youth rnobility scheme.
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In Britain, such agreements are far
from uncontentious. The border check
agreement will require tbe UK to
automatically follow EU rules and
regulations - known in the jargon as
"dynamicalignmenl" -which hasled
accusations from the Conservatives and
Relorm (K that Labour is "selling out"
to Brusscls.

The government responds that il is
putting the economy over ideology.

While the goals of the talks bave been
welcomed by individuai industries, they
leave Labour defending its decision lo
become a rule-taker from Brussels,
whlile promising an economie gain lhal
falls far short ofits rheloric.

Back to ali or notling

Polling shows that deep Brexit divisions
remainin the UK

But as Labour flounders, amid
successive scandals and deepening
questions about StannerSfate, consen-
sus is building on the left that a more
ambitious approach to Europe might be
avote-winner.

By contrast, both Reform UK and the
Conservatives have promised lo leave
the f.uropean Convention on Human
Rights to win greater freedom to deport
undocumented migrants. Analysts
warn that could rip up London's existing
tradedealwith Brussels.

"We are moving back to aworld where
there is an all-or-nothing debate on
Brexit," says Menon. "The debate in
the Parliamentary Labour Party is
movingfast:'

PoJling by YouGov publishcd this
monlh by Best for Britain, a pro-EU
pressure gruup, found that a dear
"rejoin" message would increase sup-
por! for parties on the Jeft- Labour, the
Greens and thc Liberal Democrats -
much more Ilnn other, more nuanced
positions.

"Pushing for UK membership is the
most sustainabk policy option
available," says Tom Brufatto, policy
and research director at Best for Britain.
"Noi. only would it create the most
growth. it would also galvanise support
from progres.. ivesacross t]le UK"

While the YouGov poli put the share
ohhe British public lavouring rejoining
The BU aljosl53 per cenl, Those opposed
were fewer stili, at 32 per cent..

But polling by More in Common has
found 66 per cenl o[ Brilons want a
closer tradi, , relationship with the EU
with 63 per ceni favouring closer ties on
sccurity and dcfence.

"If the Brexjt referendum were held
today, half of the public say they would
voi.e Remain. compared to just over a
quarter who would vote Leave," says
Luke Tryl, executive directorof More in
Common, while cautioning that nearly
half the public stili believe Brcxit could
have succeeded but was mishandled by
politicians.

Starmer and Reeves have signaJied
that they want to go further after July's
summit, signalling their intention lo

align with Brussels' rules in other sec-
tors, includingcars and chemicals.

British trade groups bave welcomcd
the idea in principle, but worry il will he
insufficient to opell access to the EU's
single market. Brussels officials warn
that Britain can do no more chcrry-
picking unless il pays more inlo Ihe BU
budget and concedes mcre on free
movemenL

As for higger moves such as joining a
customs union with the EU, Starmer's
advisers cite internal polling indieating
that Ihe idea or more years of grindin)(
negotiations with Brussels is a big
turn-ofl.

"When you diga bit deeper, support
quickly falls away," says one. "Wllat if
we had tojoin the euro? What about the
tinancial terms? What about the dam-
age to the national psyche il you bave
European politicians saying we are
going back to Bmssels cap in band?"

Whether a future Jeftwing govern-
ment could start a more meaningful
conversaUon with Brusse]s will depend
on its willingness to confront funda-
menta] trade-offs, says Sir Ivan Rogers,
the UK's former BU anlbassador.

He thinks i is naive to hope that tile
EU will soften its negotialing posilion
because of thc rise of Trump and the
threatof Russiaand China.

"The exam question is: where do you
wanl to be in JOor 15 years' time,given
the world we appear to be moving into?
ks tbe UK seriously prepared to rethink
ils red 1Ules?" Rugers asjQ. He queslions
the viability of a UK strategy that at
present appears to seek alignment
with Europe on industriai goods but
move doser to lhe US on lechnol,,  ies
suchasAl

Charles Grant, director of the centre
for Europcan Reform think-tank, is
sceptical or a movement to rejoin the
EU, arguing that Brussels would not
embrace the idea without clear politica]
consensus within the UK Por now, that
looks laroff.

But he thinks a British government
prepared to blur the current red lines
could convince Brussels to agree lo
some form of "single market for
goods", in which the UK aligns on key
industria! sectors but retains llexibility
n serviccs.

"The UK is saying 'no' for now, but not
saying 'no' forever," be says. "Ifthe UK is
prepared to 'pay to play-, accept
uynamic alignment and show llex.ibility
an the key issue of freedom of move-
ment, the FU would find it hard to say
noto 'cherry-picking'."

Many EU diplomats do noi rule out
such a dea!. But they contend it will
require a much bolder approach from
the UK govemment.

"Britain needs to bave a conversation
with itself:' one says. "What is the stra-
tegic priority? The UK of the late 19th
century would not find it particularly
diffi11ll. to unrlerstand that you also
bave lo invest some money to be agloba]
power. Whis is it not worth Britain pay-
iy ; for now?"

Additio,wl reportil111 by MadeleineSpeed
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