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What is the Brexit White Paper? 
 
On Thursday 2nd February the Government published a paper entitled ‘The United Kingdom’s exit 
from and new partnership with the European Union’1. It focuses on 12 principles which will guide the 
Government through the Brexit negotiations that are expected to be set in motion before the end of 
March 2017 when the Prime Minister activates Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty and formally signals the 
UK’s intention to leave the European Union. These principles were originally outlined by Theresa May in a 
speech that she delivered on 17th January 2017. 

How will the Brexit White Paper affect my business?

The white paper outlines the Government’s intentions for the Brexit negotiations in relation to a number 
of issues. It is important to note that the negotiation period is likely to be challenging and these 
principles could be subject to change as the process develops. 
Nevertheless, the measures set out beneath each principle will shape the outcome of the negotiations so 
it is worth taking each of them in turn:

1. Providing Certainty and Clarity – The Government recognises that uncertainty is detrimental to 
businesses and that it can harm economic performance. To combat this, the Government will introduce 
the Great Repeal Bill. This measure essentially converts the existing body of EU law into domestic law 
and means that the current laws will remain in place on the day after our formal exit from the EU. Within 
this principle the Government also indicates that they will, where appropriate, consult Parliament, the 
devolved nations, the private sector, and the public throughout the negotiation process. The white paper 
also confirms that all European Structural Investment Funds (ESIFs) that were signed or agreed prior 
to the Autumn Statement 2016 will be funded by Government beyond the UK’s exit and that payments 
made as a result of successful Horizon 2020 bids will be underwritten by HM Treasury. 

2. Taking Control of our Own Laws - This principle commits Government to re-establishing the 
sovereignty of the UK Parliament and ending the jurisdiction of the Court of Justice of the European 
Union in the UK. The white paper also sets out Government’s position on dispute resolution post-Brexit 
and highlights that they will rely on mechanisms from other international agreements.

3. Strengthening the Union – The white paper commits Government to consulting with the devolved 
nations during the Brexit process through the Joint Ministerial Council on EU Negotiations. It also 
highlights that the Government will seek to further develop Whitehall’s relationships with them. 
Government proposes that Brexit provides an opportunity to review these arrangements and ensure that 
decisions are more locally focussed.

4. Protecting Our Strong and Historic Ties with Ireland and Maintaining the Common Travel Area – This 
principle focuses on the UK’s relationship with Ireland. The white paper commits government to finding 
a practical solution on the land border between Northern Ireland and Ireland that reflects the social, 
political, and economic context. There is currently a ‘soft border’ in place which allows goods and people 
to travel easily between Ireland and Northern Ireland under the Common Travel Area. There are worries 
that this arrangement may be jeopardised as the UK exits the EU.

5. Controlling Immigration – The Government intends for the UK to remain an open and tolerant country 
but highlights their intention to control the number of people coming to the UK from the EU. The white 
paper indicates that the government wants to implement new immigration arrangements that will allow 
skilled workers and students to come to the UK whilst also controlling the numbers. Government intends 
to work closely with business and communities to ensure that the needs and interests of all parts of the 
UK are reflected in the new immigration system. 

6. Securing Rights for EU Nationals in the UK, and UK Nationals in the EU – This principle highlights 
that Government is keen to secure the status of the 1 million UK nationals that are long-term residents of 
other EU countries and the 2.8 million EU nationals that reside in the UK. The Government aims to agree 
reciprocal arrangements with EU Member States and hopes to do so at the earliest opportunity.

7. Protecting Worker’s Rights - The Great Repeal Bill aims to ensure that existing workers’ rights will 
transfer into UK law. This provides some certainty to employees and employers in the short term. 
Government also states its commitment to strengthening rights “when it is the right choice for UK 
workers”. The white paper highlights that an independent review2 of employment practices in the modern 
economy is now underway and uses the Government’s green paper3 on corporate governance as an 
example of Government’s intention to build an economy that works for everyone. 



8. Ensuring Free Trade with European Markets – This is one of the lengthier sections of the white paper 
and sets out the Government’s position on a wide range of trade-related issues including: trade in 
goods and services; regulations; the customs union; energy, transport, and communications networks; 
agriculture, food and fisheries; and financial services. In general, the paper states that Government will 
prioritise the freest and most frictionless trade possible in goods and services between the UK and the 
EU. This will not involve membership of the Single Market but Government highlights that it may take in 
elements of current Single Market arrangements in certain areas where mutually beneficial. Government 
highlights the benefits of being in the EU Customs Union but states that they will seek a new customs 
arrangement with the EU. The white paper highlights that this arrangement could include a completely 
new agreement or a scenario where the UK remains a signatory to some of the elements of the existing 
arrangements. 

9. Securing New Trade Agreements with Other Countries - This principle highlights Government’s 
approach to striking trade agreements with countries around the world. It will make use of a number of 
trade levers including bilateral FTAs and dialogues with third countries, participation in multilateral and 
plurilateral negotiation, market access and dispute resolution through the WTO, trade remedies, import 
and export controls, unilateral liberalisation, trade preferences and trade for development. The recently-
established Department for International Trade (DIT) will manage this activity.

10. Ensuring the United Kingdom Remains the Best Place for Science and Innovation – This principle 
indicates that the Government is keen to secure arrangements that will allow the UK to collaborate 
with European partners on major science, research, and technology initiatives. To support this, the 
Government has set up a High Level Stakeholder Working Group on EU Exit, Universities, Research 
and Innovation. As mentioned above, Government is encouraging researchers to continue to bid for EU 
research funding, such as Horizon 2020, as long as the UK remains a member of the EU. Government 
aims to work with the Commission to ensure awarded research funding and that HM Treasury will 
underwrite payment, even when projects will continue beyond the UK’s expected departure date from 
the EU. 

11. Cooperating in the Fight Against Crime and Terrorism – Within this principle, Government commits 
to continuing to work with the EU in order to preserve UK and European security, and to fight terrorism 
and uphold justice across Europe. The Government also reaffirms that they will be active in addressing 
security issues at the global level. 

12. Deliver a Smooth, Orderly Exit for the EU – At the end of negotiations the Government wants to 
avoid a disruptive ‘cliff-edge’. The white paper indicates that Government will seek a phased process of 
implementation so that businesses are afforded enough time to plan for policy changes. Nevertheless, 
the paper is clear that this transitional status will not be unlimited. 

What is the GBCC position on the Industrial Strategy?

The GBCC welcomes the Government’s decision to publish this white paper so that plans for Brexit can 
be scrutinised and understood by Parliament, the public, and the private sector. The negotiation period is 
likely to be challenging but adhering to these principles could help Government to agree an arrangement 
that is beneficial to all. 

However there are many areas where businesses would like to see more clarity. We have many key 
industries and anchor institutions driving growth in the region who benefit from access to the single 
market, complete access to the customs union and access to talent through free movement of people. 
The white paper is a good start however does not provide enough detail on Government’s specific 
objectives to enable businesses to plan effectively. The private sector understands that it will be 
important to maintain a level of confidentiality in certain areas to protect the UK’s negotiating position 
however it is important that a balance is struck. 

Our questions to the Government are clear: if free movement of people is to end, what will the 
Government implement in its place to ensure our businesses can access the skills and talent they need? If 
the UK is to leave the single market and negotiate a new trade deal, which industries will they prioritise? 
If we are to negotiate a new deal on the customs union, what parts are the Government seeking to retain?



How can the GBCC help?

We will be working hard to ensure that GBCC members are kept up-to-date with the latest Brexit 
information. We have formed a Brexit Advisory Group that is made up of senior experts from the GBCC 
network. This group will advise the GBCC on key policy developments and help us quickly refine our 
policy position and share intelligence.
 
In addition we also produce a Weekly Brexit Blog Post. These articles provide members with an economic 
and political roundup of the key announcements, events, and stories linked to Brexit. Where appropriate 
we will also be seeking to engage members through events and surveys.
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