
1 

STEPHEN BARCLAY 

ANDREW MARR SHOW 

6TH OCTOBER 2019 

STEPHEN BARCLAY 

BREXIT SECRETARY 

 

AM: Can I start off by suggesting you have an Irish problem? 

SB: Well the Taoiseach speaking last night said that time is tight 

but a deal can still be done. It’s in both sides’ interest to get a 

deal, and we have put forward very serious proposals which I 

think people across the EU recognise address many of their 

concerns and provide a broad landing zone in order for us to 

leave in a smooth and orderly way.  

 

AM: It still seems to an awful lot of people in Northern Ireland in 

particular that the British government does not understand their 

problems. Aiden Connolly, who’s director of the Northern Ireland 

Retail Consortium, says, ‘the prime minister’s long awaited 

proposal is hugely disappointing. It’s clear that he has not listened 

to the needs of Northern Ireland’s business community or 

Northern Ireland households.’ And furthermore, a spokesman for 

manufacturing in Northern Ireland goes further. He says that 

these proposals would be worse for Northern Ireland 

manufacturers than no deal.  

SB: Well, it’s true that many within Northern Ireland would prefer 

the option of the backstop, or indeed us not leaving at all. Now, it 

is important that we leave, we honour the democratic result of the 

referendum, and the backstop is a unicorn that has failed to 

materialise three times in parliament.  

AM: It’s not a unicorn, it’s just been voted down. 

SB: It’s been rejected three times in parliament. And the reason 

for that was the concerns around laws applying in Northern 

Ireland over which people would not have a say. And the fact that 

it was at odds with the Belfast Good Friday Agreement in terms of 

failing to secure the consent of both sides. That’s why, Andrew, 

we brought forward the proposals on a regulatory zone, but with 
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the crucial addition of consent in order to address the concerns 

that came up before. 

 

AM: But consent, after the Northern Ireland peace process, means 

consent from more than one party. It just can’t be the consent of 

one side and nobody else. Yet your proposals give a veto, in 

effect, to the DUP. Every other single party in Northern Ireland is 

against this. 

SB: Well, you’re right that the Belfast Good Friday Agreement 

requires the consent of both sides. Now I don’t think on the 

nationalist side there’s particular objections to regulatory 

alignment through the regulatory zone. So I don’t think that’s the 

issue. On the DUP side, though clearly the European Parliament 

will come to vote on this after the UK parliament and therefore 

will be able to see whether the DUP have voted in support of this 

– so they will be able to see – 

AM: I’m asking you about the other side. It does seem to a lot of 

people, certainly on the EU side, that this is a deal which hands 

huge amounts of influence and power to the DUP going forward 

every four years, but not to the other Northern Irish parties, and 

that is causing a big political problem. 

SB: Well, I think the key issue – 

AM: Can I jump in and actually ask you, are you prepared to 

move on this subject at all? Are you prepared to look again at the 

whole consent issue in order to get a deal? 

SB: Yeah, I think the key issue, Andrew, is the principle of 

consent. That’s why the backstop was rejected three times. That 

was the concern in terms of both sides in Northern Ireland not 

approving of the backstop. So the key is the principle of consent. 

Now, of course in the mechanism as part of the intensive 

negotiations we can look at that and discuss that. But the key 

issue is – 

AM: You might move on the method though. 

SB: The key issue if you’re going to have a regulatory zone in 

which laws apply in Northern Ireland there has to be consent to 
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that. That is the key issue of principle. Now, the mechanism, 

we’ve set out proposals in our legal text, we can obviously as part 

of the intense negotiations in the coming days discuss that 

mechanism. But the key issue is the principle of consent to any 

regulatory zone. 

 

AM: The other big issue, as you know very well of course, is the 

customs problem. And the EU has made it absolutely clear they 

don’t like our current proposals at all. Can I ask you again, on that 

area are we prepared to move at all? 

SB: Well, it’s worth looking at what the objection from the 

Commission is to that. They say they’re not wedded to the 

backstop. That is the language that the President of the 

Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, used, and applied three tests, 

one of which is the impact on the all-of-Ireland economy. And 

that tends to be the key issue of concern that is raised in terms of 

customs checks away from the border. Now, it’s worth 

remembering that the Commission when it proposed a Northern 

Ireland only backstop itself proposed custom checks away from 

the border. Now, that would have had an impact on the all-of-

Ireland economy because in Northern Ireland there’s four times 

more – 

AM: I understand that, I just don’t see whether we’re going to 

move. 

SB: No, and I’m addressing your point. Because the point is if the 

test one is applying is the impact on the all-of-Ireland economy, 

then one has to look at, firstly, the fact that the Commission 

themselves proposed checks away from the border. But secondly, 

there’s four times more trade from Northern Ireland to Great 

Britain than there is from Northern Ireland into Ireland. So one’s 

got to be proportionate. We’re talking in terms of – 

AM: This all sounds eminently reasonable, but it’s not clear, it’s 

not absolutely specific. The question is: are there new British 

proposals on a different regime which doesn’t involve these zones 

away from the border or not? 
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SB: Well, I think there’s – the key issue in terms of customs is 

that the UK has control of its own trade policy and the UK leaves 

the European Union whole and entire.  

AM: With respect, that isn’t answering my question. You’re falling 

back on big principles. I’m asking you are we going to move? 

SB: Well, we’ve set out a broad landing zone, so in the detail of 

the negotiations of course we can get into the detail as to how 

operationally they work, what legal certainty is required by the 

Commission as of the 31st October. But the point is the 

Commission themselves proposed customs checks away from the 

border, and in terms of the all-of-Ireland economy that would 

have had a bigger impact in terms of trade to Great Britain than it 

does to Northern Ireland. And as we look at these things one’s 

got to remember that we’re talking about one percent of the total 

UK-EU trade.  

AM: (talking over) 

SB: It may not be how it’s felt, but that is what the data shows. 

 

AM: Alright. You think, as a government, that you have a package 

of proposals which can get through the House of Commons. Can I 

ask you two questions about that? First of all, are you talking to 

Labour MPs about getting a majority for that package through the 

House of Commons? And are you going to bring the government’s 

proposals to the floor of the House of Commons for a vote before 

the European Council in the middle of this month? 

SB: Well, on the first, yes, we are talking to Members of 

Parliament across the House, because I think many Members of 

Parliament want to – 

AM: Including Labour MPs? 

SB: All MPs. Because many Members of Parliament want to avoid 

no deal. And particularly those Members of Parliament in leave 

constituencies who have voted against no deal and voted against 

a deal three times. Then they will need to be able to address this 

issue when they return to their electorate. So we are talking to 

Members of Parliament.  
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AM: Including Jeremy Corbyn? 

SB: Well, we tried that and it was clear, through the Labour talks 

with the previous government, that many on the Labour front 

bench actually don’t want to leave at all. They want a second 

referendum. But what I can say in terms of the Labour proposals 

is when I discussed those with capitals in Europe, it’s met with 

absolute bafflement as to why Labour wants to negotiate a deal 

and then vote against their own deal. 

 

AM: Second question, are you going to bring those proposals to 

the floor of the House of Commons before the European Council? 

SB: Well, the prime minister, as you know, Andrew, was asked 

this question by Frank Field in the House of Commons this week 

on Thursday, and he said that he would consider that. And of 

course, we are considering it. But I think what the statement on 

Thursday showed is there are two tests usually put to me by the 

EU: the first is whether we can agree a deal, the second is 

whether that deal is deliverable in the House of Commons. And I 

think you saw from – 

AM: That sounds more like a yes. Because if you actually have a 

vote in the House of Commons, Boris Johnson can then go to the 

EU say, ‘I’m not promising that I can get this through, I have got 

it through. Those are the votes. I can’t go much further, but this 

is what I can get through the House of Commons.’ That would put 

him, presumably, in a stronger position in Brussels, and therefore 

it would be a sensible thing for the government to do. 

SB: Well, with respect, you’re slightly jumping ahead, because the 

key issue is to address what the deal itself is. And in order to nail 

that down, we need to get into intensive negotiations with the 

Commission. Now, we stand ready to do that, to work day and 

night. I’m flying off, as you referenced, to Amsterdam later today 

as part of that cross-current. We’re ready to work on that, but we 

do need to work on that but we do need to get into the intensive 

negotiation on the text to clarify what the deal is. Because until 
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we know what that is – we’ve set out the broad landing zone – we 

can’t even get into the question of any discussions in parliament.  

 

AM: Okay. Now, if you don’t get a deal. I know you say you’re 

trying to get a deal, but if you don’t get a deal then the Benn Act 

applies. The prime minister has said that he will send a letter now 

to the EU asking for an extension on Article 50. In those 

circumstances can you confirm here on television that the 

government will send such a letter? 

SB: Well, I can absolutely conform that the government will abide 

by the law. The prime minister’s clear on that.  

AM: Can you say that the government will send a letter, that’s 

what the law says, I must ask you – 

SB: Whatever the law says, we will comply with the law. But as 

you’ve just referred to a moment ago, we’re slightly getting ahead 

of ourselves. What you saw from the prime minister of Latvia, 

what you see from EU leaders across Europe is they want to 

ensure we get a deal. This government has put forward a very 

serious offer in order to get a deal. That is the best way to deal 

with the Benn legislation and to do that for the Council on the 

17th. 

 

AM: Alright, let me read out for the benefit of everybody 

watching, because I’m sure you know it, what the prime minister 

said to the Scottish court this week. ‘The prime minister accepts 

that he will send a letter in the form set out in the schedule of the 

Bill at no later date than the 19th October.’ And he’s also said that 

he will not try to frustrate its purpose or the purpose of its 

provisions. The prime minister has said, on the record, in the 

Scottish courts, he will send a letter. What is the problem for the 

Brexit Secretary to say, ‘yes, we will send a letter?’ 

SB: There’s no problem at all. I said we will comply with the law 

and the law as stated, whatever commitments have been given. 

I’m a former lawyer myself. If a commitment is given to the court 

you abide by it. 
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AM: So the letter is going to be sent, we can say. Because there is 

another strange wrinkle in all of this, which is my colleague Laura 

Kuenssberg spoke to somebody in Number 10 who said that the 

government will comply with the Benn Act, ‘which only imposes a 

very specific narrow duty concerning parliament’s letter. But the 

government is not prevented by the Act from doing other things 

that may cause no delay, including other communications, private 

and public.’ What does that mean? 

SB: Well, again, I think the key focus for me is getting a deal. 

That is the way we address the Benn legislation. The Benn 

legislation enables the UK to leave with a deal, to do so on the 

17th October, and that is what I am focused on. That is what the 

government is focused on. But in order for that to happen, 

Andrew, we need to now get into the intensive negotiations, and 

that – because time is  very short – that needs to happen in the 

coming days.  

 

AM: But in terms of a cunning plan being devised in Number 10, 

you’re Brexit Secretary, do you know what it is? 

SB: Well, we have a Cabinet subcommittee, we discuss the 

various variables - 

AM: So you know what the cunning plan is? 

SB: - those variables that may happen. But what we’re clear on 

across the government as a whole, what the prime minister is 

absolutely committed to, is to secure a deal. And it’s not so long 

ago, Andrew, it’s not so long ago that you were accusing the 

government of having a sham negotiation, we weren’t serious and 

we were rushing for no deal. Now people can see we’re absolutely 

serious – 

AM: I’m going to plead with you. I’m not literally going to get 

down on one knee, but symbolically I’m going to get down on one 

knee and say if you know what the plan is for goodness sake tell 

us. 



8 

STEPHEN BARCLAY 

SB: I do know what the plan is. And the plan is to secure a deal at 

the Council on the 17th. That is what the entirety of the 

government is committed to doing. And we stand ready to get 

into what is referred to the tunnel, get into those intensive 

negotiations with the EU. Because across Europe people recognise 

that we need to respect the referendum result, but the best way 

of doing so is with a smooth and orderly exit. That requires a 

deal. We’ve set out very serious proposals, including compromise 

on our side, and we now need to see creativity and flexibility on 

the EU side in order to reach that deal. 

 

AM: One possibility in the few days ahead is that there could be a 

vote of no confidence in the prime minister and the formation of 

some kind of so-called government of national unity, perhaps with 

the Speaker of the House of Commons taking the role of caretaker 

prime minister to get Britain through this process. If that happens, 

it’s suggested in the papers today, the prime minister might 

simply refuse to leave Downing Street. Is that conceivable in any 

way at all? 

SB: Well, I don’t think it’s a government of national unity if you 

ignore the majority vote of the country that it is seeking to 

represent. And I think actually the area which will enable us to 

have national unity is to get Brexit done. To move forward on to 

health, crime, the extra police officers in place, the record 

investment in the health service. Getting Brexit done is the best 

way to get national unity in this country.  

 

AM:  Well, I was asking you whether it’s conceivable the prime 

minister would simply squat in Number 10 during that process. 

But you won’t answer me about that. Let me ask you a wider 

question. At the Conservative Party conference, there’s a bit 

slogan, Get Brexit Done, and if you go out into the country and 

you talk to people, a lot of them say, ‘yes, let’s get Brexit done.’ 

Can you give us a list of things that would have to be done 

immediately after, one minute after us leaving with no deal? 
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SB: Well, with no deal we have a committee that meets in Cabinet 

every day, chaired by Michael Gove, which is preparing – well, the 

sort of issues that will arise – 

AM: Decades of trade deals, money, the Irish border, the rights of 

citizens, all of those things will be up for negotiation month after 

month, year after year. So any sense that you can, you know, 

dust your hands off and it’s all over  – it’s not true is it?  

SB: I think that applies – Andrew, that applies whether you have 

a deal or whether you have no deal. When we talk about getting 

Brexit done, it is to enable parliament to, to enable the country, to 

get onto the domestic agenda, to get on to our record investment 

in the health service, to get on to the extra 20,000 police we want 

to recruit, to get on to levelling the whole part of the UK. That’s 

what we want to do by getting Brexit done. Now, of course, 

whether we leave with a deal or we leave with no deal there’s still 

a future trade agreement to reach, both with Europe but also with 

the US and the rest of the world. 

 

AM: Let me ask you about another subject. The businesswomen 

Jeniffer Arcuri is reported in the Sunday Times this morning about 

asking Boris Johnson to write a letter to get her a £100,000 

government – public job. And she says, quote: ‘I still have the 

letter of recommendation from Boris. Ha, ha, ha. To think that we 

asked him to write us a recommendation to the CEO of Techcity is 

just hysterical.’ Do you think the prime minister made an error of 

judgement in that relationship? 

SB: Well, the prime minister has answered questions on this, as 

you know, Andrew. He’s very clear that nothing wrong was done. 

He’s extremely proud – as he should be – of his record as London 

Mayor. There’s a real contrast with his performance as London 

Mayor and the current Mayor, which is why we need to get Sean 

Bailey elected as our Mayor of London. 

 

AM: Come on, you can’t be other than embarrassed by this, 

surely? 
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SB: Well, my key focus is on my day job, which is getting the 

deal. But the prime minister has been asked about this, he’s very 

clear that there was no impropriety, and really what his record as 

Mayor shows is the contrast with the current incumbent. 

 

AM: Stephen Barclay, thanks very much indeed for talking to us. 

(ends) 

 


