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The European 
Union: A union
marked by crises
PARIS: Since it was created in 1957 to help avert
another world war, the European Union has weathered
numerous crises, though Britain’s decision to leave
might be the worst. As Brexit becomes reality and the
bloc’s membership declines for the first time on Friday,
January 31, here is a recap of testing times in the past.

‘Empty Chair’ 
In 1965, in what is known as the “Empty Chair” cri-

sis, a dispute over budget funding sees French
President Charles de Gaulle recall his representative to
Brussels and boycott its institutions for seven months.

Thatcher wants ‘money back’ 
In 1979, UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher

demands a rebate for Britain’s contribution to the
European budget, reportedly declaring: “I want my
money back.” After fierce negotiations, London
secures an annual rebate in 1984.

Danish rejection -
In 1992, Danes shock Europe when they turn down

the Maastricht Treaty that establishes the EU and a
future monetary union. The Danes barely approve an
amended version in 1993 after Denmark is granted
greater autonomy in defense, currency, citizenship mat-
ters and judicial cooperation.

Mass resignation 
The entire European Commission, led by

Luxembourg’s Jacques Santer, resigns in 1999 after a
report reveals its responsibility for fraud.

Austria sanctioned 
In 2000, Austria’s conservative People’s Party

(OeVP) picks the far-right Freedom Party (FPOe) as its
junior coalition partner, shocking Europe and leading
to months of EU sanctions. The FPOe again enters
government in 2017, this time without stirring opposi-
tion from Brussels.

Constitution shot down 
In 2005, French voters reject a draft European con-

stitution, as do Dutch voters three days later. European
leaders manage to get the Lisbon Treaty ratified in late
2009 with provisions designed to improve the func-
tioning of the enlarged EU institutions.

Greek debt 
In 2009, Greece reveals a sharp rise in its public

deficit that had been underreported in official data. It
warns of a debt default the following year, putting
major European banks under strain and unleashing a
crisis that threatens the euro single currency. First
Greece and then Ireland, Portugal, Spain and Cyprus
seek aid from the European Commission, the European
Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund.
The so-called “troika” demands strict fiscal discipline
in return for help, and several heads of government fall
in a resulting public backlash against sharp public
spending cuts.

Migration crisis 
In 2015, Europe faces its most serious migration

crisis since the end of World War II. More than one
million people, fleeing war, mainly in Syria, arrive in the
bloc via the Greek and Italian coasts. EU leaders
struggle to work out a joint action plan, with several
EU members refusing to take a share of refugees.
More than 19,000 people have died making perilous
sea crossings since 2014. —AFP

LONDON: Britain calls time on almost half a century
of European Union membership this week, striking out
alone in a historic move that has bitterly divided the
country. At 11:00 pm on January 31, the UK will
become the first country to leave the 28-nation EU, the
world’s largest single market area that it joined in 1973.
Nothing will immediately change, owing to a transition
period negotiated between London and Brussels to
allow both sides to agree a new future partnership.

Britons will be able to work in and trade freely with
EU nations until December 31, and vice versa, although
they will no longer be represented in the bloc’s institu-
tions. But legally, Britain will be out. The exit process
has been tortuous, with the years since the 2016 EU
referendum marked by bitter arguments that paralysed
the government and forced two prime ministers to quit.

Four years ago, 52 percent of Britons backed
Brexit but 48 percent wanted to stay, and the country
is still split between “Leavers” and “Remainers”. The
political chaos came to an abrupt halt last month
when Prime Minister Boris Johnson won a decisive
victory in a general election with a promise to “Get
Brexit Done”. The British parliament this week finally
ratified the exit terms agreed with Brussels, and
Johnson called on the country to move on. “Next
Friday marks an important moment in the history of
our United Kingdom,” he said.

“No matter how you voted in 2016, it is the time to look
ahead with confidence to the global, trail-blazing country
we will become over the next decade and heal past divi-
sions.” The next stage of Brexit will also be a challenge,
however. Johnson wants to negotiate Britain’s new rela-
tionship with the EU, covering everything from trade to
security cooperation, by the end of the year. But Brussels
says this is an impossible ask, arguing that London must
either limit its ambitions or request more time.

Muted celebrations 
Johnson has been an enthusiastic supporter of Brexit

since leading the 2016 campaign, but he is wary of
inflaming divisions with the celebrations. Official events
on Friday will be limited to a special prime ministerial
address and a light display in Downing Street. Ten mil-
lion commemorative 50 pence coins will also be issued
in the coming months, bearing the words “Peace,
Prosperity and friendship with all nations”. Previous
batches had to be destroyed after Brexit was delayed
three times due to political wrangling in London.

Some eurosceptics had pressed for parliament’s
famous Big Ben bell, which is being renovated, to be
brought back into action to ring out on Brexit night. But
it was dropped after concerns about the cost. Johnson
initially asked for public donations, only for officials to
admit this was not possible. A countdown clock will
instead be projected onto the black bricks of Downing
Street, while Nigel Farage, another key figure in the 2016
campaign, will hold a rally in nearby Parliament Square.

Divided nation
Britain has always had an uneasy relationship with

Brussels and refused to join either the EU’s single curren-
cy or the Schengen free travel area. A minority of politi-
cians have campaigned for decades to free Britain from
what they see as an overly bureaucratic and unaccount-
able institution. Concerns grew as large numbers of EU
citizens moved to Britain to work, while for many, Brexit
was also a protest against a political establishment they
felt was ignoring them. Yet for others across the conti-
nent, Brexit day will be a traumatic moment, ending any
lingering hopes that the break-up could somehow be
stopped. “We still love you,” tweeted Donald Tusk, the
former president of the European Council, this week after
the divorce treaty was formally signed. Many of the esti-

mated 3.6 million EU citizens living in Britain, and one
million Britons elsewhere in the bloc, fear an uncertain
future. Brexit has also severely strained ties between the
four nations that make up the United Kingdom. The
devolved assemblies in Scotland, Northern Ireland and
Wales all rejected the terms of the divorce, although for

different reasons. In Scotland, where pro-European sen-
timent remains strong, the nationalist government is
pressing for a second referendum on independence.
Many in Northern Ireland meanwhile are concerned
about special trading arrangements intended to keep
open its land border with EU member Ireland. —AFP

A historic move that has bitterly divided UK

Over and out: Britain readies 
to leave the European Union

A picture taken on January 23, 2020 shows the European Union flag and the British Union Jack waving
in front of the European Parliament in Brussels. —AFP

Britain’s 
years-long 
battle over 
Brexit
LONDON: The curtain comes down on
Britain’s membership of the European
Union on January 31 after more than
three and a half years of disagreements
and delays. Here are the milestones in
the rocky process.

Leave wins 
In a referendum on June 23, 2016 that

followed decades of arguments over
Europe, Britons vote by 52 percent to 48
percent to become the first nation to
leave the EU bloc. Conservative leader
David Cameron, who led the campaign
to remain in the EU and called the vote
expecting to win, resigns as prime minis-
ter the next day. He is replaced by
Theresa May, the interior minister who
also backed remaining.

Divorce process triggered 
May formally triggers the exit process

on March 29, 2017, sending a notification
letter to Brussels that gives Britain until
March 29, 2019, to leave.

Draft agreed
Ending more than a year of acrimo-

nious talks, British and EU negotiators
on November 13, 2018, reach a draft

divorce deal. But May faces an angry
backlash from her own Conservative
party over its terms. More ardent Brexit
supporters believe the proposed deal
could leave Britain interminably trapped
in EU trade rules.

Triple rejection 
On January 15, 2019, British MPs vote

against the deal in the biggest govern-
ment defeat in British parliamentary his-
tory.  Brussels refuses to renegotiate.
The House of Commons rejects the deal
again on March 12 and for a third time
on March 29.

Deadline delays
The EU agrees to delay Brexit until

May 22 and then until October 31, 2019. It
means Britain is obliged to organize
European Parliament elections on May 23,
which are won by the newly-formed Brexit
Party of anti-EU populist Nigel Farage.

Johnson elected 
The European election defeat and

parliament’s refusal to back her Brexit
deal forces May to step down as
Conservative leader on June 7. On July
23, party members vote for Brexit figure-
head Boris Johnson as their new leader.
He becomes prime minister the next day.
Anxious over Farage’s surge in support,
Johnson promises to take Britain out of
the EU on October 31, with or without a
deal. He publishes his “final” Brexit pro-
posals on October 2.

The endgame 
On October 22, British MPs approve

in principle a new Brexit deal struck days
earlier with the EU. But they reject
Johnson’s bid to fast-track final approval
before October 31. On October 28, EU
members agree to postpone Brexit for up
to three months until January 31, 2020.

Elections, green light 
Johnson’s resounding win at a

December 12 snap general election
smoothes his Brexit bill ’s passage
through parliament on January 9, 2020.
Queen Elizabeth II gives her formal
assent for Britain to leave the EU on
January 23, with two top officials in
Brussels and UK Prime Minister Boris

Johnson signing it the following day. The
text is to go to the European Parliament
for ratification on Wednesday, January
29, and diplomats from the EU member
states are to approve the deal in writing
the next day.

Then finally ... Brexit 
Divorce is set for Friday, January 31 at

2300 GMT, which is 11:00 pm in Britain.
An extendable transition period, during
which much in the relationship will not
change, has been agreed up to
December 31, 2020. More tough talks on
the future EU-UK partnership are
expected by then. —AFP

LONDON: In this handout photograph taken and released by BBC, Britain’s Secretary
of State for Exiting the European Union (Brexit Minister) Stephen Barclay (right) ges-
tures as he speaks with political journalist Andrew Marr during an appearance on
the BBC political program The Andrew Marr Show in London. —AFP

UK’s Boris 
Johnson: Brexit
champion who
delivered
LONDON: Even for a maverick politician
like Boris Johnson, backing Brexit four
years ago was a huge gamble. But as
Britain prepares to leave the European
Union next week, it has paid off spectac-
ularly. The Conservative leader remains a
divisive figure, hailed by many for his
optimism and humor, accused by others
of Trump-style populism and a blatant
disregard for the truth.

But his name will be written in the
history books for leading the campaign
for Brexit in the 2016 EU referendum,
and then, as prime minister, finally mak-
ing it happen. Negotiating a new trade
deal with Brussels is likely to be an even
greater challenge, but for now, the for-
mer London mayor is riding high.

Early ambition 
For a man who as a child wanted to be

“world king”, this moment of triumph has
been a long time coming. Alexander
Boris de Pfeffel Johnson was born in
New York in 1964 into a high-achieving
family. He spent his early years in
Brussels, where his father worked for the
EU, then attended the elite Eton school
in England before studying classics at

Oxford University. He first worked as a
journalist for The Times, where he was
sacked for making up a quote, and
moved on to become Brussels corre-
spondent for the right-wing Daily
Telegraph newspaper. There he made his
name by writing about “Euro-myths” -
exaggerated claims about the EU.

He came to public prominence in the
1990s as a guest panellist on a satirical tel-
evision show, where his eccentric and self-
deprecating wit made him a national figure
known just as “Boris”. His first few years in
politics did not go smoothly - in 2004, he
was sacked from the Conservatives’ shad-
ow cabinet for lying about an extra-marital
affair. But in 2008 he was elected mayor of
multicultural, Labor-voting London, an
achievement commentators put down to
his unconventional style.

Stoking controversy 
Johnson is not like other politicians,

with his messy blond hair, jokey style
and willingness to make himself look
ridiculous - notably once getting stuck
on a zip wire brandishing British flags.
He also differed from many of his
Conservative colleagues with his pro-
migration and socially liberal views,
which resonated in London.

However, he has faced accusations of
prejudice in his news columns over the
years, describing gay men as “bumboys”
and black African Commonwealth citizens
as “piccaninnies”. As recently as 2018, he
drew criticism for writing that Muslim
women in the full veil looked like “letter
boxes”, even while he argued that they
should be free to wear what they want.

But Johnson rejects accusations of
racism, while supporters say he simply likes
to stir things up. In last month’s snap gener-
al election, he also proved he could still
appeal to a broad range of voters by secur-
ing the Conservatives’ best result since the
1980s heyday of Margaret Thatcher. With
his promise to “Get Brexit Done”, be tough
on law and order and invest in public serv-
ices, he took back working-class seats that
his party had not held for decades.

Brexit promises 
Johnson is known for his colorful pri-

vate life. He is twice married, is believed
to have five children - one from an affair

- and currently lives with his girlfriend in
Downing Street. But his celebrity status
has allowed him to shrug off scandals
that would have destroyed many others.
More damaging have been questions
about his competence, with a two-year
stint as foreign minister after Brexit
widely viewed as underwhelming. 

The family of Nazanin Zaghari-
Ratcliffe, a British-Iranian woman held in
Tehran for alleged sedition, say he jeop-
ardized her case by misdescribing her job.
After becoming prime minister in July last
year, however, he defied his critics by
renegotiating the terms of Brexit that MPs
had rejected three times. —AFP

LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson speaks in the House of
Commons in central London during the Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQ)
session. —AFP


