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European Disunion: How Brexit Weakens the United Kingdom 

 On June 23rd, 2016, the British people voted to terminate the United Kingdom’s 43-year 

old membership in the European Union, opening a new chapter in the controversial and often 

contentious relationship between the UK and the EU. Despite the membership of other major 

Western European States like Germany, France, and Italy, the UK was not a founding member of 

the EU’s predecessor organization, the European Economic Community in 1957. Even after 

joining the EEC in 1973 the UK maintained distance from the idea of European integration. This 

integration involves the creation of a common European economic, foreign, and social policy, 

where “Member States delegate some of their decision-making powers to the shared 

institutions…so that decisions on matters of joint interest can be made democratically at the 

European level” (How the European Union Works). In terms of economic policy, the EEC, and 

consequently the EU, have sought to “create a common market that featured the elimination of 

most barriers to the movement of goods, services, capital, and labor” across European borders 

(Gabel).  

However, according to James McBride, Senior Online Writer for the Council on Foreign 

Relations, “as integration [in the EU] deepened through the 1980s and 1990s, the UK’s leaders 

pushed for opt-outs…the UK didn’t join the [European] single currency [the Euro] or the border-

free Schengen area” (McBride). Thus, as the rest of EU moved ever closer together, the UK 

maneuvered to maintain greater independence. In recent years, the Euro zone debt crises have 
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seen the European Union placed under incredible economic stress and “revealed dangerous 

shortcomings within the regulatory measures that governed the euro zone’s shared economy” 

(Gabel). This coupled with “the greatest mass migration [to the UK] since perhaps the Anglo-

Saxon invasion” (Frum), has served to turn Britain away from the European Union. Nearly 

“630,000 foreign nationals settled in Britain in the year 2015” (Frum) and to many British 

citizens such migration, aided by the EU rules of free movement of persons, serves to crowd 

them out of their own country and burden their economy. All of these events served to drive the 

popularity of the UK Independence Party (UKIP) and the broader pro-Brexit movement. UKIP is 

the leading Euroskeptic party in the UK, Euroskeptics being those who oppose the increasing 

power of the European Union and deepening European integration. UKIP tapped into simmering 

anti-EU sentiment by arguing “that by reclaiming its national sovereignty, the UK would be 

better able to manage migration, free itself from onerous regulations, and spark more dynamic 

growth” (McBride). Many in the pro-Brexit “Leave” campaign, ultimately believe the UK would 

be better served outside the EU as it would be freer to make decisions that could benefit it and 

not be constrained by the interests of 27 other European member states. Bending to pressure 

from the British public and from his own Conservative Party, Prime Minister David Cameroon 

chose to support a Leave-or-Remain Referendum on British EU Membership while leading the 

pro-EU “Remain” campaign, stressing the many benefits the EU has brought to the UK 

especially in terms of strengthened economic growth and increased global influence. After the 

“Leave” campaign won with over “51.9% of the vote" (EU Referendum Results), PM Cameroon 

resigned and the long process of negotiating the UK’s EU exit began. These negotiations will 

take years, and in large part determine the UK’s future. Ultimately, the Brexit vote imperils the 

UK’s future economic growth and influence in the world. By choosing to leave the EU, the UK 
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turns its back on decades of integration with its neighbors that have hitherto powered decades of 

continual growth and prosperity. Further, outside the EU the UK will exert the influence of a 

single nation rather than that of a strong, unified Europe, serving to weaken their influence in 

world affairs. 

The EU, despite charges to the contrary, has served to drive British economic growth and 

strengthen the UK’s economy as a whole. According to Mark Carney, Governor of the Bank of 

England, “to the extent it increases economic and financial openness, EU membership reinforces 

the dynamism of the UK economy…greater dynamism resulting from UK membership 

contributes to supporting strong, sustainable and balanced growth and facilitating effective 

competition” (Carney). In seeking to estimate the effects EU Membership has had on member 

states thus far, a group of scholars led by Professor Nauro Campos of Brunel University used a 

method known as “synthetic counterfactuals,” in which a “synthetic” country is developed which 

would represent the UK’s economy as if it had never joined the EU. Through comparing this 

“synthetic” UK to the real UK, Campos determined that “the estimated growth and productivity 

effects from deep integration [in the EU] are positive and substantial” (Campos). Even further, 

Campos concluded that the without membership in the the EU “per capita European incomes 

would have been on average 12 per cent lower today” (Campos). Membership and integration 

within the EU has served to increase incomes across Europe and served as a powerful driver of 

economic growth and opportunity in its member states. In terms of annual value specifically to 

the British economy, according to further analysis undertaken by the Confederation of British 

Industry, a group that represents nearly 200,000 British companies, “the body of academic 

evidence points to an overall net benefit of EU membership to the UK around 4-5% GDP, or 

£2,700-£3,300 per household (CBI Literature Review). 
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 For the pro-Brexit movement, a large focus of their campaign was the amount of money 

the UK contributes to the EU budget. The Vote Leave campaign made such points as “Let’s give 

the National Health Service the £350 million the EU takes every week… and 19.1 bn: the 

amount the UK would save by no longer having contribute to the EU budget” (Treasury 

Committee). Vote Leave made the argument that money spent to maintain the EU would be 

better spent on UK priorities. However, in a report from the UK House of Commons entitled 

“The Economic and Financial Costs and Benefits of the UK’s EU Membership,” it concludes, 

“the UK’s gross contribution is equivalent to less than 1 per cent of the UK’s economic output… 

if leaving the EU has a substantial positive or negative effect on the economy as a whole the 

consequent impact on public finances is likely to be far more significant than the size of any 

saving from the EU’s budget contributions” (Treasury Committee). Potential gains from leaving 

the EU would be minimal, and the termination of British membership in the European common 

market would be hard-felt as the free movement of goods, services, capital, and labor would be 

impeded, hurting economic growth and productivity. Using a similar “synthetic counterfactual” 

method to the one described previously, Professor Gianmarco Ottaviano and other scholars at the 

London School of Economics estimated the negative economic effects of Brexit. They 

concluded, “withdrawing from the EU is a dangerous move for the UK…in the pessimistic case, 

there would be income falls of 6.3% to 9.5% of GDP, a loss of a similar size to that resulting 

from the global financial crisis of 2008/09” (Ottaviano). Leaving the EU will hurt the British 

economy, as reversing nearly 40 years of integration with the EU and withdrawing from the 

single market will see many of the current benefits the UK receives from EU membership lost 

and will in many case negatively impact the UK in the long term. 
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Further, according to analysis undertaken by Treasury of the United Kingdom, 

"membership [in] the EU has made it easier [for the UK] to trade both with the EU and the wider 

world...trade as a share of national income has risen to over 60% in the past decade, compared to 

under 30% in the years before the UK joined the EU" (Her Majesty's Treasury). EU membership 

has enabled the deepening of trade relations with fellow EU members through the removal of 

trade barriers between European nations. Further, the trade relationship the UK has developed 

with the rest of the EU is in many cases more valuable to the UK than to the EU. According to 

analysis by Professor Peter Holmes in the National Institute Economic Review, “while 45 per 

cent of UK exports go to the EU, an average of 6.7 per cent of EU countries’ exports go to the 

UK…in other words the average UK exporter faces disruption to 45 per cent of its exports” 

(Holmes, et al). UK exports to the EU are incredibly valuable to the British economy, and this 

relationship is one that membership in the EU has served to foster. Outside the EU, the UK will 

face definite economic consequences due to the disruption of this trade relationship.  Further, the 

combined size of the EU member-state economies makes negotiating Free Trade Agreements 

(FTAs) and expanding British trade relations easier. The EU maintains “36 FTAs covering 53 

non-EU countries” (Kierzenkowski, Rafael, et al) and according to the “Review of the Balance 

of Competences between the UK and the EU: Trade and Investment,” an analysis undertaken by 

the British Department for Business Innovation and Skills, “the size of the Single Market and the 

number of EU consumers make many third countries want to negotiate with it…major third 

world countries would probably have limited appetite to engage in bilateral negotiations with the 

UK on its own”.  

Outside the EU, the UK has less bargaining power in trade negotiations, and less access 

to foreign markets. Some, such as the pro-Brexit UKIP party argue, “once we are outside [the 
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EU] we can simply negotiate a free trade agreement with the EU” (Congdon). However, there is 

no guarantee the UK will be able to negotiate a new trade agreement with the EU. Such a trade 

agreement would take years of negotiations and would be unlikely to provide the same benefits 

as the EU Single Market, given the Single Market not only removes trade tariffs, as most free 

trade agreements do, but standardizes regulations and customs procedures. By leaving the EU, 

the UK imperils its existing and prosperous trade relationships with Europe and with the world. 

The reduced bargaining power it possesses as a single nation means the UK would likely have to 

settle for less favorable terms when negotiating trade agreements in future and benefit less from 

their trade relationships across the globe in the present. By leaving the EU, the UK will set back 

its trade relations with the rest of the world. 

Another benefit of the UK’s EU Membership has been the positive economic benefits of 

immigration from the EU to the UK due to the EU policy of free movement of persons. Overall, 

European immigrants in the UK who arrived “since 2000 have contributed more than £20 billion 

to UK public finances between 2001 and 2011” (Dustmann and Frattini). Even further, rather 

than taking advantage of the benefits that they receive, “European immigrants from the EU-15 

countries contributed 64% more in taxes than they received in benefits…Immigrants from the 

Central and Eastern European ‘accession’ countries contributed 12% more than they received” 

(Dustmann and Frattini). Across the board, immigrants from fellow EU member states have been 

valuable both through the jobs they perform and income they earn. In addition, the education and 

variety of backgrounds immigrants bring to the UK is very valuable to British economy and 

business. According to a survey of UK businesses performed by the British government, 

“employers cited the ability of businesses located in the UK to recruit from a wider pool of 

potential workers, enabling them address skills gaps and to provide flexibility as benefits of free 
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movement” (Home Office). Integration with the rest of the EU has enabled the UK’s employers 

and business access to a steady pool of skilled workers who have provided great benefit to the 

British economy. British companies can reach into other European labor markets to fill 

employment needs as they arise, and workers can cross European national borders far easier due 

to EU Membership. It is also important to recognize that free movement of persons is merely one 

component of the broader EU Single Market, in combination with the free movement of goods, 

services, and capital. These seemingly separate components of the Single Market are in fact 

closely interlinked, and in many cases have to exist with each other to function. Freedom of 

movement allows for deeper economic integration by allowing people to follow the flow of 

capital across nations and pursue economic opportunity.   

Thus, the positive economic benefits from the other components of EU membership, such 

as increased economic growth and trade have to be weighed against any of the perceived 

negative benefits of immigration and free movement of persons. Some in the pro-Brexit 

movement have argued that immigration from EU member states has served to take jobs from 

British citizens, reducing British economic prosperity. However, according to research 

performed by the UK Home Office there is “relatively little evidence that migration has caused 

statistically significant displacement of UK natives from the labor market” (Home Office). Thus, 

despite UKIP trying to paint immigration as a cause of British economic ills, immigrants to the 

UK have in fact added back far more than what they taken from the British economy as a whole. 

A typical British citizen’s fear of immigrants taking their jobs was a major cause of Brexit but 

regardless of EU Membership, immigration will continue to occur. Immigration is a constant in a 

modern democratic nation like the UK, and the EU has served to provide greater economic 

opportunity through such free movement of persons and immigration. The influx of diversified 
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skills and scientific expertise from EU immigration has the potential to improve the UK in the 

long-term. By exiting the EU, the UK risks the positive benefits immigration can bring, and has 

previously brought to the UK. 

EU membership has had positive effects that go beyond economics. As economic 

integration developed, so did a common European foreign and security policy. Currently, the 

EU-UK foreign policy partnership is guided by the “EU’s Common Security and Defense 

Policy…the CSDP primarily focuses on preventing, managing, and resolving conflict using both 

military and civilian resources” (Whitman). Recent examples of such UK-EU cooperation 

include the successful agreement of an Iranian Nuclear Deal and the peaceful normalization of 

Serbian-Kosovar relations. EU member states also acted in unison to enact a sanctions regime 

against Russia when Russia illegally annexed Crimea, and such collective action serves to 

illustrate the positive benefits of foreign policy cooperation under EU auspices. Acting within the 

EU, the UK has been able to exert greater influence on the world than it ever could alone. 

Former British Foreign and Defence Secretary Malcolm Rifkind echoes this point, arguing, 

“when it comes to [UK] influence, if there are objectives we are seeking, then along with 

Germany and France, we have more influence than any other country” (Rifkind). The UK has 

been able to influence the world as a member of the EU bloc of nations in a far more substantive 

way than it ever could has an independent nation. The British Government assessed its own EU 

membership in the “Review of the Balance of Competences: Foreign Policy,” and stated “most 

of the evidence argues it is strongly in the UK’s interests to work through the EU in a number of 

policy areas…key benefits include increased impact from acting with 27 other countries and 

greater influence with non-EU powers derived from the [UK’s] position as a leading EU 

country” (Foreign & Commonwealth Office). Outside the EU, the UK will find it more difficult 
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to exert influence on major issues that concern the world, simply by the fact the UK will no 

longer be part of the EU-decision making process or exert political influence equal to that of the 

EU. Some may argue the UK would be freer not chained to EU bureaucracy, but the days are 

long gone in which Britain ruled a fourth of the world and could merely dictate global policy 

from London. International cooperation through the EU is crucial for the UK in influencing the 

world, and by leaving the EU the UK risks marginalizing itself on the world stage.  

 Even beyond reducing British influence abroad, Brexit also threatens the existence of the 

United Kingdom as a continuing political entity. The phrase “United Kingdom” in fact refers to a 

union of four distinct political entities, England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. These 

entities all share one common national government and monarch, but possess their own 

independent parliaments and a limited degree of autonomy. The United Kingdom’s constituent 

nations, especially Scotland and Northern Ireland benefit extensively from EU membership. 

According to Sebastian Mallaby, a Paul A. Volcker Senior Fellow for International Economics, 

“pro-EU Scots might seek to secede from the UK to join the union…and there would be 

questions about Northern Ireland’s status since the territory’s viability depends on an open 

border with the Republic of Ireland” (Mallaby, et al). Scotland already has a strong independence 

movement led by the Scottish Nationalist Party, and Nicola Sturgeon, First Minister of Scotland 

has declared “Brexit would be a material change that could lead to unstoppable demands for 

another [Scottish Independence] referendum” (Beddoes). Scots previously rejected independence 

in 2014, 55%-45%, but Brexit could change such margins. Many Scots see EU Membership as 

necessary for their continuing economic prosperity, and they view their continuing membership 

in the EU as more valuable than continuing union under the UK. In Northern Ireland, their 

border with neighboring Ireland drives their local economy, which relies on the tariff and barrier-
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free trade EU membership provides. The turmoil the UK’s separation from the EU will cause in 

Northern Ireland could lead to renewed calls for Irish Unionism. Ironically, in a supposed 

attempt to increase their sovereignty as a nation, Brexit supporters may have set the stage for the 

UK’s dissolution. Such an eventuality would most certainly weaken the UK and reduce its ability 

to be treated as a major player in world affairs.  

British membership and integration within the EU has provided immense economic 

benefit and by choosing to exit the EU the UK has weakened its economic prospects for the 

future and its influence in the world at large. The United Kingdom’s economy will experience 

sluggish growth, be less open to trade, and be more restricted by barriers to trade that the EU has 

thus far served to eliminate. The positive effects of immigration and the flow of skilled and 

unskilled workers and scientists to the UK will be impeded. The UK will be less able to make its 

voice heard on the world stage and will potentially face intensified internal divisions which could 

see integral parts of the UK, like Scotland, departing. By leaving the EU, British voters have 

wagered that they will be better off separate from the EU. Despite this decision, the UK and its 

leaders must ensure the UK maintains strong and productive relations with the EU. The UK must 

seek to negotiate a new trade agreement with the EU to reduce tariffs and other barriers to trade, 

and try to ensure the economic and trade relationships between Britain and Europe remain 

strong. Even outside the EU, the UK should seek to work with the EU on the world stage and 

continue to associate itself closely with its European neighbors. Ultimately, British voters have 

chosen a path of risk, a path that guarantees little, but gambles dangerously with their future 

prosperity. The last half-century of European history has seen European nations move ever closer 

together to increase their mutual prosperity. Brexit is a stunning reversal of this trend, and how 

the UK responds and deals with Brexit will determine its economic future and its role in the 
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world. The UK’s future still lies with Europe, even if the British have voted to leave the EU. One 

vote cannot change the underlying facts of the matter. A UK in a new economic, political, and 

diplomatic partnership with Europe is stronger, more influential, and better poised for the future.  
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