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Abstract
The impact of Brexit on the external relations of the EU and the UK runs the risk of receiving less
attention because of the difficult internal negotiations on the future of the UK-EU relationship.
Yet, the legal complexities related to the fact that the UK will no longer be part of the EU’s external
relations regime are equally challenging, and increasingly present themselves now that "Brexit
day" approaches. The present contribution analyses the consequences of Brexit for the UK to
negotiate and conclude new international agreements, as well as the impact of the UK’s
withdrawal on existing international agreements concluded by the EU and its Member States with
almost all States in the world.
1.

Introduction

Most studies on Brexit, or on withdrawal from the European Union in general, focus on either the
ways in which this can be done, or on the possible future relationship between the United Kingdom
and the EU.1 The same holds true for the Guidelines adopted by the EU in relation to the
negotiations with the UK. 2 This should not come as a surprise. After all, in relation to Brexit in
particular it is not easy to disentangle a close and long-lasting relationship and at the same time
find ways to hold on to elements of that relationship. Other contributions in this special issue
testify to that.
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The focus of the present contribution is on a different dimension of withdrawal that is less
often part of the debate:3 the consequences for international agreements concluded by the
European Union and its Member States. 4 While the external dimension of withdrawal has also
been addressed by others, 5 new questions continue to emerge and deserve legal attention. Prima
facie, the situation is clear: from the moment of withdrawal the United Kingdom will no longer be
bound by existing EU agreements with third countries. However, this is easier said than done and
there are many different types of international agreements; all with their own legal complexities. 6
Moreover, EU rules continue to apply to the UK until 29 March 2019, 23:00 GMT 7 and both EU
law and international law have something to say on the possibilities to withdraw from existing
international agreements or to remain a party.
A first question to be addressed is what the international position of the UK will be during
and after the withdrawal process (section 2). Secondly, the consequences for existing international
agreements (concluded by the EU only, or by the EU and its Member States together, or by
Member States themselves) needs to be addressed (section 3).

2.

External competences of the UK before and after withdrawal

Leaving the EU implies that the international legal position of the UK will have to be reset and
certain dimensions of its statehood will have to be reactivated. In practical terms, it will no longer
be able to rely on the EU’s expertise in international trade (including in the WTO) and it will have
to seriously upgrade its own delegations in international organizations, in which it was mainly
active as an EU member. 8 In other words, in many international settings the UK will have to face
the reality of a major shift, that is the transition from an EU to a non-EU Member State. This, inter
alia, entails that the UK may have to negotiate a large number of international agreements,
including – or perhaps above all – the so called "EU only" agreements to which the Member States
are not a party in their own right. This section will briefly highlight relevant elements of the
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division of external competences, before analysing the possibilities for the UK to replace the
existing agreements, both during and after the process of withdrawal.
2.1.

The division of competences

As indicated above, the United Kingdom will remain an EU Member State until the formal date
of departure.9 This implies, first of all, that all existing international agreements will remain
binding on the UK, either through international law or through EU law. The EU treaty database
currently lists over 1100 international agreements concluded by the EU and/or Euratom with
countries around the world, ranging from trade and economic issues to human rights and the
environment.10 The division of competences would usually11 be reflected in the nature of the
agreements: "EU only" agreements (to which the Member States are not party in their own right)
or "mixed agreements" (to which both the EU and its Member States are contracting parties). 12
Secondly, as an EU member, the UK will remain bound by the division of external competences
as laid down in the treaties and as clarified by the Court of Justice of the European Union in its
extensive case law on this matter. Students of EU external relations law are very well aware of the
fundamental role this division of competences plays in defining not only to what extent the EU
can fulfil the global ambitions laid down in provisions such as Article 3(5) and Article 21(3) TEU,
but also in clarifying the scope of Member States’ external competences. 13 Text books point to the
Compare Art. 50(3) TEU: “The Treaties shall cease to apply to the State in question from the date of entry into force
of the withdrawal agreement or, failing that, two years after the notification referred to in paragraph 2, unless the
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importance of the link between the internal and the external dimension and the impact of increased
internal Union activity on Member States’ possibilities to continue to play an international role. 14
The rationale behind this internal-external connection is also well known: once the Member States
have transferred competences to the EU in their internal relations, they have become far less
interesting partners at the international level, since they are simply no longer in the position to
negotiate and conclude international agreements on issues legislated internally at EU level. It is
true that areas fully covered by exclusive competences are rare, but it is equally true that there are
not so many areas left in which the EU members can engage in international commitments while
completely bypassing the EU. 15
The EU holds exclusive competences in a number of areas in its external relations. As
recently further clarified by the ECJ in Opinion 2/15, 16 the scope of the Common Commercial
Policy is quite broad and most competences in that area (or related to CCP) are exclusive. The
same goes for the Customs Union. As also further clarified by Opinion 2/15, apart from exclusivity
on the basis of the Treaties (so-called "a priori exclusivity" or "policy area exclusivity"),
exclusivity may flow from the adoption of internal Union measures and the UK would be excluded
from adopting rules which affect those measures ("conditional exclusivity" or "pre-emption").
Finally, exclusive competences can occur when absolutely indispensable to achieve EU Treaty
objectives, without there being internal EU measures ("exclusivity through necessity"). 17
As the EU has become a global actor in areas ranging from trade and investment to
development and environment, international agreements concluded by it cover many areas, either
grouped under more general association or cooperation agreements or provided for in sectoral
treaties with third countries.18 As a consequence, Member States rely on the EU and the expertise
of the European Commission to negotiate and conclude international agreements. And this is
particularly the case in exclusive policy areas such as trade or fisheries, in which the role of the
Member States has been marginalized. Thus, while individual EU Member States are still full
members of the WTO, most of the actual work is done by the Commission. A side effect of this
shift is that over the years the EU States have lost considerable expertise in international trade law
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and have not concluded any trade agreements in their own right. Not only in the area of trade, but
in many other policy areas, the UK will indeed have no choice but "to take back control" of its
own external competences once there is no longer any division of competences. Yet, as the
following sections will reveal, from a legal perspective this is easier said than done.
2.2.

The competence to negotiate or conclude agreements pre-Brexit

Article 50 TEU falls short in regulating the external effects of an exit from the EU. One of the
questions that is left open is to what extent the UK can already anticipate its future role as a nonEU country.19 The British international trade secretary, Liam Fox, is reported to have said that the
UK is “discussing the possible shape of new agreements” with at least 12 countries, adding that
dozens more were prepared to expand their UK trading links.20 And, indeed media reports indicate
the attempts of the UK to discuss its future relationship with a number of third States. 21 Given the
fact that the UK will remain empty-handed if it does not replace the trade agreements it currently
has with third States on the basis of its EU membership, the question has indeed come up whether
the UK can already start negotiating, and perhaps even concluding, agreements with other States
prior to exit day.
Part of the answer may be found in Article 50(3) TEU, which is quite clear (although
phrased a contrario) on the fact that the EU Treaties remain in force for a withdrawing country
until the day of actual exit from the Union. 22 Bearing in mind the complexity of withdrawal
process, it has been argued that the Union should develop a special status of a withdrawing country,
waiving some of the obligations linked to membership to allow it to prepare for the inevitable
legal consequences of exit. 23 If nothing special is agreed upon, the UK would continue to lack
competence to conclude international agreements in many areas. Article 2(1) TFEU 24 continues to
apply, and implies that the UK will have to respect the division of competences and is refrained
from adopting legally binding acts or conclude international agreements in an area of EU exclusive
competence. The result is that the UK simply does not have the competence to conclude
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international agreements in the area of Common Commercial Policy, or indeed in any other area
of exclusive EU competence, until it formally leaves the European Union.
Also in areas of shared competences the UK continues to be limited by the rules and
principles guiding the division of competences. Again, it is helpful to make a distinction between
different types of competences. In the case of so-called pre-emptive competences, Member State
action is only excluded if the competence is exercised by the Union. In the case of non-pre-emptive
competences the EU can fully deploy a policy, but exercising its competence does not exclude
Member State action in the same field. In the realm of external relations good examples include
development cooperation and humanitarian aid. A special shared (or in fact "parallel") competence
exist in relation to the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), but even in relation to that
area it has been argued that Member States are far from free once the Union has acted. 25
Furthermore, while one could argue that the need for uniformity may be less pressing in
situations where a Member State will be leaving anyway, it is maintained here that during the
period leading up to actual withdrawal, the United Kingdom remains bound by the principle of
sincere co-operation.26 It is important to underline that even in cases in which Member States do
have some room for external manoeuvre, the principle of sincere cooperation will have to guide
their behaviour. On the basis of this principle “the Union and the member States shall, in full
mutual respect, assist each other in carrying out tasks which flow from the Treaties. … The
Member States shall … refrain from any measure which could jeopardize the attainment of the
Union’s objectives.” (Art. 4(3) TEU). The effects of this principle are well documented in
academic literature and may become particularly relevant in cases in which we are not dealing
with the pre-emption.27 The case law of the Court is quite clear on, for instance, the scope of the
principle of sincere cooperation28 but one should also remember that this principle works both
ways. On the one hand, it can be relied upon by the European Union to stop the United Kingdom
from engaging in negotiations of trade agreements with third countries. On the other hand, the
same principle may be invoked by the UK arguing that since it is leaving the Union, there should
be a fair degree of leverage and cooperation granted by the European Union, allowing it to prepare
for a new future. We were confronted with a somewhat similar situation in Case C-45/07
Commission v. Greece (IMO).29 Whereas Greece had violated its duty of abstention stemming
from the pre-emption doctrine, it argued that the Commission had itself failed in its duty to
cooperate loyally with the Member States by not allowing discussion of Greece’s proposal in the
so-called Marsec committee, a preparatory body within the Union. It thus invoked the failure of
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the Commission to fulfil its legal obligation with regard to the scope of Union law, as defence
against its own failure with regard to Union competence. The Court’s reply is important in the
present context: it held that a breach by the Commission of the duty of cooperation (still) does not
entitle a Member State to undertake actions which affect rules adopted at Union level. 30
Indeed, the rationale for pre-empting Member State action seems to remain valid in the
context of a withdrawing State. In Opinion 1/03 the Court of Justice held that “… it is essential to
ensure a uniform and consistent application of the Community rules and the proper functioning of
the system which they establish in order to preserve the full effectiveness of Community law”.31
The purpose of excluding Member States from acting solely has thus been to ensure effective
application of EU rules through uniformity where the EU has exercised its shared powers
conferred upon it, or where it possesses an a priori exclusive power. 32 Indeed, the duty of
cooperation and the principle of pre-emption are connected: pre-emption ensures application of
EU rules through uniformity, whereas the duty of cooperation seeks to facilitate effectively
attaining EU tasks and coherent EU international action. Phrased otherwise: when EU
competences could be affected, the Member States are excluded from acting at all. Yet, when the
EU Treaty objectives are at stake and there is some room for manoeuvre, this triggers an obligation
of the Member States and the Union institutions to cooperate loyally. 33
Translated to the obligations of the UK in the period between the notification and exit day,
one could argue that there would be some room for the EU and the UK to jointly seek possibilities
to allow the UK to explore options for future trade deals with third countries as long as EU
competences would not be affected. At the same time, it is clear, that, firstly, the division of
competences, and secondly, the duty of sincere cooperation would entail that any unilateral
uncoordinated actions on the side of the UK run the risk of being in violation of EU law. At least,
one could argue, the principle of sincere cooperation entails a "principle of unity of
representation",34 leading to a need for the UK and the EU to cooperate whenever third States are
approached to discuss the future relationship.
In addition to all of the above, the United Kingdom will remain bound by the principle of
"primacy". This doctrine is well developed and established in the Court’s case law 35 and was
confirmed quite expressly in the Brexit-context by the UK’s Supreme Court in the Miller case.36
The latter held that: “Following the coming into force of the 1972 Act [European Communities
Ibid., para 26. Nonetheless, the Court did take the opportunity to emphasize the reciprocal nature of the duty of
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34
See Case C-246/07, PFOS.
35
See further Claes, “The primacy of EU law in European and national law”, in Arnull and Chalmers (Eds.), The
Oxford Handbook of European Union Law (OUP, 2015), pp. 178-211; De Witte, “Direct effect, primacy, and the
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Act] the normal rule is that the domestic legislation must be consistent with EU law. In such cases,
EU law has primacy as a matter of domestic law ….”37 This primacy has traditionally not been
different for internal or external activities. So, until exit day the UK will have to act upon the
agreed rules and principles of EU external relations law and it will not be allowed to give
preference to its (newly enacted) domestic bills.
All of this will seriously hamper the UK in preparing itself for the post-Brexit period as
we would be dealing with negotiations on topics that are already covered by existing EU
agreements that fall, moreover, largely under the EU’s exclusive competences. In most cases the
UK will simply be pre-empted from negotiating (let alone concluding) an international agreement,
and will not be able to win any time by already starting formal international negotiations during
the withdrawal talks with the EU.38 Indeed, checking out does not imply that the UK is
immediately free to go its own way. 39
2.3

What are negotiations?

Article 2(1) TFEU (referred to above) merely seems to relate to the adoption of acts. While the
principle of sincere cooperation may restrict Member States in affecting Union activities in that
area, the question is when that would actually be the case, also given the fact that the need for
uniformity is perhaps less pressing now that the UK will have another legal regime anyway.
Brexit Minister Davis argued that there is a difference between the negotiations (which
would be allowed) and the actual signing of an agreement (for which a competence could not
exist),40 and in any case claimed that “preliminary discussions” between the UK and third States
should be allowed.41 In the law of treaties, negotiations are defined as the first phase of a treatymaking process.42 Negotiations are generally carried out, or at least initiated, by the executive (that
is to say, the Head of State or a minister for foreign affairs). As recently argued by de Oliveira
Mazzuoli: “Negotiations of a treaty start when the representatives of States meet at a specific place
and at arranged time, for the purpose of studying the possibilities to reach an agreement in
connection with the conclusion of a specific international instrument in a joint manner.”43 The
Ibid., para 67, available at <www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2016-0196-judgment.pdf>. See also Garner,
“‘So long (as) and farewell?’ The United Kingdom Supreme Court in Miller”, European Law Blog, 26 Jan. 2017
available at <www.europeanlawblog.eu/2017/01/26/so-long-as-and-farewell-the-united-kingdom-supreme-court-inmiller/#more-3529>.
38
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all Europeans without any internal competition so it is a form of guarantee for all Europeans and it is not a limitation”,
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term "negotiations" can be seen to include “every action prior to an agreement of any nature, the
time of discussion and the concurrence of wills which will or will not be transformed into a legal
act”.44 This implies that any action by the executive which is aimed to investigate the possibilities
to reach an international agreement could already be regarded as falling under the umbrella term
"negotiations". Admittedly, the descriptions do seem to include a certain formalized procedure,
which would exclude fully informal talks preceding actual negotiations, but it is equally clear that
formal talks between government representatives of the UK and third States with the aim of
discussing the terms of a new agreement would easily amount to a "negotiations".
When it comes to EU law one has to note that the Court of Justice has occasionally been
confronted with similar questions. Rather than the formalities of international negotiations, the
impact on EU solidarity seems key. In Case C-433/03, Commission v. Germany (Inland
Waterway), the Court stated that the adoption of a decision authorizing the Commission to
negotiate a multilateral agreement marks the start of a concerted action triggering the duty of
cooperation.45 In Case C-246/07, Commission v. Sweden (PFOS), the Court held that the duty of
cooperation was triggered the moment a Member State acts internationally in such a way that is
“likely to compromise the principle of unity in the international representation of the Union and
its Member States and weaken their negotiating power”.46 And that was in a situation of shared
competence. The moment any (informal) negotiations between the UK and a third State “reach a
minimum threshold of specificity and could be detrimental to the EU’s own position in these
negotiations”47 the principle of sincere cooperation would be violated.
However, as mentioned before, in the case of Brexit the question of whether the European
Commission has already used its competence is less relevant as in most cases we are dealing with
existing EU agreements with third countries. Thus, unless a special status is given to it, the UK
would run the risk of violating EU law if talks with third States would be detrimental to the EU’s
own position.
One way out of all this would be if the UK would expressly be given some leeway in this
area. On the basis of Article 2(1) TFEU Member States may act even in areas of exclusive EU
competence “if so empowered by the Union or for the implementation of Union acts.” On the basis
of this, it has been argued that “authorizing the UK to start trade negotiations with third countries
would be a possibility, especially for the period after triggering Article 50 TEU, but depends
entirely on the goodwill of the EU institutions and the remaining Member States.”48 This could be
done if the UK acts in close cooperation with the EU and within a given mandate.
From a more practical perspective the question emerges what would happen if the UK did
violate EU external relations law before formally departing from the European Union. In a legal
sense, nothing seems to stand in the way of the European Commission using its usual armoury of
infringement proceedings based on Articles 258 and 260 TFEU. The same would hold true for the
27 other Member States. The Court, in turn, could use the fast track procedure in order to render
a judgment before the Brexit actually takes place. Yet, in purely political terms, any violation of
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EU law during the negotiations would most likely backfire and not help the UK’s position and be
potentially detrimental to the result it aims to achieve.
2.2.

Post-Brexit obligations

A final question in relation to the UK’s competences would be to what extent it would really be
completely free to conclude international agreements post-Brexit. Obviously, as a non-EU
Member State, the UK would no longer be restricted by the division of competences or by any
principle guiding the EU and its Member States’ external activities. Yet, in some situations an echo
of its former membership may still affect the freedom the UK so dearly hopes for. First of all, the
way in which the UK remains connected to the internal market may have some influence. While
most options that are currently discussed (at least by academics) foresee a clear decoupling
between the UK and the EU, participation in parts of the internal market may lead to (de jure or
at least de facto) restrictions on the substantive issues the UK can agree on in international
agreements with others. Thus, acceptance of EU-standards to guarantee market access will make
it difficult to negotiate completely different rules for goods or services with third States. Secondly,
participation in external policies, such as the Union’s foreign and security policy, will result in
restraints on the UK’s foreign policies as it will be unacceptable for the EU and its Member States
that the UK participates in Union policies (e.g. in relation to sanctions or military missions) while
maintaining a different agenda outside those policies. Finally, it is not completely excluded that
certain restraints may still flow from previous arrangements. Increasingly, the need for transition
arrangements is mentioned to allow the UK and the EU to have more time for the rearrangements.
It is thus not to be excluded that the UK, while being formally out, will still be bound by a number
of transitional arrangements and hence perhaps even by some aspects of the division of
competences.49
Finally, it goes without saying that also post-Brexit the rules and principles on the division
of competences remain intact for the remaining 27 EU Members. This also implies that the
exclusive competence of the EU in trade and other matters prohibits them from engaging in any
separate deals with the UK the moment this would “compromise the principle of unity in the
international representation of the Union”, in the words of the PFOS formula mentioned above.

3.

International Agreements concluded by the EU and its Member States

In that respect it is striking that neither the European Council (Art. 50) Guidelines of 15 Dec. 2017, nor the
"supplementary directives for the negotiation of an agreement with the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
Ireland setting out the arrangements for its withdrawal from the European Union", adopted by the Council on 29 Jan.
2018, expressly refer to the external dimension of a possible transition arrangement. However, in the draft withdrawal
agreement released by the Commission on 28 Feb. 2018, TF50(2018)33, some attention was paid to this, cf. Art. 124
Specific arrangements relating to the Union's external action.
49

Apart from the possibilities to conclude new international agreements, the question is what will
happen to existing agreements, or at least to the position of the UK in relation to those agreements.
The many different types of international agreements do not allow for a detailed analysis, but
many specific studies have already pointed to the extreme complexities in areas such as trade or
fisheries.50 Furthermore, as for instance pointed out by Odermatt, the European Council’s
Guidelines are far from consistent. On the one hand, they seem to accept that after withdrawal,
“[t]he United Kingdom will no longer be covered by agreements concluded by the Union or by
Member States acting on its behalf or by both acting jointly.” At the same time, the Guidelines
also set out that “[t]he European Council expects the United Kingdom to honour its share of
international commitments contracted in the context of its EU membership. In such instances, a
constructive dialogue with the United Kingdom on a possible common approach towards third
country partners and international organizations concerned should be engaged.”51
This section will address the question of the post-Brexit relationship between the UK and
bilateral or multilateral international agreements concluded before exit-day. A distinction is made
between agreements that were concluded by the EU only (to which the Member States are not a
party in their own right), mixed agreements (to which both the EU and its Member States are
contracting parties), and international agreements concluded by the Member States, either inter se
or with third States.
3.1.

EU-only Agreements

Agreements concluded by the EU usually apply to the territories in which the Treaty on European
Union is applied.52 These agreements are not just concluded in the area of the Common Foreign
and Security Policy, 53 but may also cover trade with key global partners. 54 Unless some kind of
transitional regime is agreed, 55 the territory of the UK will no longer be covered by the agreements
For an analysis of the many existing arrangement in the common fisheries policy, see e.g. the EP Report “Research
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29 VCLT, which sets out that a treaty is binding on a party in respect of its entire territory.
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after Brexit-day. Article 216(2) of the TFEU furthermore makes clear that international agreements
concluded by the EU are (arguably only) “binding upon the institutions of the Union and its
Member States”. On the EU side the situation is therefore quite clear: international agreements
concluded by the EU are no longer binding on the UK. The latter is neither bound through EU law
(Art. 216(2) TFEU), nor on the basis of international treaty law (Art. 34 VCLT56), although
specific situations may occur in relation to certain AFSJ agreements for which the UK has an optout (see further below).57
One could perhaps argue that the EU merely concluded the agreements "on behalf of" its
Member States and that the UK would thus remain bound once the competences are returned to it.
Thus, it has for instance been argued in relation to the 2014 WTO Government Procurement
Agreement – to which the EU is a party, but the UK is not – that “on leaving the EU, the UK will
succeed to the GPA in its own right, in accordance with rules of customary international law on
the succession of States to treaties, and practice under the GATT 1947, which ‘guides’ the WTO.”58
Yet, there are some serious flaws in this argument. As a preliminary point it should be noted
that the idea of the EU contracting on behalf of its Member States is linked to the notion of
"succession". The two notions should be separated. With regard to the idea that the EU acted "on
behalf of" its Member States, this idea seems contradictory to the EU’s separate international legal
status and its autonomous position as a global actor. The Treaty on European Union clearly
presents the EU as a separate international actor and over the years it has been accepted as such
(and alongside its Member States) by almost all countries in the world. Moreover, the text of the
agreements does not indicate the UK (or any other Member State) as a contracting party. In many
cases we are dealing with bilateral agreements and it would be difficult to simply read "the
European Union” as "the United Kingdom" in those cases. Finally, as also held by Odermatt, with
regard to the idea of "succession", it is far from clear that international law accepts the succession
of international organizations by former Member States. The Vienna Convention on Succession
of States in Respect of Treaties, for example, applies only “to the effects of a succession of States
in respect of treaties between States” and it is clear that the EU is not a State. 59
In other words, the UK will have to start from scratch, although it may in some cases aim
at what could largely be a copy of the agreements that were concluded by the EU. This, of course,
assumes that the other contracting parties would agree to such a solution. In fact, this should not
be taken as a given. One thing is to negotiate a trade agreement with the biggest trade block in the
world, quite another to negotiate it with a medium-size country on the fringes of Europe. 60 This is
Art. 34 of the 1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties provides: “A treaty does not create either obligations
or rights for a third State without its consent”. Art. 34 VCLT is considered a principle of customary international law
and is as such also binding on the Union (Case C-386/08, Brita v. Hauptzollamt Hamburg Hafen, EU:C:2010:91,
paras. 40–45).
57
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all the more so given the new preference in world trade for big package deals that require big
markets to support them. Furthermore, in some cases copy-pasting existing agreements to adjust
them for the United Kingdom would be less easy than it sounds, as many of the provisions were
tailor-made for the EU-situation and may require approximation of domestic law with EU acquis.61
One option needs further investigation, and that is the one used in the case of opt-outs by
EU members to certain agreements or arrangements. This option allows for Member States to be
bound by the agreement, not on the basis of EU law, but on the basis of international law. Examples
include the UK, Ireland and Denmark as regards part of the 2014 EU-Ukraine Association
Agreement,62 the special position of these Member States in relation to the 2000 trafficking
protocol to the Palermo Convention, 63 or Denmark’s position with regard to the 2007 Lugano
Convention. The latter in particular shows that it is possible to conclude an EU-only agreement to
which one Member State (Denmark) is a party in its own right (as are Iceland, Norway, and
Switzerland).64 While, in these cases a solution was intended to be found for EU Member States
with opt-outs in certain policy areas, in a conceptual sense not much seems to stand in the way of
exploring this further for a "full opt-out".
In any case, the third countries will likely need to be notified of the fact that their respective
agreements will no longer apply to a former part of the "EU’s territory".65 And, indeed, the
the EU without adjusting the quotas already applicable to trade between the UK and the third country concerned …
the rolling over of existing trade agreements, therefore, would involve renegotiation of at least some of their
provisions”, Monckton Chambers Blog, 6 July 2016 available at <www.monckton.com/brexit-mean-internationaltrade-agreements/>.
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"territorial scope" of international agreements concluded by the EU is not without significance. In
the case of trade or investment agreements, for instance, a shrinking territory may be particularly
worrisome for a third party, if only because in the case of Brexit, it loses 65 million consumers. 66
In addition, with regard to multilateral agreements in particular, other aspects, including budgetary
reallocations, could become part of the deal. 67
3.2.

Mixed agreements

At first sight, the situation could be easier in the case of so-called "mixed agreements" (concluded
by both the EU and its Member States with one or more third States or international organizations)
as the UK, as one of the signatories, seems to be a "party" in its own right and bound directly under
public international law. 68 Yet, in the case of bilateral mixed agreements in particular the Member
States and the EU are presented as a "team". This is often underlined by the preamble, where it
provides that the agreement is concluded between the third country, of the one part, and the
European Union and its Member States, of the other part, jointly referred to as “the Parties”.69
Significantly, several mixed agreements include a clause defining the term "Parties” as “the Union
or its Member States, or the Union and its Member States, in accordance with their respective
competences, on the one hand, and [the third country], on the other”.70 Furthermore, just as in the
case of EU-only agreements (see above), mixed agreements (again primarily bilateral ones) often
have territorial application clauses defined in terms of the territory of EU Member States. 71
According to Article 2(1)(f)-(g) of the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties (VCLT),
a State constitutes a "party" to an international treaty so long as it has consented to be bound by
the provisions of that treaty, which continues to be in force with respect to it and which has not
O.J. 2012, L 338/3. Some EU-only agreements even explicitly mention that the EU can only terminate the agreement
“in respect of all its Member States” (see e.g. Art. 8(7) of the Agreement between the EU and the Commonwealth of
Domenica on the short-stay visa waiver, O.J. 2015, L 173/21). See also Van der Loo and Blockmans, op. cit. supra
note 5 for these examples.
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been terminated in conformity with its own terms or the VCLT rules on the termination of treaties.
While most mixed EU FTAs contain specific provisions for the termination of their operation, they
do not provide for a special termination clause in case of withdrawal of a State from the EU. For
some, this leads to the conclusion that “the UK’s withdrawal from the EU will not as such affect
its capacity as a formal ‘party’ to mixed EU FTAs.”72 Perhaps the better question is to what extent
they will continue to apply to the UK.73
In that respect, it is essential to recall that these are not just international agreements that
the UK entered into individually, despite the remark made by Advocate General Sharpston that
Member States are parties to the agreement as sovereign States, “not as a mere appendage of the
European Union”.74 As an "integral part of EU law" – in the words of the EU Court – these
agreements are closely connected to other EU legislation and policies. Moreover, many mixed
agreements are concluded without a strict indication of what falls under EU competences and what
is still in the hands of the Member States. 75 In fact, many Council decisions only refer to the
participation of Member States in the agreement alongside the Union, 76 or explain in general terms
that the agreement is only concluded insofar as the agreement’s provisions fall under Union
competences.77 To distill the division of competences from the Council decision adopting the
Agreement remains difficult. The Council decisions on signature and provisional application state
that the listed provisions shall only provisionally apply “to the extent that they cover matters
falling within the Union’s competence”.78 Several Council decisions even explicitly state that “the
provisional application of parts of the Agreement does not prejudge the allocation of competences
between the Union and its Member States in accordance with the Treaties”.79 Thus, also the
See also Volterra, “The impact of Brexit on the UK’s trade with non-EU Member States under the EU’s mixed free
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provisional application does not provide a clear indication of the provisions falling under Union
or Member State competences. 80 The same holds true for so-called "Declarations of competence"
that may be attached to an international agreement to give third parties an indication of the
responsible parties on the side of the EU. Both the dynamic character of the division of
competences and the sometimes not very concrete wording do not allow for too much reliance on
these declarations in defining the exact delimitation. 81
One might argue that all of this is no longer relevant since the UK would become
responsible for the entire set of provisions anyway, including the ones that previously fell under
the exclusive powers of the EU. Yet, the problem is that on the EU-side mixed agreements were
concluded by the States as Member States functioning within the institutional and substantive
setting that governs the status and implementation of international agreements in the EU and
domestic legal orders. 82 And, in some agreements "the Member States of the European Union" are
indeed referred to as such. 83 Elsewhere we have argued that the deletion of the UK as a party could
lead to a form of "incomplete mixity". 84 In any case, negotiations will be time-consuming, not
only for the UK but also for all third parties. As most (at least bilateral) mixed agreements do not
contain clauses on the consequences of parties, the consent of the third State(s) will be needed for
the UK to be allowed to withdraw as a party (cf. Art. 54 VCLT). Unwillingness on the side of other
parties may result in an interesting legal situation in which the UK would not be able to withdraw
under international treaty law, despite the fact that this withdrawal may be seen as a logical
consequence of Brexit under EU law. At the same time, it would be difficult to force third States
to continue to accept the UK as a partner to an agreement even if this were possible. After all, the
very reason that the signature of the UK was accepted may have been its EU membership. Finally,
for third States, withdrawal from the EU by a treaty partner may form a fundamental change in
circumstances (cf. Art. 65 VCLT). 85
Would it be possible for the UK to remain a party to a mixed agreement? Theoretically this
would not be impossible. 86 International treaty law is quite flexible, as long as all parties agree. In
On the various statements, see Van der Loo, “CETA’s signature: 38 Statements, a joint interpretative instrument and
an uncertain future”, CEPS Commentary, 31 Oct. 2016.
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(2013),
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available
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Blockmans, op. cit. supra note 5.
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any case, a legal instrument (e.g. a protocol) seems to be required stating that the withdrawing
Member State takes over the rights and obligations it previously had under the agreement as an
EU Member State and that it joins the agreement as a third party. In all likelihood, this would
trigger negotiations to accommodate unforeseen practical problems. While under Treaty law it
would be obvious that such a legal instrument would need to be ratified by all parties (the EU, its
27 Member States, the third party and the withdrawing Member State), practice may reveal that
these protocols are concluded by the EU alone, following the example of protocols in the reverse
situation, the accession of a new Member State. It is important to note that the changing status of
the UK would change the nature of a bilateral agreement to a multilateral agreement. 87 Finally, in
this respect, it should be stressed that international agreements that have not been ratified by the
UK may have to be adapted. While they may already provisionally apply on the basis of the
ratification by the EU, their full entry into force may depend on the ratifications of all parties.88
With regard to mixed agreements, different considerations indeed apply to bilateral and
multilateral agreements.89 In the case of bilateral agreements (between the EU/Member States and
a third party),90 the UK would cease to be a party, but this will not happen automatically. The
question is whether a simple notification to third parties would suffice, or whether renegotiations
are in order. It has been argued that “in order to extract itself from a mixed agreement, the UK will
need to repeal its approval act that ratified the agreement and terminate or denounce the agreement
as foreseen in the agreement’s termination or suspension clause. Contrary to EU-only agreements,
the UK is a contracting party to the agreement for the mixed elements of the agreement and these
termination and denunciation clauses are applicable.”91 And, indeed, we may very well need
arrangements “between the EU, its 27 remaining Member States and the other contracting parties,
and laid down in a legally binding act”, which as an amendment of the mixed agreements “may
need the consent of all involved and − depending on the format − possibly even ratification”.92 It
is expected that all of this will form part of the withdrawal agreement, possibly on the basis of
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transition provisions. 93 It remains important to keep in mind, however, that these arrangements
cannot simply be done unilaterally, but will have to include the respective third States.
In the case of multilateral agreements (between the EU, the Member States and a (large)
number of other States), the UK could perhaps remain a party, 94 although a notification regarding
the changed situation would be required and an adjustment of some of the commitments could be
necessary. Indeed, it should not be excluded that also in this case the UK’s continued participation
may become subject to negotiations between the EU, its Member States and third countries
(including the UK in a new special position). This may result in solutions on the basis of, for
instance, additional Protocols or by replacing the UK’s participation in a multilateral mixed
agreement by a "UK only" agreement. For this reason, the withdrawal agreement may perhaps
include some provisions on how to proceed in these situations, including the need for notifications
and other arrangements. A transition period, allowing the UK to remain covered by certain
international agreements for a certain period after Brexit, could also be envisaged (see further
below).95 In any case, it is clear that also in relation to multilateral agreements, the UK will become
responsible for the implementation of all provisions, including those related to the EU’s external
competences. Depending on the type of agreement, this may require a number of additional
domestic implementation measures as these will no longer reach the UK through EU law.

3.3.

Agreements concluded by EU Member States

A separate category is formed by what we may perhaps term "Member States-only" agreements.
Obviously, Member States have remained "States" and in areas in which they are still competent
to do so, they have continued to conclude international agreements, either with third States or
among themselves (inter se).96 The EU treaties even expressly mention the competence of Member
States to enter into international agreements with third countries; 97 and this competence may also
See more extensively on the transition arrangements Dougan, op. cit. supra note 55. The currently available draft
Withdrawal Agreement (28 February 2018) pays attention to the external dimension of Brexit in one provision only,
Art. 124, which largely extends the obligations of the UK (including the duty of sincere cooperation) throughout the
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interesting to note that in the UK's version of a possible Withdrawal Agreement of 20 February 2018, Art. X+3 largely
echoes
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be included in EU secondary legislation. 98 While, prima facie, these agreements are not part of the
Union’s legal order99 and would thus not be affected by the withdrawal of a Member State from
the EU, there may be clear links with EU law. This is particularly true when Member States are
authorized by the EU to conclude international agreements, for instance in areas in which the EU
is exclusively competent, but for practical reasons not able to exercise this competence. 100
Allan Rosas listed four main reasons why some international agreements do not count the
EU among their contracting parties:101 1. many agreements were concluded by Member States
before they became EU members or before an EU competence in a particular area became clearly
established; 2. the agreement may concern a matter that is still outside an EU competence; 3. the
EU Commission or the Council may prefer, for political or other non-legal reasons, not to conclude
an agreement despite the existence of a Union competence to do so and, in the case of a multilateral
convention, despite the existence in the agreement of a clause enabling an integration organization
like the EU to become a contracting party; and 4. a multilateral agreement may be closed to EU
adherence by limiting the right to adhere to “States”. To complicate things, agreements can be
concluded before and after EU membership and can, in both cases, be concluded with third
countries or between Member States inter se.
What consequences will Brexit have on these agreements? Specific references in the
treaties to agreements inter se (such as on the Benelux in Art. 30 TFEU) do not seem to apply to
the UK. Yet, some secondary instruments also allow for specific arrangements between Member
States, despite the fact that a clear link with EU law is maintained. 102 A case in point is also formed
by the over 150 intra-EU bilateral investment treaties (BITs). Despite the fact that the Commission
works hard to make an end to BITs – in particular now that direct investments are covered by EU

See further below (and infra notes 100 and 102).
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on the law applicable to contractual obligations (Rome I), O.J. 2008, L 177/6 and Parliament and Council Regulation
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exclusivity – these agreements have not completely disappeared. 103 One could argue that, postBrexit, the UK as a third State would be free to maintain its 12 existing agreements with EU
Member States.104 While this may be the case for the UK, it may not be the case for EU Member
States. In areas such as air transport, investments, or specific parts of private law, the intention is
gradually to phase out agreements concluded by Member States, and this will also affect the UK.
Hence, renegotiations may be in order even for these agreements. Furthermore, the state of
European integration may stand in the way of new bilateral agreements with EU Member States.
Thus, it has been argued that negotiating post-Brexit bilateral arrangements in the area of free
movement with selected Member States may be deeply problematic from the point of view of nondiscrimination and the basic idea of European unity. 105
In relation to agreements concluded by the Member States and other third countries the
question may also arise whether they have no effect at all on the Union. After all, “[a]fter 50 years
of existence, the EU has engendered a dense legal order. On occasion, its legislative activity
reaches beyond the EU’s legal space and incidentally affects relations between third parties and
EU members.”106 It is well known that in International Fruit,107 the Court had no difficulties in
accepting a binding effect of the GATT 1947 on the Community, despite the fact that it was not a
party to that agreement. Indeed, the notion of "succession" played a crucial role in that respect:
competences were fully transferred from the Member States to the Community and this was
recognized and accepted by third States.108 Exceptional as this situation may be, the question is
what the legal and/or practical status is of agreements in which the UK mainly acted as an "agent"
of the Union as (over time) it lost competences in this area 109 as the Union exercised its so-called
"normative control". 110 True, the UK remains a party in its own right, and one might argue that it
simply regains its status as a full party in any practical sense now that it becomes responsible again
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in substantive terms. Yet, the implementation of those agreements was basically done on the basis
of EU rules and in close alignment with EU law and policies. One may think of multilateral
international agreements in the maritime or fisheries area, on the basis of which the UK is a
member of international organizations (such as the ILO or the IMO) in which it, so far, mainly or
partly acted as an agent of the Union. A recent statement of the International Tribunal for the Law
of the Sea (ITLOS) is illustrative in that respect: “In cases where an international organization, in
the exercise of its exclusive competence in fisheries matters, concludes a fisheries access
agreement with an SRFC Member State, which provides for access by vessels flying the flag of
its member States to fish in the exclusive economic zone of that State, the obligations of the flag
State become the obligations of the international organization.”111 While the status of agreements
concluded by the Union may be clear, the question may be raised to what extent agreements
concluded by Member States are (also) part of the Union’s legal order,112 in which case
disentanglement from that order may be more complex than a withdrawal of a Member State
would suggest. It is true that the situations that come to mind concern multilateral agreements to
which all Member States are a party, but even "UK-only" agreements should not be a priori
excluded. As an example, the UK is a signatory to 84 BITs with other countries, 113 but also the
Regulation on Financial Responsibility, 114 for instance, may very well reveal issues arising over
the transition, over whether the EU or UK should bear financial responsibility arising from a
dispute under an international agreement.
A related question concerns the relevance of so-called "disconnection clauses", that may
have been inserted in multilateral conventions (e.g. the ones concluded in the framework of the
Council of Europe) to ensure that between EU members the relevant provisions of Union law apply
rather than the provisions of the international agreement. 115 These clauses thus regulate the
applicable law between Member States inter se (or between the Union and the Member States) on
issues dealt with by the multilateral agreement. They are meant to solve potential conflicts between
EU law and international law and preserve the autonomy of the Union’s legal order. The question
of whether and how the UK should be "reconnected" after Brexit seems to be provided by the
clauses themselves, which (in their quite standard form) read like this:
“Parties which are members of the European Union shall, in their mutual relations apply
Community and European Union rules in so far as there are Community and European Union rules
governing the particular subject concerned and applicable to the specific case, without prejudice to
the object and purpose of the present Convention and without prejudice to its full application with
other Parties.” 116
Request for an Advisory Opinion submitted by the Sub-Regional Fisheries Commission (SRFC) ("Request for
Advisory Opinion submitted to the Tribunal"), Advisory Opinion of 2 April 2015, Case No. 21, para 172 (emphasis
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The EU and its Members made clear that the disconnection clause does not affect the rights of
third parties.117
One could argue that post-Brexit, the disconnection clauses will simply no longer apply to
the UK. As a non-EU State, the UK will become bound by the full range of obligations in the
multilateral conventions, irrespective of any existing EU rules governing the subject, and in many
cases UK compliance with these agreements may need to be based on domestic UK law, replacing
the current EU rules. At the same time, the disconnection clauses seem to have created two
separate sets of rules on the basis of which – in the words of Cremona – “‘the EC/EU and its
Member States’ are to be regarded as linked to each other rather than completely independent visà-vis other Parties.”118 Also in this case, practice will reveal to what extent the UK can easily shift
from one regime to the other. Ten years ago, the question was already raised “whether it will
always be easy to draw a clear line between ‘legal relations between EU Member States inter se’,
on the one hand, and their relations towards third States, on the other.”119 Again, it may be difficult
to disentangle the UK from the EU regime and to change the relationship with its former fellow
EU Member States overnight. And, just like the above-mentioned distinction between EU-only
and mixed agreements, also in this case differences will emerge between areas in which the
Member States are still largely in control and areas that have become subject to (almost) complete
harmonization.120

4.

Conclusion

This contribution focused on two particular aspects of Brexit: the extent to which the UK is
competent to negotiate and conclude new agreements to replace the ones concluded by the EU,
and the consequences of Brexit for existing international agreements. The main point was that the
UK will have to start from scratch in re-developing its international relations, as large parts of it
were regulated on the basis of EU external relations law. The existing division of competences as
well as the principles of sincere cooperation and primacy also make it difficult for the UK to fully
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prepare future relations with third States prior to exit day. A special transition arrangement for the
UK, either during or after the negotiation period, may be necessary to solve this problem.
As to the existing agreements, it was pointed out that with regard to all existing – EU-only
and (bilateral and multilateral) mixed – agreements there are legal obstacles preventing the UK
from simply "taking over". As rightfully noted by Volterra, “there is no ‘one-size-fits-it-all’
solution to this problem. Each mixed EU FTA must be considered on a case-by-case basis. Each
is a separate agreement that needs to be interpreted in accordance with its own wording, taking
into account its specific context, its object and purpose, as well as any special meaning that the
parties might have intended, pursuant to Article 31 of the VCLT.”121 In most cases renegotiations
are in order, or – as in the case of multilateral mixed agreements – at least notifications to inform
the other parties of a change in the division of competences. Also in the case of agreements
between the Member States, situations may change as the UK will no longer be bound by the rules
restraining cooperation of EU Member States inter se. As a third State, the UK will most probably
occupy a different position in those frameworks. Many of these issues may be dealt with by the
agreement negotiated between the UK and the Union on their future relationship. This arrangement
could include provisions allowing these agreements to continue to apply with respect to the United
Kingdom for a specific period during which the UK will have time to rearrange its external legal
relations.
This is not to say that the UK’s external relations regimes will by definition be very
different compared to what it is now. In a substantive manner it may be possible to copy-paste
many of the arrangements that are currently in EU-only agreements. At the same, there may be
possibilities for the UK to align itself to the EU’s foreign and security policy and to other external
policies, and it may continue to contribute to EU military missions. All of this, however, will be
done as a non-EU member, and the UK will not only have to be ready to "take back control" in
areas in which it was used to leaving international negotiations and participation in international
institutions to the EU, but also to "give up control" in the institutions of one of the most influential
global actors.

Volterra, op. cit. supra note 72.
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