
EU-UK: Resetting Relations  
in a Geopolitical World

The UK’s new Labour government aims to reconnect with Europe and the EU, a policy that coincides 
with the EU’s renewed interest in bolstering its global position amidst geopolitical tensions. While 
this opens up new opportunities to strengthen Europe’s security, economic clout and liberal values, 
the EU’s system of governance also dictates legal and political limitations to its relationships with 
third countries. Long-term success will require EU flexibility, pragmatism and coherence in forming 
new partnerships with like-minded partners to enhance its geopolitical standing. The UK, in turn, will 
need to present a coherent strategy for its relationship with the EU and continue to prioritize Europe 
in its post-Brexit foreign policy. 

Ursula von der Leyen, Political Guidelines for the next European Commission 2024-29

“We will work to strengthen relations with the United Kingdom on issues of shared interest,  
such as energy, security, resilience and people-to-people contacts.”

Facts and figures

Defence expenditure

Estimated impact of Brexit  
on the UK economy

Top EU trading partners 2022

UK citizens in the EU 
approx. 1.3 million.

Net migration of EU  
nationals to the UK
decreased from 322,000  
(2016) to est. -75,000

EU citizens in the UK
approx. 3.4 million.

Net migration of non-EU 
nationals to the UK
increased from 82,000  
(2016) to est. 797,000

Key agreements & governance

(€240 bn)

EU-UK Parliamentary 
Assembly
35 MEPs, 35 UK MPs

Withdrawal Agreement
Joint Committee

Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement 
Partnership Council

EU
UK

Reduction in long-term productivity by 
4% relative to staying in the EU, largely 
due to non-tariff trading barriers.

Despite post-Brexit losses in goods
exports, UK services trade exceeded its
2010-2018 trend by 2.8% by the end
of 2023. UK remains the world‘s se-
cond-largest services exporter.

1.6 % of GDP

(€64.7 bn)
2.3 % of GDP

The UK‘s share of trade with the EU is 
at its highest level since 2008.

Sources: ECIPE, Resolution Foundation, The Migration Observartory, UK in a Changing Europe, UK Parliament, World Bank.

UK trade in services

+14 % between 2019 and 2023.

€1561 bn

€1013 bn €971 bn
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Economic security vis-à-vis shared systemic rivals: Joint interest are most likely to emerge 
in the relatively new field of foreign economic policy, where geopolitics, industrial policy, 
technology and climate protection intersect. For instance, the EU and the UK can work to-
gether to strengthen energy security, deepen supply chain resilience and secure access to 
key raw materials. Alignment in these areas could expand to coordinated responses to the 
economic policies of China and the US. That said, the EU and the UK are both like-minded 
allies and systemic rivals, adding complexity to such collaboration. 

Cooperating in the field of EU foreign and security policy: Meaningful cooperation and 
indeed collaboration would require the EU to either adapt its rules for third party involve-
ment, or create exceptions – and thus a new cooperation model – specifically for the UK. 
Cooperation on defence industrial capacities seems unlikely in the short-to-medium term 
due to limited EU funding and proximity to single market rules which create significant 
barriers to UK participation. 

Expanding the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA): The UK government’s red lines 
prohibit meaningful re-integration of the UK economy and thus the elimination of non-ta-
riff trade barriers, which have to date harmed the UK economy more than the EU. For UK 
regulatory alignment to translate into market access, implementation mechanisms would 
be required that appear politically unviable to Labour. However, the TCA is designed to 
permit not only deepening but expansion, notably to include services in addition to goods 
trade. In particular, further integrating capital markets would likely benefit both sides.

Opportunities and barriers
In the short term, areas of cooperation will continue to be the defence of Ukraine, (where the UK provided early moral 
clarity and has proved a more reliable partner than many EU member states), aligning sanctions on Russia to the extent 
possible and preparing for Ukraine’s reconstruction. 

Further areas of cooperation going forward could be:
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Links
More on EU-UK relations in our latest publication Eyes on the Prize: 
Shifts in EU interests require a reassessment of relations with the 
United Kingdom and on our blog globaleurope.eu
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EU-UK snapshot in autumn 2024

Low-hanging fruits for 2024/2025

Strengthen institutional relations

Progress on the issue areas outlined above will require 
structured and dedicated discussion formats. Regular 
EU-UK summits at leader level, involving the President 
of the European Council, the President of the European 
Commission and the High Representative for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy, would serve this purpose. In-
viting the UK Foreign Secretary to attend Foreign Affairs 
Councils would further enhance cooperation, enabling 
further technical-level consultations between UK offi-
cials and the European External Action Service.

Define shared interests and work towards a Security Pact

An EU-UK joint declaration in 2024 or early 2025 would 
serve to define future ambitions in light of geopolitical 
and geo-economic challenges. The UK’s proposed Secu-
rity Pact provides a welcome opportunity for substan-
tial cooperation, but genuine substance will require a 
long-term, incremental approach. In the medium-term, 
building on existing G7 and NATO cooperation and le-
veraging the EPC for initiatives with non-EU countries 
would benefit both sides.

Participation of the UK in the  
Erasmus scheme

Securing continued fishing  
rights for EU fishers

Full implementation of  
Withdrawal Agreement and TCA 

A mobility deal for young people 
to live and work in the UKA wide-ranging security pact

Improved trading arrangements 
for food and plant exports

A better mobility deal for  
touring musicians

Mutual recognition agreement for 
professional qualifications

UK EU
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