
making concessions. I would say we [Britain and the EU]
are far from having reached the necessary financial
commitments before we can open phase two [in
the negotiations]. We are not halfway there”.3 Likewise,
German Chancellor Angela Merkel has propelled a
similar narrative: “This is about obligations that Great
Britain has entered into and that naturally must remain
on the books. It’s not about the cost of  divorce – that
makes it sound like fines”.4 Equally, European Commission
Lead ‘Brexit’ Negotiator Michel Barnier claimed:

You can’t have twenty-seven paying for what was
decided by twenty-eight, so what was decided by
twenty-eight member states – that has to be borne
out by twenty-eight member states right up to the
end. It’s as simple as that. I’ve been very disappointed
by the UK position, because it seems to me [to be]
backtracking on the original commitment of  the UK
to honour its international commitments, including
the commitments post-Brexit.5

This Policy Briefing does not take issue with these
assertions: earlier British governments bound the country
to honour the legal and moral responsibilities of  EU
membership; any decision to renege on these would only
validate the concerns of  the Europeans. Instead, it will
demonstrate that Britain, far from bowing down to EU
demands, is actively behaving as a responsible, albeit
temporary, EU member.

At the same time, this Policy Briefing will argue that the
British government would do well to push back against
the emergence of  a more malevolent undertone,
reflected in the attempts of  some EU politicians and

Introduction
The United Kingdom (UK) has come under intense fire
on both sides of  the Channel over the past year for its
decision to leave the European Union (EU). Perhaps the
most contentious issue to date has been the so-called
‘divorce bill’, which the country agreed to pay in the Joint
Report, issued by the UK and EU on 8 December 2017.1

Certain EU politicians and officials argue that the degree
to which London honours its longstanding financial
commitments will greatly determine whether the EU will
agree to a new form of  commercial relationship. The EU
quickly established a sequencing procedure, which the
UK subsequently – if  ill-advisedly – accepted. Its
objective was to force the British government to accept
EU terms before moving on to discuss a new
arrangement. This should not be a surprise: Britain is a
major net contributor to the EU budget; the loss of
British financial input will be keenly felt once the UK
leaves the bloc. Compounded by ongoing political
volatility in London and misconstrued statements by
some British ministers, it is entirely unsurprising that EU
politicians are suspicious of  whether or not the British
will pay, particularly if  negotiations are derailed.2

Consequently, the EU’s language and behaviour has been
at times strident and forceful: EU leaders have made it
clear that Britain must acquiesce to their demands before
any new trade relationship is reached.

For example, after British Prime Minister Theresa May
offered £20 billion as a settlement in her Florence speech
on 22 September 2017, French President Emmanuel
Macron dismissed the sum outright: “It’s not about
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payment of  a so-called ‘Brexit divorce bill’. Yet a false
accusation is emerging wherein London buckled under
the pressures of  an impending deadline, capitulated to
European demands, and so betrayed core UK national
interests.9 All manner of  British politicians have entered
the foray: former leader of  the UK Independence Party
(UKIP) Nigel Farage told Reuters the deal signalled the
betrayal of  British national interests: “The British prime
minister needs to say [to the EU]: ‘Look, either start to
behave reasonably, either start to behave in a grown-up
way, or … we are walking away [from concluding a trade
deal]’”.10 Priti Patel, resigning from her Cabinet position
earlier this year, similarly informed the audience of  a
Spectator-hosted event that Britain “should have had
conviction and clarity in terms of  our end state and
destination and presented that and been pretty forthright
about it as well”. “My views on money are pretty clear,”
she added, “I don’t like spending money so I would have
told the EU to sod off  with their excessive financial
demands”.11

Prominent politicians in favour of  remaining within the
EU have also criticised the conduct of  government
diplomacy. Labour MP Chuka Umunna targeted specific
Leave campaigners – now appointed Cabinet officials –
who omitted substantive discussion on the terms of
payment upon withdrawal: “Boris [Johnson], [Michael]
Gove and other Leave campaigners never said there
would be a big divorce bill to pay – quite the opposite”.
Sir Vince Cable stated: “If  these numbers are correct, it
means we’re paying a heavy price to leave an institution
that has benefited the country for decades”.12 And the
Scottish National Party (SNP) announced: “Despite
trumpeting the rhetoric of  taking back control, this latest
episode over one of  the key issues show this is a
government that has completely lost all control of  its
obsessive hard Brexit bandwagon”.13

Such verbal jousting is wholly irrelevant and inaccurate.
The ‘divorce bill’ is only an agreement-in-principle: one
wherein both negotiating parties have conceded the need
for a method by which to reliably calculate what costs
should be included in the final bill.14 The EU stipulations
contrast sharply with UK interests, however, over the degree
to which Britain honours its outstanding membership
commitments. Whereas the EU has argued the UK
should be theoretically expected to contribute
approximately €30 billion (£27 billion at current prices)
alone to its outstanding commitments, London insists the
UK will only contribute in accordance with its prior
seven-year budgetary commitments and thereby ensure
no member state is impoverished by British withdrawal.
This sum might total €20 billion (£18 billion), to be paid
incrementally until a mutually agreed date. Doubtless to
say, the UK will need to honour long-term commitments
like pensions contributions and contingent liabilities (i.e.,
loans that are guaranteed to Ireland and Ukraine, repaid
to Britain); but since these could each potentially total
another €10 billion (£9 billion) and €11.5 billion (£10

officials to taunt the UK or reposition it as a kind of
pariah state. The European Parliament’s lead negotiator
on UK withdrawal, Guy Verhofstadt MEP, is a case in
point: whereas Mrs May sought to allay the concerns of
the Europeans in her Florence speech, Mr Verhofstadt
responded, to scornful and derisive laughter, by asserting
that: “She [Mrs May] chose Florence because Florentine
politics in the 15th century made her feel at home I
think – backstabbing, betrayal, noble families fighting for
power and so on. So, I think it is an environment that
she recognised very well”. 6 More seriously, on a later
occasion, Mr Barnier accused Britain of  reneging on its
commitments to European security, notably in the fight
against Islamist extremism:

It [Brexit] was a decision that came after a series of
attacks on European soil, committed by young
people who grew up in Europe, in our countries. It
was a decision that came six months after the French
minister of  defence [Jean-Yves Le Drian] issued a
call for solidarity to all his European counterparts to
join forces to fight the terrorism of  Daesh [i.e.,
Islamic State]. Never has the need to be together, to
protect ourselves together, to act together been so
strong, so manifest. Yet rather than stay shoulder to shoulder
with the union, the British chose to be on their own again. 7

[Emphasis added]

As this Policy Briefing will show, such resentment is
largely without foundation. Mrs May has repeatedly
made this clear: “The UK may be leaving the EU
but we are not leaving Europe, and we are
unconditionally committed to maintaining Europe’s
security”.8 Consequently, the British departure cannot
be used to justify the allegations and smears in relation
to Britain’s supposed unreliability. On the contrary, this
Policy Briefing will emphasise that the UK continues to
underpin the geopolitics of  continental security, just as
it has done for at least the last 70 years, if  not the past
500. Finally, it will question whether or not the time has
now come for mainland European countries to honour
their own commitments to European security, given that
Britain and its North American allies continue to play a
disproportionate role in underpinning the wider
Euro-Atlantic order, on which the EU depends.

1. The ‘Brexit Bill’:
What the United
Kingdom Owes the
European Union
To settle its outstanding EU financial commitments, and
move talks on toward a future commercial relationship
with the bloc, London has now concluded negotiations
with its European interlocutors committing Britain to the
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Merkel articulated the idea most fervently during the
German general election in 2017 when she declared:
“Strengthening Europe means strengthening Germany.
The greatest security, the greatest peace project for us, is the European
Union” [Emphasis added]. 22 So far, UK officials and
politicians have failed to expand the context of  the
negotiations, to draw in alternative and connected matters,
not least those pertaining to European security.

Aside from the way in which it traps the UK and prevents
it from playing some of  its strongest cards, the ‘peace
narrative’ is highly problematic. Undoubtedly, EU
integration helped mainland Europeans to move beyond
their ancient feuds, but insofar as both the European Coal
and Steel Community (ECSC) and later the European
Community (EC) involved only a small number of
countries until the end of  the Cold War, the EU can
hardly be held responsible for European peace. Moreover,
the ‘institutionalisation’ of  the power of  the Atlantic
democracies – Britain and the United States (US) – upon
a largely defanged continent, stupefied by the trauma of
two consecutive world wars, has been largely overlooked.
By enlarging the context, it is possible to develop a more
sophisticated appraisal of  the way in which European
peace has taken root, as well as the unique role the UK
has played a special role in acting as its midwife.23

This order can be better understood if  relayed through
the analogy of  the ‘tenant’ and the ‘landlord’:

The UK played and plays a unique role in the system.
It is not in any meaningful sense ‘equal’ to the other
states of  the ‘club’ that it is leaving … because the EU
depends entirely on Nato [sic.], of  which Britain is
the dominant European member, for its security.

Accordingly:

The EU may be a club and it can make whatever rules
it likes, but it should never forget that the
Anglo-Americans own the freehold of  the property on
which the club is built. Brussels and the continental
capitals are at best leaseholders, and in many cases just
tenants of  this order. Put another way, the UK is not
just another European ‘space’ to be ordered, but one
of  the principal ordering powers of  the continent.24

To some extent, Mr Juncker has even alluded to Britain’s
special role as a kind of  European landlord, not least
when he declared that London could not use the
contributions it has made to European peace in the past
to make claims either against its final payment, or on a
future EU-UK arrangement. As he put it before the
European Council in October: “I’m not in a revenge
mood; I’m not hating the British. The Europeans have to be
grateful for so many things Britain has brought to Europe before
war; during war; after war, everywhere and everytime, but now
they have to pay” [Emphasis added].25

But Britain’s role has not subsided. As indicated by the
Secretary of  State for Exiting the EU David Davis,

billion) respectively, the UK has expressed an interest in
calculating its pension liabilities.15 And Brussels has alleged
that London would need to commit more than €20 billion
(£18 billion) in future investment projects amongst the
less-developed European member states – despite such
works only due to begin after the UK has left the EU.16

Britain, in other words, maintains enduring legal
requirements to pay into the seven-year budgetary cycle
that concludes in 2020. This bill is not an additional
expense heaped upon the British taxpayer; rather, the UK
government has always agreed to honour the bill. As
explained by Mrs May, on the day the British government
triggered Article 50:

Of  course we have to look at the rights and obligations
we have as a member of  the EU. While we continue
to be a member until we leave we will carry on paying
according to the obligations we have as a member.17

Her speech in Florence reiterated this stance:

...I do not want our partners to fear that they will
need to pay more or receive less over the remainder
of  the current budget plan as a result of  our decision
to leave. The UK will honour commitments we have
made during the period of  our membership.18

Thus, it would be mendacious to suggest the costs of
withdrawal – inherent to both the UK’s continued
membership and unwavering aspiration to uphold
international law – necessitate any reconsideration of  the
decision to leave the EU. 19 Equally, given that Britain
has already offered to settle its accounts amicably, it is
absurd to argue the EU has the UK ‘over a barrel’ on
this issue. 20 These responsibilities transcend the petty
squabbling of  multifarious politicians; to renege on them
so early in the negotiations would almost certainly give
legitimate credence to illusory European accusations of
British pariahood.

2. Comparing the
British and European
Commitments to
European Security
EU officials and politicians have sought to maintain the
focus of  the withdrawal negotiations exclusively on
UK-EU relations, insofar as this strengthens their hand and
compounds Britain’s isolation. Most pressingly, they have
been keen to overlook the British role in relation
to European defence and security since even before the UK
population voted on the future of  their EU membership.21

Here, they have been assisted by the growth of  what might
be described as the ‘peace narrative’, which equates
European security and prosperity directly with the project
of  European integration. Indeed, Chancellor Angela
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Germany, with all its wealth and prosperity – and a vast
trade surplus – has shortchanged European security by a
whopping US$142 billion. This means it has fallen short
of  its NATO spending target by 39%. Italy, a large and
wealthy country of  60 million people, has shortchanged
European security by almost US$90 billion, or 43%.
Another large NATO member, Spain, has shortchanged
European security by US$75 billion, which means it has
failed to meet NATO’s target by a massive 54%. And the
Netherlands, somewhat smaller, but nevertheless wealthy,
has shortchanged European security by US$64 billion, or
almost 42%. The failure of  large and wealthy NATO and
EU countries on the European mainland to meet their
commitments is thrown into astonishing contrast to the
less affluent countries of  Eastern Europe (i.e., Poland and
the Baltic states) which have managed to boost their
defence spending as a percentage of  GDP.

As NATO’s Secretary-General remarked last year, once
the UK leaves the EU, over 80% of  NATO defence
spending will come from outside mainland Europe, even
though continental European countries are the most
threatened, either from Russia to the east, or a
combination of  instability and extremism to the south.31

Over the past five year period, British defence spending –
at US$285.5 billion – accounts for 32% of  spending by
NATO and EU members, a figure that hides its true effect,
not least because many European countries’ armed forces
are unable to fight at the highest intensities, even in
self-defence. Worse, excluding the UK, the only states
belonging both to NATO and the EU that consistently
(2012-2016) spend more than 2% of  their GDP on
defence (i.e., Greece) account for just 13% of  the alliance’s
total European surplus, meaning that the UK contributes
87%. This means that Britain has effectively subsidised
the security and defence of  the European mainland by an
extra US$23.9 billion from 2012-2016. Moreover, in
terms of  the concrete commitments in support of  NATO’s
Enhanced Forward Presence, in the form of  troops,
armour and artillery, three of  the four ‘framework nations’
– the UK, the US, and Canada – will come from outside
mainland Europe, while only the British and Americans
will provide the alliance with an explicit nuclear guarantee,
insofar as France asserts nuclear autonomy and does not
partake in NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group.32

A country’s strategic commitment may also be quantified
by looking at the size of  its Official Development
Assistance (ODA), otherwise known as foreign aid. ODA is
important because it – if  deployed effectively – can
prevent threats from arising at source, by generating more
resilient, prosperous and integrated societies in regions
adjacent to NATO and the EU. Unfortunately, for
mainland Europeans, their spending looks little better
than their defence outlay. This is even more surprising
given that most European countries have long committed
in principle to spend at least 0.7% of  their GDP on ODA,
a target established in the 1970s and to which the EU
committed in 2005.33 Some EU countries, insofar as they

the UK still matches its commitments to European
security with a substantial military capacity.26 Indeed, the
strategic role countries like the UK continue to play in
underpinning European security can be readily
quantified by analysing European military spending,
important because it provides the means for countries to
procure armaments to protect themselves and their allies.
So, logically, the larger the military budget, the more
significant the country is likely to consider its regional or
global obligations, especially if  it feels that it is not under
threat of  direct attack. Here, British and American
defence spending contrasts sharply with most European
countries, almost all of  which have routinely shirked their
military obligations for several decades and show – with
few exceptions – little sign of  improvement.

Given the stagnation of  mainland European military
expenditure during the mid-2000s, all North Atlantic
Treaty Organisation (NATO) members agreed, albeit
non-bindingly, at a Meeting of  Defence Ministers in the
run-up to NATO’s Riga Summit in 2006, to gradually
increase their defence spending to 2% of  their GDP.27

However, those mainland European members of  both
NATO and the EU failed to uphold their commitment:
by 2014, NATO’s official defence spending statistics
reveal that the same countries were collectively spending
just 1.23% of  their GDP on defence. 28 Thus, with the
Russian annexation of  Crimea in 2014, and subsequent
invasion of  Eastern Ukraine, along with a push from
London and Washington, NATO formally committed
itself  during the Newport Summit to enhancing military
expenditure to 2% of  GDP within ten years.29 This would
mandate an increase of  just under 0.08% of  GDP per
year until 2024 to reach the target. Yet, since then, most
mainland NATO/EU countries have failed to keep up
with their targets: in 2015 they only spent 1.28% of  GDP
on defence, instead of  1.31%; in 2016 they only spent
1.32% instead of  1.38%; and in 2017, they will likely
spend only 1.42%, rather than 1.48%. As such, if  their
actual military spending is calculated in relation to what
they should be spending, i.e., 2% of  GDP, it is possible to
show by how much they are still shortchanging NATO,
and, consequently, European security. To invoke the US
President Donald Trump, this is what they might be seen
to “owe” those countries – particularly the UK and the
US – that are already meeting their obligations.30 Here,
as shown by Table 1 (overleaf), the countries that are both
mainland European members of  NATO and the EU
continued to shortchange the alliance – and therefore
their own security – by over US$96 billion in 2016, and
a shocking US$451 billion over the past five-year period
(2012-2016).

The largest and richest European countries are the
leading miscreants. France, ostensibly the alliance’s third
strongest military power, has shortchanged NATO, and
thus European security, by some US$24 billion over the
past five years, meaning it has missed the alliance’s
spending target by 9%. Over the same timeframe,
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and ODA spending is from Britain’s final payment to the
EU. Such accusations belie reality, tantamount to
nothing more than political deflection: The EU is not
only connected to NATO, but completely dependent on
the alliance; European integration is largely a product of
peace and security, not its cause. While the EU has helped
to dampen distrust between ancient opponents, Europe
is peaceful and prosperous today primarily because the
UK and the US have been willing to finance
sophisticated armed forces and nuclear forces to deter
countries – both within and without NATO, and by
extension the EU – from disrupting the status quo.
Whatever role the EU has played has been at best
supplemental.

To be clear, this Policy Briefing does not mean to imply
in any way that the final British payment to the EU
should be offset by European taxpayers, insofar as the
UK’s contribution to European security can be
quantified in both tangible and intangible terms. The
fact that the UK hasmet NATO’s defence spending goal
every year since 2006, as well as committing to spend
significantly more than the EU average on the provision
of  ODA, speaks for itself. British political and military
support for NATO, particularly in relation to the
Enhanced Forward Presence, also stands out. So, far
from being a force for disintegration and destruction, as
its opponents argue, Britain is still a resolute guardian of
the European order. Meanwhile, an argument could be
put that as they have shortchanged NATO and the
world’s poorest people by hundreds of  billions over the
past five years, the Europeans – particularly the largest
countries, Germany, Italy, Spain and France – have
undermined the security of  their own continent, and by
extension the integrity of  the EU.

Ultimately, given the UK’s enduring commitment to
European security, this Policy Briefing asserts that the EU
still owes the UK due regard and goodwill. As Britain is
unlikely to shirk its commitments to the EU, albeit in
keeping with the principle, as laid down by the European
Council’s negotiating guidelines, that “nothing is agreed
until everything is agreed”, 36 it is time to focus on the
future. Whilst many Europeans may still feel shunned
that the British decided to leave their union and chart a
new destiny, they are not entitled to behave as if  the UK
is a pariah state.37 Encased by a volatile strategic
environment, the EU will almost certainly need British
military support in the future, in the form of  the
country’s unique strategic military assets. So rather than
descend into mutual acrimony, the EU and the UK must
resist exchanging snipes, and instead work harder to
establish a new and durable relationship.

James Rogers is Director of  the Global Britain Programme
at The Henry Jackson Society. Jack Wright is Senior
Research Assistant for the same programme.

realise they are shortchanging NATO, argue their aid
spending would help them make up for the shortfall.34 In
almost all cases, though, it would not: according to the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), in 2016, almost all EU countries,
with the exception of  Sweden (0.94%), Denmark (0.75%)
and Luxembourg (1.0%), as well as the UK and
Germany, which spend 0.696% and 0.698% respectively,
spend less than 0.7% of  their GDP on ODA.35

Consequently, as shown by Table 2 (overleaf), if  the EU
countries’ (excluding the UK) actual ODA spending is
calculated in relation to the 0.7% target, it is possible to
ascertain that they have shortchanged the world’s poorest
people by over US$199 billion – US$39.8 billion per
year – over the past five year period (2012-2016). Whilst
Britain also shortchanged the world’s poor, by US$3.25
billion, over the same timeframe, the majority of  this
underspend occurred before the UK committed,
through an Act of  Parliament, to spending 0.7% of  its
national income on ODA per year. However, it should
be noted that Britain allocated on average 0.67% of  its
GDP on ODA during this five-year period, while the rest
of  the EU allotted less than half  as much.

Again, as with defence spending, the largest and richest
EU countries are the principal culprits. Although
Germany reached the target of  0.7% of  its GDP on ODA
in 2016, it has averaged at only 0.48% over the 2012-2016
timeframe, shortchanging the world’s poorest people by
US$36.4 billion. France, with the second largest mainland
European economy, and with its interests and colonial
inheritance in Africa and parts of  Asia, spent only 0.4%
of  its GDP on ODA from 2012-2016, meaning it
shortchanged the world’s poor by US$36.9 billion. Italy,
the third largest mainland European economy, spent a
lousy 0.19% of  its GDP on ODA during the same period,
meaning it shortchanged the world’s poor by a whopping
US$45.2 billion. Spain, the fourth largest mainland
European economy, and with a colonial history in South
America, spent an equally lousy 0.18% of  its GDP on
ODA between 2012-2016, meaning it shortchanged the
world’s poor by US$30.2 billion. Even Belgium and the
Netherlands, two of  the world’s richest countries, and with
colonial inheritances in Southern Africa and the East
Indies respectively, also managed to shortchange the
world’s poor, by US$5.9 billion between them.

Conclusion: What the
European Union Owes
the United Kingdom
Those who pressurise Britain from the European
mainland appear to have overlooked their own failures.
They will likely respond by claiming that NATO and the
EU are as separate from one another as their defence
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Development, 2017, available at: https://data.oecd.org/
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ODA data used in this Policy Briefing comes from this source.

36 See: ‘European Council (Art. 50) guidelines for Brexit
negotiations’, European Council, 29 April 2017, available at:
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04/29/euco-brexit-guidelines/, last visited: 8 December 2017.

37 In this sense, the British government should also back a
public relations campaign to correct the harmful narratives
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21 European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker:
“When I addressed the European Parliament back in June
2014, I was telling the Parliamentarians that amongst the ten
priorities of  my Commission, defence would be dealt with in a
very privileged way. Nobody – or more or less nobody – did
believe it at the time when I was saying this. That gives me the
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angela-merkel/, last visited: 8 December 2017. See also:
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9 May 2016, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/
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in Croft, S., Dorman, A., Rees, W. and Uttley, M., Britain
and Defence, 1945-2000: A Policy Re-evaluation (New York:
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