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In Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s iconic mystery, the Hound of the Baskervilles, we find 
Teresa May, the UK Prime Minister, up on the moor heading towards quicksand in a mire 
called Brexit. Only this time in this new scenario there seems to be no way out, no 
Sherlock Holmes to rescue her. 
 
Last night, 2 May, in local elections the Conservative party took a drubbing. Labour was 
not far behind. The country appears to be highly dissatisfied with the major parties and 
the votes went towards the Liberal Democrats and the independents. Marginal parties 
such as the Greens also fared well. 
 
In the spring of 2016 the then Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron ordered a 
referendum to determine whether the United Kingdom should remain in the European 
Union or leave it. It was a non-binding referendum but it was understood that whatever 
the result, Parliament would use it as a guideline and pursue the result’s objective. The 
PM called the referendum on the belief that he could quell the right wing of the 
Conservative party which has always been Eurosceptic. They getting stronger and more 
vocal and he wanted to politically kill them off. In any case, the results of the referendum 
backfired on him, he was forced to resign, and Teresa May took over. Though she was 
originally a remainer she had now changed her spots and became a leaver. She took on 
the mantle of the 17,400,000 voters who voted to leave and totally forgot the 16,100,000 
voters who chose to remain in the spite of the fact that the differential was only 2%. 
 
The referendum itself was voted upon after only 6 weeks of campaigning. Led by the 
incredulous Boris Johnson, the Tory right wing and the United Kingdom Independence 
party, UKIP, led by Nigel Farage, staged a campaign that was largely untruthful but the 
remainers, consisting of the centre of the Tory party as well as its liberal wing, staged a 
campaign that at best could be considered as poor. This had the effect of splitting the 
Tory party. In addition, Labour found itself split with its Midlands and northern 
constituencies voting to leave whilst its urban voters chose to remain. The resultant 
situation hurt the Labour party but not as bad as the injuries suffered by the Tories. 
 
Click forward a few months after the referendum, and the country, as a whole, began to 
find that it was not so easy to leave the European Union. The economic ties were 
particularly strong. Labour was also concerned about worker’s rights and other 
guarantees that the European Union brought to the United Kingdom over the years. The 
initial referendum promises of the Leave campaign were looking very shallow indeed 
and, in many cases, false. The £350,000,000 a week allegedly to be saved by not 
contributing dues to the European Union and which money could go to the country’s 
national health service, the NHS, was pie in the sky. 
 
Trade relations with other countries now seemed particularly dubious. The initial 
promises that it would be easy to negotiate with such countries as Japan and the United 
States turned out to be false. Indeed, international trade treaties were signed with only 6 



countries of which the largest was Switzerland and others of the size of Iceland and the 
Faroe Islands. The international trade secretary’s initial estimates turned out to be a 
blatant lie, though, to give him the benefit of the doubt, it was extremely naive on his 
part. 
 
The Prime Minister had chosen to exercise the get-out  clause of the treaty between the 
European Union and its members, so-called Article 50, very early on and the date of 29 
March 2019 was chosen as the leave date. It would give the country a two-year period to 
reorganise itself to face the brave new world. This fantasy from a country which is the 
5th largest economy in the world. Easy – peasy said the Prime Minister and the 
Parliament followed her advice. Well, it turned out not to be so easy, and by 29 March 
2019, the country was still totally unprepared to leave the European Union in spite of the 
now powerful right wing of the Tory party as well as other leavers saying it didn’t matter. 
We should leave anyway whatever the situation, they said. In the meantime, the Prime 
Minister had been forced by other voters in her party to advocate a softer Brexit, one 
which would leave the European Union but one which would still maintain strong trade 
relations with the EU. 
 
In all of the above there was only one problem: they never considered the position of the 
EU. Rather than entering into substantive negotiations with the EU from the beginning, 
the UK chose to set out its position first, it having been negotiated and supposedly agreed 
between the parties in the United Kingdom. The central problem was that the UK 
position, once having been negotiated, was essentially non-negotiable from that point in 
time. The UK then marched to Brussels and told them that these are its terms.  
 
Brussels was a bit amazed that the UK’s position was essentially non-negotiable and not 
subject to compromise. It was something that the EU could not accept and it was 
summarily rebuffed. In particular, there was the question of the border between the 
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, fully part of the United Kingdom. The EU was 
concerned that it would not follow the terms of the Good Friday Agreement set out in 
1998 between the Republic of Ireland, the Irish Republican Army and Sinn Fein, the 
Democratic Unionist party of Northern Ireland, the British government and incidentally 
the United States and Sen. George Mitchell who substantially negotiated its terms and 
agreement. All of this had been totally forgotten by the British government in its 
negotiations with the EU. At the very least the EU said that the border would have to 
remain soft, that is with no controls between the two sides. There must be total freedom 
of movement. Needless to say, this concept was an anathema to the Tory right wing as 
well as other leavers. 
 
The EU’s position essentially sent the Tories back to the drawing board. They were now 
forced to negotiate inside their own party to see what compromises could be made in 
relation to the EU’s position. Once this internal renegotiation had been finished (and it 
really never was as the right wing would not compromise), the Prime Minister called for 
a vote in Parliament in relation to her own form of Brexit. It was summarily voted down. 
She called another vote and it too was voted down. She called a third and then a fourth 
vote but the speaker of the House of Commons prevented the last one, invoking a rule 



first promulgated in 1806 saying that legislation presented to the House of Commons 
which has failed to carry cannot be voted on a second or subsequent time without it 
having been substantially changed. The PM’s legislation had not been changed at all and 
so no longer could be presented as it stood to Parliament to be voted upon. 
 
This presented a dilemma for the Prime Minister as she still wanted to enter her 
legislation and her Brexit deal for a vote. However, she will now have to tweak it in order 
to get it entered. Her problem is that she has become blinkered and she refuses to change 
her deal. This all happened before Easter and it is now 3rd May, after the Easter 
Parliamentary recess, and we are no further along. If she yet hasn’t learned a lesson, 
yesterday’s elections proved a drubbing for the PM, the Tory party and Labour. Their 
losses were made by gains by the Liberal Democrats, the Greens and the independents. 
These parties are remainers and want to stay in the European Union.  
 
The next event on the calendar is the EU elections to the European Parliament scheduled 
for 23 May. The UK MEP’s elected may never take their seats if the PM is able to 
negotiate a deal with the European Union before 30 June which she says she will do. If 
she does not do so, they take their seats in early July. The UK then has to 31 October to 
negotiate a trade deal and leave the European Union. If it does not negotiate an 
acceptable deal to both sides by that time, the UK has two other choices: either leave 
without a deal and accept all those economic consequences mentioned above or 
unilaterally revoke Article 50 and remain in the European Union as if nothing had 
happened. 
 
It has been estimated that £5,000,000,000 has been spent so far in contingencies for 
leaving the European Union. Multi-million pound sterling contracts were let out to the 
ferry companies to bring over drugs and emergency supplies to be warehoused and 
stockpiled. This was to begin on 29 March. It never occurred but the money was paid out. 
It doesn’t end there. Eurotunnel was left out of the equation and having felt rebuffed by 
not being permitted to bid for these lucrative contracts is now suing the government for 
discrimination. This mess will roll on and on. I am not sure of what the endgame will be 
and neither is anyone else sure as well. It is the biggest political mess I have ever 
experienced, the country is completely divided, whatever happens will take years to 
repair, and there is no end in sight. The main parties, the Tories and Labour, are 
hopelessly split and we appear to be heading towards a populist democracy rather than a 
Parliamentary democracy.  
 
Twitter will become the primary form of communications just like Donald Trump in the 
United States. We don’t have television shows such as Saturday Night Live or the Late 
Show. We could use Stephen Colbert over here. Meanwhile the Prime Minister fiddles 
and London burns.  
 
So what does Brexit mean? It means a political quagmire and social division. It will take 
years for the country to heal. Scotland is threatening again to hold an independence 
referendum in 2021. But maybe something good will come of this crisis. Maybe 
Parliament goes for proportional representation rather than the first past the post in future 



elections; maybe Parliament embraces the Internet and all future sittings become virtual; 
maybe parliamentarians will vote over the Internet; maybe the electorate will vote their 
concerns directly to their respective member of Parliament who then votes on their behalf 
according to what his or her constituents want; maybe Parliament will dissolve as it no 
longer will be needed in the 21st-century. Maybe we do need our equivalent of the Late 
Show. Meanwhile…. 
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