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1. Brexit, the transition period and the TCA in context
2. Methodology
3. Respecting Brexit and trusting Johnson
4. Conservative MPs under pressure
5. Brexhaustion and Bresolving
Conclusion

On 24 Decem ber 2020, the Trade and Co oper a tion Agree ment (TCA)
was pub lished after less than a year of ne go ti ations between the
United King dom and the European Union. The free trade agree ment
set out the fu ture UK-EU re la tion ship and needed to be voted on be‐ 
fore the end of the trans ition period on 31 Decem ber 2020, giv ing a
week to pass and rat ify the deal. Con ser vat ive Prime Min is ter Boris
John son re cog nised this tight timetable and pledged “scru tiny, fol‐ 
lowed by a par lia ment ary vote I hope on Decem ber 30” (John son
2020). Mem bers of Par lia ment (MPs) ac cep ted the ac cel er ated pro ‐
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cess and passed the deal on 30 Decem ber 2020 as well as the peers in
the House of Lords. By the next day, the TCA had re ceived royal as‐ 
sent and was ready to be come ef fect ive be fore the end of the trans‐ 
ition of the period. It form al ised the end of the Brexit pro cess with
the UK’s EU mem ber ship of fi cially com ing to an end. Since then, the
TCA has re ceived cri ti cism for its lim ited scope and its neg at ive im‐ 
pact on UK-EU trade. The re per cus sions of the deal raise ques tions
over the ad equacy of the rushed vot ing pro ceed ing and over the role
of the MPs hav ing voted for the TCA, par tic u larly the par lia ment ary
Con ser vat ive Party with its 80-seat ma jor ity.

Fol low ing the 2016 ref er en dum, the Con ser vat ive Party had pledged
to re spect the res ult that nar rowly de cided for the end of the UK’s
mem ber ship of the EU. Con ser vat ive Prime Min is ter Theresa May
con duc ted the ne go ti ations of the With drawal Agree ment that cre‐ 
ated the trans ition period until 31 Decem ber 2020 and struggled to
get her deal through Par lia ment due to back lash within her party, es‐ 
pe cially from a minor ity of hard line Brex iters (Allen 2018; Rus sell and
James 2023). John son re placed her by put ting Brexit at the centre of
his polit ical strategy. He purged the Con ser vat ive Party from MPs op‐ 
pos ing the EU exit, fa voured pro- Brexit can did ates at the 2019 Gen‐ 
eral Elec tion, rene go ti ated May’s deal with the EU and got Par lia ment
to vote for it (Al ex an dre‐Col lier 2020; Ford et al. 2021). The vote of
the With drawal Agree ment opened the trans ition period in which
John son ne go ti ated the TCA as the final ele ment in the Brexit pro‐ 
cess. MPs from all sides and par tic u larly within the Con ser vat ive
Party had spent years ar guing over the issue with a wide spread sense
of polit ical fa tigue. These vari ous trends cul min ated in the rapid
passing of the TCA, mak ing it a valu able case to un der stand the dy‐ 
nam ics of par lia ment ary scru tiny at a cru cial mo ment in Brit ish polit‐ 
ics.

2

This art icle aims to pur sue the on go ing dis cus sion on the im plic a‐ 
tions of the TCA and the long- term im pact of the UK leav ing the EU.
It will use the TCA as a case study to high light the ex tent to which
Brexit fa tigue spread within Par lia ment and es pe cially within the
Con ser vat ive Party. The focus will be on the par lia ment ary Con ser‐ 
vat ive Party hold ing the gov ern ing ma jor ity at the time and will qual‐ 
it at ively ana lyse the par lia ment ary scru tiny of the end of the Brexit
pro cess in 2020. After ini tial con tex tual and meth od o lo gical sec tions,
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the art icle will draw on em pir ical data from 26 semi- structured in ter‐ 
views con duc ted with Con ser vat ive MPs that voted in fa vour of the
TCA. This ori ginal data will provide novel per spect ives over the intra- 
partisan work ings of the par lia ment ary Con ser vat ive Party dur ing the
ad op tion of the TCA. The art icle con cludes that ideo lo gical and par‐ 
tisan con sid er a tions played a cent ral role in the passing of the TCA as
well as a gen er al ised fa tigue that dir ectly im pacted the scru tiny pro‐ 
cess. It con firms that a ma jor ity of in ter viewed Con ser vat ive MPs did
not pri or it ise par lia ment ary scru tiny and with drew from the pro cess
des pite the con sequen tial im plic a tions of the TCA. These con clu sions
dir ectly con trib ute to the un der stand ing of Brexit and the Premi er‐ 
ship of Boris John son as well as the dy nam ics in flu en cing par lia ment‐ 
ary scru tiny.

1. Brexit, the trans ition period
and the TCA in con text
At the 2016 ref er en dum, 51.89% of voters with a turnout of 72% opted
for ‘Leave’ and made Brexit the new real ity of Brit ish polit ics with the
gov ern ing Con ser vat ive Party pri or it ising its com ple tion (Evans /
Menon 2017; Zap pet tini 2019). Con ser vat ive Prime Min is ter Theresa
May ini ti ated ne go ti ations with the EU over the de par ture con di tions,
which res ul ted in the With drawal Agree ment. Brexit hard liners used
the lack of par lia ment ary ma jor ity to pre vent her from get ting the
deal ad op ted and forced May to resign (Byrne / Ran dall /Theak ston
2021). Boris John son be came the new Leader of the Con ser vat ive
Party and Prime Min is ter in July 2019. He ad op ted a more con front a‐ 
tional ap proach on Brexit by threat en ing the EU to leave without a
deal, ex clud ing op pon ents from his Cab inet and with draw ing the
whip to Con ser vat ive MPs that voted to pre vent a no- deal Brexit
(Allen 2023; Augé 2024). John son rene go ti ated May’s deal with the EU
and de cided to hold a snap elec tion in Decem ber 2019 to fi nal ise his
con trol over the Con ser vat ive Party. The elect oral cam paign fo cused
on Brexit with the Con ser vat ive mani festo pledging to “Get Brexit
Done” by passing the rene go ti ated deal and mak ing vari ous prom ises
for the time after Brexit (Leg gett 2020; Beck 2023). The strategy
proved suc cess ful, and the Con ser vat ive Party won 365 seats, the
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highest num ber for the party since the 1987 Gen eral Elec tion, giv ing
John son a com fort able 80-seat ma jor ity.

The large elect oral vic tory le git im ised John son’s Brexit policy and
cre ated a ho mo gen eity of views on the issue within the par lia ment ary
Con ser vat ive Party. Most can did ates were se lec ted after pledging to
sup port Brexit, which meant that dis agree ments and re bel lions on
Europe be came prac tic ally in ex ist ent (Thompson 2020). This al lowed
for a rapid passing by MPs of John son’s rene go ti ated deal in the first
days of the new Par lia ment. The deal settled the exit con di tions and
cre ated a trans ition period from 31 Janu ary 2020 to 31 Decem ber
2020 that would keep the UK in ex ist ing EU ar range ments until new
bi lat eral ar range ments were ne go ti ated (Wright / Eth er ing ton 2020).
John son re fused to ex tend the trans ition period bey ond that date,
even as the out break of the Covid- 19 pan demic com plic ated the ne‐ 
go ti ations (Augé 2020). The tight timetable heightened the stakes for
the ne go ti at ing teams as mu tual dis trust star ted to arise between
both parties. The UK gov ern ment planned the In ternal Mar ket Bill
des pite its con tent break ing pro vi sions of the With drawal Agree ment
and the European Union com plained that the Brit ish ne go ti at ing draft
came later than its own po s i tion paper (Win cott / Mur ray/ Dav ies
2022; de Rynck 2023). Years of dif fi cult dis cus sions and polit ical ten‐ 
sions around Brexit had re duced the ac cept ab il ity on both sides to
adopt a con cili at ory ap proach to wards the ne go ti ations.
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The pro spect of a deal was com plic ated by the vast scope of cre at ing
a com pletely new frame work of UK-EU re la tions that covered a vari‐ 
ety of sec tors with each its own po ten tial points of con ten tion. Fish‐ 
er ies, the role of the Court of Justice of the EU and pro vi sions for a
level- playing field con cen trated most of the dis agree ments until the
end of the ne go ti ations (Ush er wood 2021). On 24 Decem ber 2020,
both sides even tu ally agreed the Trade and Co oper a tion Agree ment
for a total of 2,555 pages. John son re cog nised that the deal was not
going “as far as we would like” and still urged par lia ment ari ans to
com plete Brexit by vot ing for the agree ment (Yorke 2020). This left
only seven days from the pub lic a tion to the single sit ting day that
would be on 30 Decem ber 2020, a day be fore the end of the trans‐ 
ition period. The im pos i tion of a third Covid- 19 lock down in Lon don
and large parts of the UK dur ing that period fur ther added pres sure
on the par lia ment ary pro ceed ings. These cu mu lated ex traordin ary
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cir cum stances led Bri gid Fowler from the Hansard So ci ety to cat‐ 
egor ise the scru tin ising role given to Par lia ment for the TCA as a
farce (Fowler 2020). She cri ti cised the short time between the pub lic‐ 
a tion and the vote as well as the prox im ity of the trans ition period
dead line, which she re gret ted forced a bin ary choice between the
TCA and no deal at all. On 30 Decem ber 2020, the de bate on the TCA
star ted shortly be fore 10am and a se lec ted num ber of 84 MPs were
al lowed to in ter vene (UK Par lia ment 2020). No amend ments were re‐ 
tained and, after four hours of dis cus sions, the TCA was passed by a
ma jor ity of 448. 359 Con ser vat ive MPs and 162 La bour MPs vot ing in
fa vour com pared to all other parties vot ing against (Votes in Par lia‐ 
ment 2020). The vote of fi cially fi nal ised the Brexit pro cess and the UK
ended its EU mem ber ship de liv er ing on the 2016 ref er en dum res ult.

Fol low ing ap proval by the House of Lords, the TCA was signed by
John son and re ceived Royal As sent on the same day. The EU had de‐ 
cided not to rush the par lia ment ary scru tiny and rat i fic a tion pro cess,
mean ing that the TCA ap plied pro vi sion ally until full ap plic a tion on 1
May 2021 (Coun cil of the European Union 2021). Since its com ple tion,
the con sequences of Brexit have be come the sub ject of sev eral pub‐ 
lic a tions with the TCA fea tur ing pre dom in antly due to its eco nomic
im pact. Data of the Of fice for Budget Re spons ib il ity (OBR) in dic ated
that the TCA cre ated trade re stric tions that re duced UK ex ports and
im ports by 15% as well as long- run pro ductiv ity by 4% (Of fice for
Budget Re spons ib il ity 2024). The OBR high lighted in the same re port
that trade deals with other coun tries were un able to com pensate for
the eco nomic loss of ac cess to the EU Single Mar ket, des pite politi‐ 
cians often claim ing the op pos ite. Eco nom ists showed that these re‐ 
per cus sions have re ver ber ated through the whole Brit ish eco nomy
and de creased the an nual out put (Fusac chia / Sal vatici / Win ters
2022; Ward / Webb 2024). The TCA clearly cre ated a reg u lat ory
frame work that has neg at ively im pacted the UK since its ap plic a tion
in 2021. The long- term nature of Brexit sim ul tan eously means that
the TCA’s im pact will con tinue through out the years. Its on go ing con‐ 
sequences for the Brit ish eco nomy raise ques tions over its rapid ad‐ 
op tion and rat i fic a tion, es pe cially in re la tion to the par lia ment ary
scru tiny pro cess con duc ted by MPs. This art icle will build onto such
ques tions to ana lyse the mo tiv a tions of Con ser vat ive MPs that en‐ 
abled the TCA to pass through their votes.
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2. Meth od o logy
Data on the in ner work ings of par lia ment ary parties is dif fi cult to ob‐ 
tain as most ex changes are se cret ive and oral. The most dir ect way to
un der stand the dy nam ics of par lia ment ary scru tiny is to talk to MPs
and in this case to the Con ser vat ive MPs that voted for the. The 26
in ter views used in this paper were col lec ted over the course of a year
between May 2023 and May 2024 as part of a doc toral re search pro‐ 
ject on the Premi er ship of Boris John son. They las ted around 40
minutes on av er age and took place at Port cullis House in Lon don or
on line. Tran scripts have been made of the in ter views and sev eral
quotes have been se lec ted. Crit ical Dis course Ana lysis (CDA) will be
ap plied to these ex cerpts to un der stand the trans la tions of per sonal
mo tiv a tions into polit ical decision- making. CDA the or ists like Teun
van Dijk and Ruth Wodak ex plained the func tion al ity of lan guage in
re veal ing ideo lo gies and power dy nam ics as well as its in flu ence in
struc tur ing polit ical con texts (van Dijk 1998; Wodak 2009). The ap‐ 
plic a tion of CDA will allow to ana lyse the se lec ted quotes by as sess ing
their polit ical mean ing, ideational con text and prac tical im plic a tions.
It will help to study the mo tiv a tions of MPs through the un der stand‐ 
ing the back ground un der pin ning their claims.

8

The 26 in ter viewees were sit ting Con ser vat ive MPs dur ing the 2019-
2024 Par lia ment. All 26 in ter viewees par ti cip ated in the par lia ment ary
pro ceed ings on 30 Decem ber 2020 and voted in fa vour of the TCA.
Only 3 of them asked to re main an onym ous with the 23 other ac cept‐ 
ing to be named. The group of 26 in ter viewees had a share of 84% of
males and 16% of fe males, which is close to the gender vari able of the
wider par lia ment ary Con ser vat ive Party (Uberoi/ Baker / Crack nell
2019). As shown in Table 1, 16 were back bench ers dur ing the 2019-
2024 Par lia ment and 10 held gov ern ment po s i tions of whom 4 dir ectly
as front bench ers. Stud ies showed that back bench ers tend to more
autonom ous in their par lia ment ary votes than front bench ers, even if
this did not hap pen in the case of the TCA (Le onard / Her man 1972;
Radice / Val lance / Wil lis 1990). Table 1 also shows that 13 stated hav‐ 
ing voted for Leave at the 2016 ref er en dum and 13 for Re main, cor res‐ 
pond ing closely to the Leave/Re main di vide of the wider par lia ment‐ 
ary Con ser vat ive Party (Lynch 2020). The full list with names, year of
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Table 1: List of in ter viewed Con ser vat ive MPs from the 2019-2024 Par lia ment

Name
Elec ‐
tion
year

2016
vote Func tion

An onym ‐
ous

An ‐
onym ‐
ous

Leave Back bench

An onym ‐
ous

An ‐
onym ‐
ous

Leave Back bench

An onym ‐
ous

An ‐
onym ‐
ous

Re ‐
main An onym ous (En vir on ment, Food & Rural Af fairs)

An onym ‐
ous

An ‐
onym ‐
ous

Leave An onym ous (Busi ness, En ergy & In dus trial Strategy)

Bob
Black ‐
man

2010 Leave Back bench

Crispin
Blunt 1997 Leave Back bench

Robert
Buck land 2010 Re ‐

main Sec ret ary of State for Justice and Sec ret ary of State for Wales

Conor
Burns 2010 Leave Min is ter of State for Trade Policy and Min is ter of State for North ‐

ern Ire land

Greg
Clark 2005 Re ‐

main
Sci ence, In nov a tion & Tech no logy Se lect Com mit tee Chair and
Sec ret ary of State for Hous ing, Com munit ies & Local Gov ern ment

Philip
Dav ies 2005 Leave Back bench

Ben
Everitt 2019 Leave Back bench

Peter
Gib son 2019 Re ‐

main PPS (In ter na tional Trade)

Jo
Gideon 2019 Re ‐

main PPS (Busi ness, En ergy and In dus trial Strategy)

Damian
Green 1997 Re ‐

main Back bench

Stephen
Ham ‐
mond

2005 Re ‐
main Back bench

Gor don
Hende r ‐
son

2010 Leave Back bench

first elec tion, 2016 vote and func tion dur ing the 2019-2024 Par lia‐ 
ment can be found below in Table 1.
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Kevin Hollin rake 2015 Re ‐
main PPS (Cab inet Of fice)

Daniel Kaw czyn ‐
ski 2005 Leave Back bench

Karl Mc Cart ney 2019 Leave PPS (Trans port)

Nigel Mills 2010 Leave Back bench

Car oline Nokes 2010 Re ‐
main Women and Equal it ies Com mit tee Chair

John Pen rose 2005 Re ‐
main Back bench

Rob Roberts 2019 Re ‐
main Back bench

Paul Scully 2015 Leave Min is ter (Lon don) and Min is ter of State (Busi ness &
Trade)

David Sim monds 2019 Re ‐
main Back bench

Craig Whit taker 2010 Re ‐
main Back bench

The in ter viewees were all asked the same ques tion: “Com pared to
pre vi ous Brexit de bates, the de bates around the Trade and Co oper a‐ 
tion Agree ment with the EU were much less heated. Were you per‐ 
son ally less in volved with the issue or did you trust the gov ern ment
to carry on?” The ques tion is phrased openly enough to allow re spon‐ 
ders to give a large an swer with sev eral de tails. It touches upon par‐ 
lia ment ary scru tiny by ask ing about the de gree of per sonal in volve‐ 
ment in the pro ceed ings lead ing up to the TCA vote on 30 Decem ber
2020. It also al ludes to intra- party dy nam ics by ask ing about the re la‐ 
tions between the par lia ment ary Con ser vat ive Party and the gov ern‐ 
ment. All 26 in ter viewees re spon ded to the ques tion and did so along
three main lines that will struc ture the find ings:

10

���There was a need to re spect the res ults of the 2016 ref er en dum as well as the
2019 Gen eral Elec tion and there was a high de gree of trust in the Prime Min ‐
is ter Boris John son and gov ern ment.

���There was an ob lig a tion for Con ser vat ive MPs to obey the in dic a tions of the
Con ser vat ive gov ern ment.

���There was a gen eral ex haus tion around the topic and a de sire to com plete
Brexit as well as the im pact of other is sues like Covid- 19.

The first type of jus ti fic a tion high lights an over all be lief in the need to
re spect the 2016 Brexit vote and the man date of the 2019 Gen eral
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Elec tion, which are both seen as le git im ising John son’s and the gov‐ 
ern ment’s policy on the TCA. It sug gests that through out the trans‐ 
ition period the MPs took a step back in terms of par lia ment ary scru‐ 
tiny since a demo cratic man date ex is ted to com plete the UK’s exit
from the EU. The second type of jus ti fic a tion al ludes to a pres sure
within the par lia ment ary party to fol low the gov ern ment’s line and
vote ac cord ing to the party’s de mands. It goes back to a wider tend‐ 
ency dur ing the John son Premi er ship to model the Con ser vat ive
Party along pro- Brexit po s i tions through sanc tions for op pon ents
and to cre ate a par lia ment ary party ho mo gen ous on the issue of the
EU exit. The third type of jus ti fic a tion un der lines the gen er al ised fa‐ 
tigue amongst Con ser vat ive MPs on the issue of Brexit and around
the in creas ingly tech nical nature of the TCA as an agree ment. It
stems from the de sire to end years of polit ical po lar isa tion on Brexit
and from the im pact of is sues like Covid- 19 on par lia ment ary work.
The in ter viewees some times covered in their an swers only one type
of jus ti fic a tion and some times all types. In the sec tions below, the
find ings are dif fer en ti ated by type of jus ti fic a tion and quotes are
provided to il lus trate the jus ti fic a tions given by the in ter viewees.

3. Re spect ing Brexit and trust ing
John son
Ne go ti ations for the TCA star ted a few months after the 2019 Gen eral
Elec tion. John son was suc cess ful with his elect oral bet of a snap elec‐ 
tion and the 80-seat ma jor ity polit ic ally sta bil ised the par lia ment ary
Con ser vat ive Party. The elect oral vic tory still res on ated with Con ser‐ 
vat ive MPs that ex pressed a sense of re spect and trust in the gov ern‐ 
ment. They were ready to del eg ate the TCA ne go ti ations to John son
and his gov ern ment as he just had re ceived an equi vocal man date in
fa vour of com plet ing the Brexit pro cess.

12

I think we were re lieved. […] We just won an elec tion. (Kevin Hollin ‐
rake) 
  
Be cause it was Boris, be cause we'd all done the ‘I'm going to sign up
to get ting Brexit done’ as part of the pack age for stand ing in 2019.
(John Pen rose) 
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The slo gan was Get Brexit Done and every one came in on that on
that kind of mood. There was a bunch of people who were much
more in clined to ques tion noth ing and just say: okay, do we get
Brexit done? The gov ern ment will sort it and we'll just go along with
what the gov ern ment says. (Rob Roberts)

The level of trust res ult ing from the 2019 elect oral man date res ul ted
in Con ser vat ive MPs will ingly step ping back from the pro cess. With
the end of the Brexit pro cess in sight, they sup por ted the ne go ti at ing
team led by David Frost to agree sat is fact ory ar range ments with
Brus sels. Hard line Brex iters like Daniel Kaw czyn ski and Philip Dav ies
ex pressed the need to get be hind the gov ern ment to bring the TCA
across the line. The Brexit cre den tials of John son and his team meant
that there was little fear com pared to pre vi ous ne go ti ations con duc‐ 
ted under May to have a final agree ment con tra dict ing core ideo lo‐ 
gical ele ments of Brexit.

13

It was like moths to a nat ural light drawn to wards Boris John son and
help ing him to get the agree ment over the line. […] All those factors
led to a des per a tion to get this across the fin ish ing line be cause we
saw massive dangers ahead. [Brexit] col lapsing and being re versed.
(Daniel Kaw czyn ski) 
  
Boris and David Frost, I had con fid ence that they knew what they
were seek ing to achieve and what their red lines were, and that their
red lines would be very sim ilar to my red lines. […] They were much
more ro bust in their ap proach to the ne go ti ations, really. At the end
of the day, that was prob ably bet ter, the best for both sides, be cause
I think both sides knew bet ter where each, the other side stood.
(Philip Dav ies)

A few in ter viewed MPs stated a lack of ex pert ise as a reason for the
lim ited par lia ment ary scru tiny dur ing the TCA ne go ti ations. The
tech nic al ity of the agree ment in volved com plex trade ne go ti ations,
which some MPs felt little equipped in terms of ex pert ise to un der‐ 
stand. As for other pieces of le gis la tion, the House of Com mons Lib‐ 
rary pub lished a con cise sum mary in ac cess ible of the TCA to help
MPs make an in formed de cision (Fella et al. 2020). None of the in ter‐ 
viewees men tioned the ex plainer and it is prob able that many did not
read it be fore the vote. This im pres sion of in dif fer ence for the de tails

14
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of the TCA was dir ectly ad dressed by Crispin Blunt, who simply
stated that he had no in terest in the deal. MPs be came more in ter‐ 
ested in the deal as a fi nal ity to com plete Brexit rather than in the de‐ 
tails of an agree ment es tab lish ing new ar range ments for a vari ety of
sec tors.

I never really got into the big de tail of trade. You have to leave the
ex perts to do their bits at some points. So, trust other col leagues to
do their bit. (Paul Scully) 
  
The mech an ics of it were less sig ni fic ant, if that makes sense. Un less
you have a his tor ian's back ground or a legal back ground and are
really kind of tuned into the minu tiae… (Jo Gideon) 
  
The [TCA] never par tic u larly in ter ested me. All the check ing of goods
and everything else. (Crispin Blunt)

The vote just a day be fore the end of the trans ition period prac tic ally
meant that MPs had a choice between the TCA and no deal at all. Sev‐ 
eral MPs, es pe cially those hav ing voted Re main in 2016, ex plained
that they put aside their scep ti cism about the lim it a tions of the deal
in order to not risk a no deal scen ario. They still cri ti cised the min‐ 
imal scope of the TCA agreed by John son that left most tech nical de‐ 
tails to be agreed at a later stage. In prac tice, the TCA has not been
amended since the vote, even if the Wind sor Frame work has in tro‐ 
duced modi fic a tions for the post- Brexit ar range ments in North ern
Ire land (Sar geant / Savur / Mar shall 2023). The po ten tial risk of no
deal led most MPs to dis reg ard the de tail and to prefer to vote for the
agree ment. Only Robert Buck land ex pressed act ive in terest in the
TCA with the Cab inet Of fice send ing him a copy on the day of the
agree ment’s pub lic a tion. He re cog nised that he was alone in that re‐ 
gard with other Con ser vat ive col leagues not shar ing his in terest for
the TCA and its im plic a tions.

15

Even people who are ar dent Re main ers, I re mem ber Hil lary Benn
say ing this, a trade deal by the end of the trans ition period is in
every body’s in terest. This is not the time we need to be op pos ing it.
(Nigel Mills) 
Was [the TCA] bet ter than hav ing no trad ing co oper a tion agree ment
at all? Yes, it is. Was it the basis from which we could start over a
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longer period of time to look at our trad ing re la tion ships with the
EU? Yes, it is. (Stephen Ham mond) 
  
It was kind of typ ical John son ‘I've got a deal that nobody else could
get’. Es sen tially by tak ing out most of the con tro ver sial bits and leav ‐
ing them for later. (David Sim monds) 
  
I was able to start read ing the full agree ment on Christ mas Day. So
in ter ested was I in its terms and anxious to make sure that we were
able to cre ate it as the start of a new re la tion ship with Europe. I'm
not sure all my col leagues were as ves ted in it as I was, but I cer tainly
re mem ber being very ves ted in it. (Robert Buck land)

The lim ited scope of the TCA was ac know ledged by most of the in ter‐
viewed MPs, who re gret ted the ab sence of more am bi tious or wide- 
ranging pro vi sions. One of the an onym ous in ter viewees had lob bied
the gov ern ment for tougher fish er ies reg u la tions and ex pressed her
anger at the dis reg ard of these de mands in order to se cure a deal by
the 31 Decem ber dead line. As be fore, these MPs re cog nised the un‐ 
sat is fact ory nature of the TCA and still ac cep ted to vote for it as they
trus ted the gov ern ment or did not want to risk no deal.

16

The tech no cratic real ity was it wasn’t as good a deal in many re ‐
spects. (John Pen rose) 
  
The min is ter I'd been lob by ing and cam paign ing to make sure that
our fish er ies got a good deal in the free trade agree ment that was
done. […] When Boris was in Paris or Brus sels, wherever he was, ba ‐
sic ally that wasn't. I was very angry, be cause I felt that I un der stand
why eco nom ic ally our fish er ies are re spons ible for a very small part
of our GDP. Ob vi ously, busi nesses, small busi nesses are more im ‐
port ant and in order to get the best deal for small busi nesses, we
have to sac ri fice our fish er ies. (An onym ous) 
  
I trus ted those that were in Num ber 10 or around the Prime Min is ter.
Per haps na ively in fact, be cause things hap pen and whatever else.
(Karl Mc Cart ney) 
  
Frankly, there was no other deal avail able at that point. […] There
were no al tern at ives. It’s just… There were no real choices. (An onym ‐
ous)
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The first type of jus ti fic a tion showed that the de sire to re spect the
2019 Gen eral Elec tion and in dir ectly the 2016 Brexit ref er en dum res‐ 
ult led Con ser vat ive MPs to vote for the TCA. John son’s elect oral
man date and the Brexit cre den tials of his gov erne ment cre ated a re‐ 
la tion ship of trust in the ne go ti at ing team. The loom ing trans ition
period dead line with the fear of no deal added pres sure onto MPs to
ac cept the TCA as it was. Even if some MPs re cog nised the lim it a tions
of the agree ment, the im possib il ity to de vise al tern at ives cre ated a
situ ation in which this deal be came the only deal. These factors re‐ 
duced the de gree of par lia ment ary scru tiny by lim it ing the de gree to
which MPs de cided to par ti cip ate in the usual decision- making pro‐ 
cess. They pre ferred to re tract from the pro cess in order to let the
gov ern ment com plete Brexit on the basis of the deal agreed with the
EU.

17

4. Con ser vat ive MPs under pres ‐
sure
The TCA vote took place dur ing a mo ment of re struc tur a tion for the
par lia ment ary Con ser vat ive Party. After months of heated de bates
around Brexit, John son’s purge of MPs crit ical of his Brexit policy and
the elec tion of Brexit sup port ers at the 2019 Gen eral Elec tion cre ated
an en vir on ment in which dis agree ments on the issue of Europe could
hardly have been ex pressed. MPs hav ing voted Re main al luded to this
new status quo in the par lia ment ary Con ser vat ive Party to jus tify
their low pro file and sup port for the TCA. The dis ap pear ance of ex‐ 
per i enced col leagues vocal on Brexit and the risk as so ci ated with
speak ing out forced MPs into si lence. Car oline Nokes, who had been
purged by John son be fore being re in stated, ex plained that her polit‐ 
ical isol a tion on Brexit with few al lies in the party made any re bel lion
on the TCA im possible.

18

We'd lost some very high- ranking, high- profile col leagues that had
gone. Dominic Grieve, Letwin was an other one. They'd been in par ‐
lia ment for a very, very long time. (Craig Whit taker)
  
Those of my col leagues who are most wor ried about it have been
chucked out of the party and were no longer in par lia ment. (Damian
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These in di vidu als have all left Par lia ment and that comes with chal ‐
lenges. For the sake of my own san ity, I was keep ing si lent on Brexit.
It was very ob vi ous from the par lia ment ary maths that they'd do
whatever they wanted to do. (Car oline Nokes)

The ex ist ence of power dy nam ics within the Con ser vat ive Party was
sum mar ised in Ma chiavel lian terms by John Pen rose. He ex plained
that the func tion ing of the party meant that op pos ing the group with
polit ical con trol was costly. The TCA had been ne go ti ated by the
John son gov ern ment with the sup port of most Con ser vat ive MPs and
ex press ing dis con tent meant going against the ma jor ity of the Con‐ 
ser vat ive Party.

19

By then it was a ques tion of power. This is the only game in town. If
you’re not with it, if you're not for it, you're against it and you don't
want to be against it. (John Pen rose)

For younger and less ex per i enced MPs, dis agree ing with the rest of
the party can be even more polit ic ally costly. Fol low ing the 2019 Gen‐ 
eral Elec tion, the Con ser vat ive Party had 26% of MPs without pre vi‐ 
ous par lia ment ary ex per i ence (Uberoi / Baker / Crack nell 2019). This
large share of newer MPs meant that they were more in clined to fol‐ 
low gov ern ment de mands. Rob Roberts shared his sur prise as to the
ex tent of MPs fol low ing the gov ern ment rather than crit ic ally ques‐ 
tion ing the on go ing vote. Des pite being re in stalled as a Con ser vat ive
Party mem ber in 2021 after a case of sexual har ass ment, he sat as an
in de pend ent MP from 2020 and ex pressed more cri ti cism of the
intra- party dy nam ics than the other Con ser vat ive MPs. Roberts par‐ 
tic u larly ac cused the newer MPs of lack ing crit ical think ing. Within
the over whelm ing sup port by Con ser vat ive MPs for the TCA, it is
highly likely that sev eral MPs simply walked in and fol lowed the gov‐ 
ern ment’s vot ing re com mend a tions.

20

Prob ably for me, the most alarm ing group was the first group who
just didn't ques tion any thing. It still hap pens here today. We will walk
through the vot ing lob bies yes and no, and you will hear people say ‐
ing as they're walk ing through in the middle of vot ing ‘what is it that
we're vot ing on today’ and they're walk ing through the lobby. […]
They didn't ques tion any thing and they still don't. I think that's a
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We had a lot of quite naive people. I was prob ably one of them. Cer ‐
tainly, the newer in takes who came in were quite naive and quite
ideal istic. Cer tainly, in that group and cer tainly among the younger
ones of that group, the younger MPs who came here for the first
time, there was a feel ing of we'll just fall in line and any thing the gov ‐
ern ment gives us is great. I’m not sure that’s a really good way to
gov ern. (Rob Roberts)

Some MPs re jec ted the idea of passiv ity and as ser ted hav ing played
an act ive role in passing the TCA. Ben Everitt said that con tacts took
place with the De part ment for In ter na tional Trade and Gor don
Hende r son stated that en gage ment in the decision- making pro cess
took place. Both of their an swers lacked de tails as to the pre cise de‐ 
gree of par ti cip a tion. Apart from these two in ter viewees, none of the
other in ter viewees claimed hav ing act ively been in volved in the TCA
pro cess. This con firmed the im pres sion of a par lia ment ary Con ser‐ 
vat ive Party ab sent from the TCA scru tiny pro cess.

21

I think par lia ment ary col leagues un der stood [the TCA] and there was
a fair de gree of par lia ment ary en gage ment with the De part ment for
In ter na tional Trade as it was at the time. (Ben Everitt) 
  
We were heav ily in volved in mak ing sure and get ting it through.
(Gor don Hende r son)

The im port ance of an ad equate par lia ment ary scru tiny for the TCA
was men tioned in one of the 26 in ter views by Bob Black man. At the
time, he was in charge through his role as Joint Ex ec ut ive Sec ret ary
of the 1922 Com mit tee of co ordin at ing Con ser vat ive back bench ers
and re gret ted the ab sence of de tailed as sess ment of the deal. Black‐ 
man rep res en ted the only in ter viewee to ex pli citly re gret the ab sence
of a usual par lia ment ary scru tiny as it led to the John son gov ern ment
over es tim at ing its own ca pa cit ies.

22

One of the prob lems about the gov ern ment at the time is they need,
any gov ern ment of any per sua sion needs con stant scru tiny and an ‐
swer ing de tailed ques tions. […] [Little TCA scru tiny] was to the det ‐
ri ment of the gov ern ment, in my view, be cause min is ters al ways
need to be chal lenged and they can get either over con fid ent or too
lack a dais ical be cause they're not being chal lenged. (Bob Black man)
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The second type of jus ti fic a tion re vealed the par tisan pres sures faced
in di vidu ally. The need to main tain a co he sion within the par lia ment‐ 
ary Con ser vat ive Party forced MPs to fol low the party line with little
room to ex press per sonal opin ions. In the case of the TCA, it al lowed
the gov ern ment to im pose its sup port of the TCA and gather the ne‐ 
ces sary votes to pass the agree ment in a single day. The ab sence of a
usual par lia ment ary scru tiny pro cess high lighted the de gree to which
the John son gov ern ment had rees tab lished con trol over the party, es‐ 
pe cially in con trast to the vari ous re bel lions under the May gov ern‐ 
ment.

23

5. Brex haus tion and Bresolv ing
The TCA vote came more than four years after the 2016 ref er en dum
that were char ac ter ised by tense polit ical dis cus sions and emo tional
de bates. Most in ter viewees re ferred to their state of fa tigue around
Brexit that res ul ted from this unique period. The 2019 Con ser vat ive
elect oral vic tory added a sense of in ev it ab il ity with the EU exit now
being cer tain. MPs felt ex hausted psy cho lo gic ally and were happy to
move on from the issue of Europe. This cre ated a de gree of in dif fer‐ 
ence around the par lia ment ary scru tiny of the TCA with MPs vot ing
the deal through to com plete the long polit ical pro cess star ted a few
years earlier.

24

We were all ex hausted, men tally knackered. Four years of near non- 
stop psy cho drama from the Brexit ref er en dum res ult on wards, ac tu ‐
ally and be fore. […] So we were all to some de gree just want ing to
move on. (Conor Burns) 
  
We were all pretty just tired really in terms of our in ab il ity to move
for ward. Any de cision is bet ter than no de cision. That's where we
were then. Let's get on with it. (John Pen rose) 
  
Col leagues, who were in the Par lia ment from 16 to 17 and 17 to 19,
told me how dif fi cult and trau matic it was with Brexit is sues. (Peter
Gib son) 
  
A lot of people had real ised, whatever side of the de bate you were on,
this was going to hap pen whether you liked it or not. (Craig Whit ‐
taker)



Getting done with Brexit: Conservative MPs and the parliamentary scrutiny of the Trade and
Cooperation Agreement

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

The pres ence of a ne go ti ated deal re spect ing the 2019 mani festo fa‐ 
cil it ated sup port for the TCA for the MPs long ing for an ef fect ive
com ple tion of the Brexit pro cess. Sev eral MPs men tioned their pref‐ 
er ence for the TCA as a mean to fi nally ful fil John son’s prom ise to
“Get Brexit Done”. Greg Clark stated that Brexit had by then be come a
fait ac com pli, which lim ited po ten tial op pos i tion as to the de tails of
the deal. MPs act ively re duced par lia ment ary scru tiny to ac cel er ate
the passing of the TCA and bring a clos ure to pre vi ous Brexit de bates.

25

There was a will ing ness to have a cease fire. There was his agree ‐
ment. No side had got everything they wanted, but we got it. He won
the elec tion. He could get it through. It was in the mani festo, the
Lords couldn’t do any thing about it. There was a sense that we could
put this be hind us. (Conor Burns) 
  
Be cause of all the pain, an guish and di vi sion that had gone be fore in
pre vi ous years, every body swal lowed hard and said “I don't care, we
just got to get it done”. That’s what it was. (John Pen rose) 
  
There was al most a bit of a sense of “We just got to get on with this.
We don't want to keep ar guing about it. Whether we think it's the
right thing to do or the wrong thing to do, let's just move on”. (David
Sim monds) 
  
If some thing is a fait ac com pli, then there's no point in get ting very
upset. (Greg Clark)

By the end of 2020, MPs ex per i enced a sim ilar kind of ex haus tion
caused by the break out of Covid- 19. Three lock downs had taken place
in the UK through out the dur a tion of the trans ition period and over‐ 
lapped with the TCA ne go ti ations. MPs were men tally fo cused on the
pan demic and its wide- ranging con sequences as well as phys ic ally
lim ited by the ex ist ing so cial dis tan cing rules. Only a few speak ers
could at tend de bates in the cham ber in- person, which re stric ted the
usual scru tiny pro cess based around long dis cus sions in the House of
Com mons. MPs could in stead in ter vene re motely via video con fer en‐ 
cing that ten ded to make the de bate less fluid and more rigid than
usu ally. In the in ter views, MPs ex plained that Covid- 19 so cial dis tan‐ 
cing rules ob struc ted par lia ment ary pro ceed ings and pre ven ted them
from con duct ing the usual scru tiny pro cess on the TCA.

26
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We got Covid- 19 going on, we were all work ing from home doing it
all by video con fer en cing sys tems. It’s not quite the same at mo ‐
sphere you nor mally get. (Nigel Mills) 
  
Quite a lot of it was hap pen ing at the same time as COVID re stric ‐
tions were there. There fore, I tried to speak [on 30 Decem ber 2020]
in that de bate, but they were only al low ing 90 speak ers. I wanted to
speak, but didn't get to speak. (Stephen Ham mond) 
  
One of the is sues dur ing the COVID period was the scru tiny, to
which the gov ern ment was looked at, was min im ized. We were doing
our meet ings on line. We weren't hav ing the un of fi cial ad hoc meet ‐
ings that you have when you were in the same build ing where you'd
be chat ting and find ing out de tails. We weren't hav ing the group
meet ings as it were of fac tions or any thing like that. That was all hav ‐
ing to be done away from the es tate, lit er ally on line without meet ing
up per son ally. Much more dif fi cult to or gan ise, I have to say. (Bob
Black man) 
  
The only place for any scru tiny of gov ern ment was hap pen ing, I
would say between March 2020 and prob ably March 21, was in the
se lect com mit tees, be cause Par lia ment it self was not func tion ing.
(Car oline Nokes)

Since the 2016 ref er en dum, Brexit had con cen trated vari ous prom ises
by politi cians of an im min ent new era in Brit ish polit ics. Most MPs al‐ 
luded to the ex ist ing ex pect a tions around Brexit amongst the gen eral
pub lic to jus tify the need to vote for the TCA. They ex plained that the
com pet i tion of Brexit al lowed for the issue to dis ap pear from de bates
and other is sues to re ceive polit ical at ten tion. A lim ited par lia ment‐ 
ary scru tiny ac cel er ated the ad op tion of the TCA and leg ally fi nal ised
the Brexit pro cess, cre at ing the pos sib il ity of de liv er ing on pre vi ously
made prom ises.

27

Most new MPs were sort of find ing their feet and then wanted to get
the best out of this brave new world for their con stitu en cies. (Jo
Gideon) 
  
Three years of meta phor ical ca pa city time taken upon this meant
that there was a need to move on. (An onym ous) 
  



Getting done with Brexit: Conservative MPs and the parliamentary scrutiny of the Trade and
Cooperation Agreement

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

I could hap pily move on and fight other battles. (Philip Dav ies)

This third type of jus ti fic a tion demon strated the im pact of per sonal
factors onto the scru tiny pro cess. Con ser vat ive MPs were ex hausted
by Brexit, which had drained time and re sources over the years. The
com bin a tion with the im pact of Covid- 19 on pro ceed ings in the
House of Com mons fur ther re duced the usual levels of scru tiny. The
TCA rep res en ted the final step in the Brexit pro cess and a vote for
the agree ment al lowed for a re turn to a cer tain de gree of polit ical
nor mal ity. MPs could move on to other is sues and par ti cip ate in
shap ing a post- Brexit post- Covid Bri tain.

28

Con clu sion
Par lia ment ary scru tiny is a cru cial ele ment of demo cratic decision- 
making. It al lows the le gis lature to con trib ute to and eval u ate a piece
of le gis la tion be fore po ten tially ad opt ing it. MPs play a cent ral role in
this pro cess and the scru tiny is con sidered to be one of their con sti‐ 
tu tional du ties. Fol low ing the 2016 ref er en dum, the House of Com‐ 
mons wit nessed heated de bates as MPs dis cussed Brexit. The par lia‐ 
ment ary Con ser vat ive Party par tic u larly ex per i enced fre quent in‐ 
ternal re bel lions dur ing May’s Premi er ship. The ar rival of John son as
Prime Min is ter and the 2019 elect oral vic tory cre ated a shift to wards
a more co hes ive party. On Brexit, MPs shared a com mon vis ion and
sup por ted John son’s ap proach. This trans lated a min imal par lia ment‐ 
ary scru tiny dur ing the trans ition period around ne go ti ations for the
new frame work of UK-EU re la tions. The TCA’s passing within a day
and seven days after its pub lic a tion em bod ied the ab sence of MPs in
the pro cess, des pite the wide- ranging scope of the deal.

29

The 26 in ter views with Con ser vat ive MPs provided three types of jus‐ 
ti fic a tion to ex plain this lack of par lia ment ary scru tiny. The first type
of jus ti fic a tion was John son’s elect oral man date from the 2019 Gen‐ 
eral Elec tion elect oral and the im min ent dead line of the trans ition
period. MPs were ready to ac cept the deal in its form, even if some
re cog nised its im per fect pro vi sions. The second type of jus ti fic a tion
was par tisan con sid er a tions, es pe cially intra- party dy nam ics. MPs re‐ 
cog nised that pre vi ous purges, the pres ence of younger and in ex per i‐ 
enced can did ates com plic ated po ten tial re bel lions on the TCA. The

30
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third type of jus ti fic a tion was per sonal fa tigue over Brexit after years
of ten sions. The com bin a tion with the im pact of the on go ing Covid- 
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English
Fol low ing the UK’s de cision to leave the European Union, the House of
Com mons wit nessed ex traordin ary levels of polit ical con flict and dead lock.
The Brexit trans ition period in 2020 marked a de par ture from this state of
par lia ment ary battle. In the af ter math of the 2019 Gen eral Elec tion and with
the start of the Covid- 19 pan demic, the premi er ship of Boris John son was
char ac ter ised by peace ful and quiet de bates on Brexit. MPs pro gress ively
shif ted their focus away from the issue, des pite the gov ern ment ne go ti at ing
the con sequen tial post- Brexit trade deal and fu ture frame work of UK-EU
re la tions. Based on 26 semi- structured in ter views, this art icle shows that
the lack of par lia ment ary scru tiny at such a cru cial time is ex plained by
wide spread Brexit fa tigue amongst Con ser vat ive MPs. It ana lyses the reas‐ 
ons for this fa tigue in the con text of its long- term polit ical im plic a tions. A
key find ing of the art icle is that most Con ser vat ive MPs dis reg arded the po‐ 
ten tial im pact of their lack of scru tiny and de cided to re tract from the pro‐ 
cess.

Français
Après la dé ci sion du Royaume- Uni de quit ter l’Union eu ro péenne, la
Chambre des com munes fut le théâtre de ni veaux ex tra or di naires de
conflits et blo cages po li tiques. La pé riode de tran si tion du Brexit a mar qué
un tour nant par rap port à cet état de ba taille par le men taire. Dans la fou lée
des élec tions gé né rales de 2019 et du début de la Covid- 19, le man dat de
Boris John son a été ca rac té ri sé par des dé bats pa ci fiques et calmes sur le
Brexit. Les dé pu tés se sont pro gres si ve ment dé tour nés du sujet, mal gré les
né go cia tions en cours du gou ver ne ment sur l’ac cord com mer cial post- 
Brexit et le futur cadre des re la tions euro- britanniques. S’ap puyant sur 26
en tre tiens semi- structurés, cet ar ticle montre que le manque de contrôle
par le men taire à un mo ment si cru cial s’ex plique par une las si tude gé né ra li‐ 
sée sur le Brexit parmi les dé pu tés conser va teurs. Il ana lyse les rai sons de
cette las si tude dans le contexte de ses im pli ca tions po li tiques à long terme.
Une conclu sion im por tante de cet ar ticle est que la plu part des dé pu tés
conser va teurs ont né gli gé l’im pact po ten tiel de leur manque de contrôle et
dé ci dé de se re ti rer du pro ces sus.
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Accord de commerce et de coopération entre le Royaume-Uni et l'Union
européenne (ACC), Parti conservateur, contrôle parlementaire, Brexit

Keywords
Trade and Cooperation Agreement, Conservative Party, parliamentary
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