Biden’'s green push gives
Detroit the cover to go
electric

General Motors CEO Mary Barra just stomped on the electric-
vehicle accelerator pedal. Call it the Biden effect.

Six months ago the automaker backed the Trump administration
in a legal battle that could have neutered California’s
longstanding right to set its own tougher carbon-emission
rules. About two weeks after Trump lost, GM withdrew from that
fight and two weeks after he left office, it pledged to match
the state’s mandate to sell only electric vehicles starting in
2035 — and do that all across the U.S.

Why the 1807 Barra is getting a jump on President Joe Biden’s
policies, which are expected to help GM and its rivals build
and sell more EVs in the U.S. He wants to restore the $7,500
tax incentives that companies including GM and Tesla Inc.
exhausted under Trump’s watch, and Biden plans to build
500,000 charging stations across the country. That could make
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EVs more affordable and ease concerns of would-be buyers about
battery-powered cars’ driving range.

Some see GM’s about-face on the politics of clean cars as less
a calculated policy move than a recognition of longer-term
global forces at work.

“They would not make an announcement this substantial just for
political purposes,” said Joe Britton, executive director of
the Zero Emission Transportation Association, a Washington-
based lobby group pushing for full adoption of EVs by 2030.
“This is a clear sign that electric vehicles are going to be
the future and that we’re in a bull market for innovation
right now.”

Believe it or not, Biden’s position has been met with a
collective sigh of relief in some quarters of Detroit. The
rest of the world is moving toward electric vehicles, and the
Trump administration had no interest in easing that transition
in the U.S.

While Trump was trying to prolong the era of combustion
engines by watering down clean-air rules and resisting efforts
to expand the EV tax credit, China’s government has adopted
rules and incentives that boosted EV sales in the world’s
largest car market. Almost all of the European Union'’s 27
member states have purchase or tax incentives for consumers
who buy electric vehicles, and it’s rapidly ratcheting up
emission restrictions to penalize automakers that don’t sell
enough EVs in Europe.

As a result, China and the EU have jumped way ahead of the
U.S. in EV adoption rates. Last year, of the 3.2 million EVs
sold globally, 1.3 million were in China and 1.2 million were
in the European Union and UK The U.S. accounted for just
328,000 sales, according to Swedish researcher EV Volumes.com.

That put Detroit’s carmakers in a spot. They get most of their
revenue and profits at home in the U.S., where EV sales have



been minimal. And they need help with economies of scale
sufficient to drive down battery costs and create profit
margins.

Barra had been heading in this direction since 2017, when GM
announced plans to build 20 different EVs by 2023, but most of
them were bound for the Chinese market. GM accelerated that
shift in November, promising 30 models by 2025 and an

investment of $27 billion in electric and self-driving cars
with more models planned for the U.S. Ford Motor Co. has been
stepping up its efforts as well, budgeting $11 billion for EVs
and more fuel-efficient vehicles.

Biden’s victory put some wind at the auto industry’s back and
makes the commitment to electric powertrains more palatable
for their risk-averse corporate cultures.

Political convenience

Even so, there also is a hefty dose of political convenience
involved in the decision to go all-in on EVs. GM, Toyota Motor
Corp. and Fiat Chrysler Automobiles — now a part of Stellantis
— went along with Trump in his legal fight with California,
throwing a bone to a temperamental president and thereby
extending their ability to churn out cash-cow gasoline-powered
vehicles.

Officially, GM said it always wanted one national standard
instead of different rules from Washington and Sacramento. It
just so happens that the company picked Trump'’s watered-down
option.

Critics of government subsidies were quick to see GM’'s move as
a sign the market for EVs is maturing fast enough that no
additional incentives are needed.

“GM is a publicly traded business and is making a strategic,
calculated market decision,” Tom Pyle, a former Trump adviser
and current president of American Energy Alliance, a free-



market advocacy group, said in a statement. “In no way should
any taxpayer be responsible for GM’'s ability to achieve — or
fail to achieve — their corporate goal of an all-electric
light duty fleet by 2035.”

Big companies have long sought to position themselves in the
most favorable light in Washington, regardless of which
party’s candidate is in the Oval Office. Automakers are no
exception. Former Ford CEO Mark Fields warned then-President
Trump that overly tough mileage rules would put a million jobs
at risk, a prelude to Trump’s rollback. And GM broadly touted
its Chevrolet Volt plug-in after its 2009 rescue by the Obama
administration, which later set a goal of putting a million
electric vehicles on the road by 2015.

Carrot and stick

Trump and his Twitter account are now silenced. With Democrats
running the White House and having a majority in both chambers
of Congress, the prevailing wind is definitely blowing against
Detroit’s status quo dependency on big sport-utility vehicles
and trucks.

Biden’s plan also comes with a stick. Earlier this week, he
vowed to reinstate vehicle emissions standards gutted by the
Trump administration and set “new, ambitious ones that our
workers are ready to meet.”

Doing so would aid GM’s electrification push and could
encourage competitors to follow suit, said Joshua Linn, a
senior fellow at Resources for the Future, a Washington think
tank that focuses on environmental policy and economics.

“Companies don’t want to get out too far ahead of the market,”
he said. “Having more ambitious policies, greenhouse-gas
standards and maybe a national zero-emission vehicle program
will help support the entire market moving in that direction.”

GM’'s worst nightmare is a scenario in which its commitment to



EVs isn’t met with higher consumer demand, allowing rivals
with less ambitious electrification plans to steal away
business. Biden may be giving GM some of the cover it needs to
proceed.

GECF commences educational
campaign on benefits of
natural gas
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The Gas Exporting Countries Forum (GECF) has activated a new
communication campaign on its social media channels that
raises awareness about the benefits of natural gas as well as
simplifies the facts of an industry often perceived as data
heavy.

Being run on GECF’s Twitter and LinkedIn channels, the ‘Did
You Know..?' series of posts provide easy-to-understand facts,
figures, and data on an energy source that likely powers the
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batteries of the phones users will read the information on. It
also calls to attention any misconception around this
important source of energy found in abundance in pockets
around the world.

“In the midst of an ‘infodemic’ it is increasingly hard to
differentiate facts from the noise. Further, due to the
complexity of energy systems, end-users rarely get to glimpse
at the processes that eventually power most aspects of their
daily lives, such as electricity at home, prospects for front-
running technologies, fuelling of vehicles and so on,” said
GECF secretary general Yury Sentyurin.

Scientifically-grounded data and insights are championed at
the GECF, which was established to bring a better
understanding about technology that underpins the full
spectrum of energy areas, to promote natural gas as the fuel
of choice, as well as to promote cooperation at all levels of
global energy system.

The forum recently entered a landmark MoU with Unesco to
further enhance its role in environmental protection and to
cultivate a “culture of energy responsible behaviour”.

“Our campaign’s goal is to de-mystify the world of energy and,
really, democratise it for every one’s understanding. Today,
as we live in times of rising appetite for energy, ever-
increasing struggle for climate protection and better future
for all, social media has become a tool in global geopolitics.

The ‘Did You Know..?’ campaign aims to empower the community
around the world with a new appreciation and understanding
about an element that holds such a powerful impact on people’s
quality of life,” the forum’s representative noted.

According to the latest available projections, quantified
through the use of unique and highly granular GECF Global Gas
Model, fossil fuels will maintain a leading role in the global
energy mix, accounting for at least 71% in 2050 (against 81%
in 2019) of the world’s energy need.

Meanwhile, natural gas will be the only hydrocarbon resource
to increase its share from 23% today to 28% in 2050.

“Natural gas is often lumped together with other traditional



fuels due to its origins as a hydrocarbon fuel without
recognising the attributes that distinguish it for its low-
emissions and dynamic flexibility. As a platform dedicated to
promoting the use of this cleanest of the fossil fuels, we
felt it is important to broaden people’s understanding of its
economic and environmental advantages,” Sentryurin emphasised.

To follow the ‘Did You Know..?’ campaign, visit the GECF
website www.gecf.org, Twitter @GECF News, and GECF LinkedIn

page.

Worsening pandemic poses
‘serious risks’, says Lagarde

European Central Bank chief Christine Lagarde warned yesterday
that the pandemic still poses “serious risks” to the eurozone
economy as concerns grow about new virus variants and sluggish
vaccination campaigns.

The Frankfurt institution’s governing council held back from
tweaking its ultra-loose monetary policy at its first meeting
of the year, having already topped up up support in December.
Lagarde stressed that “ample monetary stimulus” remained
essential to steer the 19-nation currency club through the
Covid-19 upheaval, and that the ECB stood ready to do more as
needed.

“The pandemic continues to pose serious risks to public health
and to the euro area and global economies,” Lagarde told an
online press conference.

The start of mass vaccination drives in the European Union was
“an important milestone”, she said, but the rollout has got
off to a bumpy start in many nations.

The emergence of more contagious virus variants, first
discovered 1in Britain and South Africa, has added to
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nervousness at a time when many countries are already
struggling to bring down infection numbers.

Europe’s top economy Germany this week extended its partial
lockdown until February 14, and Chancellor Angela Merkel has
not ruled out border checks to slow the spread of the new
strains.

France and Spain have tightened their evening curfews, while
non-essential shops and leisure facilities are closed across
much of the continent.

The latest virus setbacks “are disrupting economic activity,”
Lagarde said, noting that the services sector was hit
especially hard.

“The intensification of pandemic poses some downside risks to
the short-term economic outlook,” she added.

The ECB in December forecast 3.9% growth for 2021, after an
estimated contraction of 7.3% in 2020.

Lagarde said the ECB’s forecasts “remain valid” for now, as
they took into account lockdowns persisting through the first
quarter coupled with a gradual start to vaccinations.

The former French finance minister also reiterated her plea
for European governments to support the ECB’s efforts through
fiscal policy.

She urged European Union members to speed up the ratification
of a recently agreed €750bn recovery fund, saying it had a
“key role” to play in financing the region’s bounce-back.

Under Lagarde, the ECB took unprecedented steps last year to
cushion the impact of Covid-19 on the euro economy.

Its biggest weapon is a pandemic emergency bond-buying scheme,
known as PEPP, that was in December topped up by €500bn to
reach a total envelope of €1.85tn.

The scheme was also extended to March 2022.

The bank has also offered ultra-cheap bank loans and held
interest rates at historic lows.

The goal of the measures is to keep borrowing costs low to
encourage spending and investment in the 19-nation currency
club, in a bid to boost growth and inflation.

But eurozone inflation has stayed stubbornly low for years and



even turned negative in 2020.

By the ECB’s own estimates, price growth will gradually inch
up to 1.4% by 2023, still far off the bank’s target of just
under 2%.

In December, inflation stood at minus 0.3%.

Analysts say inflation could bound higher later this year,
powered by pent-up consumer demand once lockdowns start
easing.

But any boost is expected to be short-lived, they caution.
Lagarde agreed that inflation was “likely to increase in the
coming months”, partly also due to the end of a temporary
sales tax cut in Germany from January.

But she said “underlying price pressures are expected to
remain subdued due to low demand in tourism and travel
sectors, and the appreciation of the euro against the dollar.”
The euro has risen by more than 10% against the greenback
since late February, complicating ECB efforts to push up
inflation.

A stronger euro makes imports cheaper, keeping a lid on
consumer prices, while exports become 1less competitive,
hurting growth prospects.

Lagarde said the governing council was monitoring exchange
rates “very carefully”. For now, the ECB “remains happy at the
sidelines and has kept all options open,” said ING bank
economist Carsten Brzeski.

“In the absence of any severe economic accident, the ECB is
likely to stick to this line at least until late summer,” he
added.

Qatar’s growth helps maintain
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GECF’s status as largest
coalition of global LNG
supplier: Sentyurin

-
£ ‘\
f

N =] ﬁlll‘

Wind Generation 1n Europe
Rises to Record in 2020
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Total quits US oil lobby over
climate policies
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Reuters /London

Total yesterday became the first major energy company to quit
the main US oil and gas lobby due to disagreements over its
climate policies and support for easing drilling regulations.
Total said it would not renew its 2021 membership with the
American Petroleum Institute (API) following a review of the
lobby’s climate positions, describing them as being only
“partially aligned” with Total's.

Its withdrawal from the century-old API comes ahead of a
sweeping change in policy direction in the United States, with
incoming President Joe Biden promising to tackle climate
change and bring the country to net-zero emissions by 2050.
The points of difference include API’'s support for the
rollback of US regulation on emissions of methane, a potent
greenhouse gas, for oil and gas drillers as well as on how to
assign a price to carbon, seen as a critical method to curb
emissions.

“As part of our Climate Ambition made public in May 2020, we
are committed to ensuring, in a transparent manner, that the
industry associations of which we are a member adopt positions
and messages that are aligned with those of the Group in the
fight against climate change”, Total chief executive Patrick
Pouyanné said.

In a statement, the API thanked Total for its membership.

“We believe that the world’s energy and environmental
challenges are large enough that many different approaches are
necessary to solve them, and we benefit from a diversity of
views,” the API said.

Total’'s operations in the United States include a number of
offshore oil and gas fields in the Gulf of Mexico, a major
refining and petrochemical plant in Port Arthur, Texas as well
as renewable energy businesses.

Total last year announced plans to cut its carbon emissions,
with the aim of reaching net zero emissions from its
operations and its energy products sold to customers in Europe
by 2050 or sooner.



Europe’s top energy companies, including BP and Royal Dutch
Shell, have outlined plans to curb emissions and boost
renewable energy output following years of growing investor
pressure.

Total, BP and Shell have already pulled out of the American
Fuel & Petrochemical Manufacturers, a US oil refining group,
also due to differences over climate policies.

They also said they would regularly review their alignment
over climate with industry associations but until Friday those
companies had elected to remain in API, the primary trade
group for the oil and gas industry.

BP last year decided to remain in the API even though it was
only partially aligned with the lobby.

Andrew Logan, director for oil and gas programmes and clean
energy investor group CERES, said the announcement was
significant and would put pressure on other European oil
majors.

“Given the size and influence of API, this is a much more
significant move than previous decisions to pull out of more
niche trade groups like AFPM.

I think that we will see other companies follow suit,” Logan
said.

Senate shift paves way for
straight-talking US climate
reforms
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LONDON: Democratic Senate seat wins in the state of Georgia
have given US President-elect Joe Biden a “green light to move
forward” on some key shifts in national climate policy, such
as much greener pandemic stimulus spending, US policy analysts
said.

With Democrats now in control of the Senate, “it’s a huge,
huge difference”, Nigel Purvis, CEO of the Washington-based
Climate Advisers policy group, told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation.

“This almost doubles what he can do — he has a whole
additional range of tools and levers at his disposal,” said
Purvis, who has worked with three former US administrations on
climate policy.

Biden has proposed a $2-trillion, climate-smart economic
stimulus plan, for instance, which he would not have been able
to get through if the Georgia election had turned out
differently. “Now he has a real chance,” Purvis added. Biden’s
thin Senate majority means he is unlikely to be able to pass a
single comprehensive climate change bill, which would require



the approval of 60 per cent of senators.

But many measures related to raising or spending money -
including stimulus funding for things like electric vehicle
infrastructure, or incentives for farmers to sequester more
carbon — can win approval with a simple majority.

Biden should, for instance, now be able to back his plans to
mainstream climate action into all government agencies with
cash to make that possible, said Christina DeConcini, director
of government affairs at the World Resources Institute (WRI).

“There are limits for sure, but it’s .. a green light to move
forward,” she said. “I really think this is a new day for
climate in the United States.”

Talking jobs

How shifts in climate policy are framed for a country
politically divided on the issue will be crucial to Biden’s
success in bringing change, the analysts said.

Gina McCarthy, former administrator of the Environmental
Protection Agency under President Barack Obama and Biden’s
nominee to become the first national climate adviser, for
instance, speaks more about the need for a “cleaner, stronger,
more resilient economy” than about climate change.

“We know clean energy supports millions of jobs in the United
States and it can support millions more,” as well as saving
money and improving people’s health, she told an online event
in November.

To get people behind climate action, governments “need to give
citizens and communities a better life today” — not just
promises that future catastrophes will be avoided, she added.

Rachel Kyte, a former UN special representative on energy and
dean of the Fletcher School for Law and Diplomacy at Tufts
University in Massachusetts, said McCarthy and other Biden



cabinet picks excel at talking about the need for climate-
friendly reforms “in language ordinary people can understand”.

“They will find a very main-street narrative for why these are
common-sense policies” — and that could galvanize broader
bipartisan support, she predicted.

Alden Meyer, a strategic adviser with independent climate
change think-tank E3G, noted that during the last fiscal
crisis in 2009, the Obama-Biden administration crafted a
stimulus package that included $90 billion for clean energy
technology.

Biden’s pick for energy secretary, former Michigan governor
Jennifer Granholm, in that crisis helped negotiate a rescue of
the US auto industry that included an agreement by Detroit to
adopt much more aggressive fuel economy standards.

Such “green strings” on stimulus cash will be needed to help
drive effective climate action in the United States and
globally, climate analysts say.

“This is not new territory for Biden,” Meyer said. “He knows
this game very well. He gets this, he feels this in his
bones.”

Pressure from the left

Another challenge for Biden, the analysts said, will be
keeping onboard factions of the Democratic Party — such as the
youth-led Sunset Movement - that are demanding swift,
immediate and aggressive action on climate threats.

The Sunrise Movement has already told Democratic Senate
leaders it expects “an enormous green spending bill on day
one”, Kyte said — and that desire for rapid change may be at
odds with efforts to sell climate action to a broader US
audience.

Yet, despite paralysing political polarisation on many



climate-related issues, a few hints of possible bipartisan
compromise have emerged in recent months, the analysts said.

Stimulus and relief packages passed in December included
policies that could help set the stage for decarbonisation of
the US economy, such as tax incentives for clean energy and
carbon capture technologies.

Congress also agreed, with bipartisan support, to phase out
hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), powerful climate pollutants used in
air-conditioning and refrigeration equipment.

As well, a Democrat-controlled US Congress is likely to work
more closely with the cities, states and other bodies that
have driven US climate action during global-warming skeptic
President Donald Trump’s administration, said WRI's DeConcini.

US businesses — a growing number of which have adopted net-
zero emissions goals, or are having to adhere to tougher
climate policies in other countries where they work — also
increasingly want consistent, clear climate policy, she said.

“At some point, the desire to just stay the course — because
they see the future on the wall and because it’s good for
their bottom line — will become so strong it will provide the
political momentum for the U.S. to move toward a decarbonized
economy,” she predicted.

Published in Dawn, January 10th, 2021
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Green Boom’s Hottest Trade 1in
2021 May Turn Out to Be

Utilities
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(Bloomberg) — After a bumper year for Europe’s renewable-
energy stocks, underappreciated utilities shares are now
gaining support from the market as 2021’'s hot sector to play
the clean power transition.

Helped by government policies such as the European Union’s
Green Deal and investors’ environmental, social and governance
concerns, renewable assets have strongly outperformed
traditional utilities peers this year in the Stoxx Europe 600
Index. Turbine maker Vestas Wind Systems A/S has almost
doubled in value, while U.K. electric company SSE Plc is up
less than 3%.

Some strategists warn that opportunities in wind and solar
stocks may be more uneven in 2021 as valuations appear
stretched. Utilities may be a lower-risk way to buy into green
energy growth than renewables equities, said Ursula Tonkin,
head of listed strategies at infrastructure investor Whitehelm
Capital Pty Ltd.

“Over the long run, the tortoise will likely outperform the
hare,” she said. “For every new solar, wind or battery
installation, the grid has to expand to accommodate it.”

While coronavirus-pandemic winners such as tech shares are
losing favor in the latest vaccine-fueled stock rally,
sustainable companies have stayed in favor, also helped by
November’s U.S. presidential election victory for Joe Biden,
who pledged a clean-energy agenda. Still, utilities as a whole
have gained only modestly so far this year.

Many utilities have positioned themselves to capitalize on
opportunities in green energy after “cleaning up” their
portfolios in the past few years, said Sam Arie, an analyst
for the industry at UBS AG.

“We’ve gone from a world five years ago which didn’t really
have climate goals in view to one where now those are the most
important goals across all the sectors,” he said.



Investors will have to be more selective, with next year
unlikely to be as “exceptional” as 2020 for the renewables
segment, said Louise Dudley, a global equities portfolio
manager at Federated Hermes Inc. Stocks such as Orsted A/S
trade at about 53 times estimated earnings, versus 19 times
for the Stoxx 600 Utilities Index. The Danish offshore wind-
farm developer was recently downgraded at Bank of America
Corp. and Royal Bank of Canada.

Investors are giving “insufficient credit” to utilities like
SSE, Germany'’s RWE AG, and Portugal’s EDP SA that balance
spending on renewables with defensive earnings flow from
electricity networks, RBC Capital analysts said in a 2021
outlook note for the utilities sector. Analysts tracked by
Bloomberg see 16% upside for RWE and 6% for EDP, while average
price targets are for at least 11% declines for Vestas and
peer Siemens Gamesa Renewable Energy SA.

Another plus is attractive payouts. Investors would struggle
to find another industry that delivers utilities’ highly
predictable, strong earnings growth alongside comparatively
high dividend yields, UBS’s Arie said.

Still, while 2021 may involve a “bumpier ride” for renewables,
valuations for Vestas, Orsted and peers aren’t likely to slide
as their business growth forecasts are so positive, Whitehelm
Capital’s Tonkin said.

Green Competition

An additional concern for the pure renewables industry in 2021
1s increasing competition, both from utilities ramping up
spending and oil companies aggressively investing in green
energy. This could pose a “real threat” to the economics of
wind and solar, said Ulrik Fugmann, co-head of the
Environmental Strategies Group at BNP Paribas Asset
Management.

Others, however, are sanguine. James Smith, fund manager at



the Premier Miton Global Renewables Trust, said oil companies
that “seek projects simply for the sake of it” would put
returns at risk at a time when the sector must strike a
balance between operating core crude-oil assets, executing the
shift to renewables and paying dividends.

The energy market “needs to grow very aggressively in the next
two decades” to reach regulators’ emission-cutting goals, said
Harry Boyle, a portfolio specialist at sustainability-focused
fund manager Impax Asset Management. “There should be ample
room for all actors.”

©2020 Bloomberg L.P.

How Brexit talks overcame

suspicion, resentment and
fish


https://euromenaenergy.com/how-brexit-talks-overcame-suspicion-resentment-and-fish/
https://euromenaenergy.com/how-brexit-talks-overcame-suspicion-resentment-and-fish/
https://euromenaenergy.com/how-brexit-talks-overcame-suspicion-resentment-and-fish/

A

It was always likely to come down to fish, and even the final
hours were occupied by cod and mackerel.

After nine months of bartering, British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson could declare that his trade deal with the European
Union was done, while the bloc got to keep close ties with one
of the world’s biggest economies.

Yet, while the outline was agreed around Wednesday lunchtime,
it took a night to go through the legal text. Then, with the
choreography already in place, last-minute haggling over fish
stocks in the draft meant that an announcement didn’t come
until the afternoon of Christmas Eve. The situation became
more frantic because of disagreements over how the figures had
been calculated.

For about 200 officials agonizing over the minutiae, it was
time to finally emerge from the darkness. They spent more than
2,000 hours shut in rooms with little or no natural light as
negotiators confronted each other in London and Brussels while
Brexit was overshadowed by the human and economic cost of the



coronavirus pandemic.

Some learned to respect their opposite numbers, others grew to
resent them. At times, mutual suspicion and paranoia over
listening devices made Brexit look like a chapter from the
Cold War, all heightened by COVID-19 restrictions. Intimate
chats in cafes were out; liaisons in parks were in. One
British diplomat called it “Brexit noir.”

France’s blocking of the U.K.’s biggest port before Christmas
was ostensibly to prevent a new strain of the coronavirus
spreading to the continent. Yet there was also the sense in
Paris that the chaos that halted thousands of trucks would
demonstrate to the U.K. what was at stake. Officials said the
two-day stoppage had focused the minds on what the EU’s chief
negotiator, Michel Barnier, termed the “final push.”

For the negotiating teams, it was just another twist after
spending the greater part of 2020 poring over air cargo,
fingerprint data and - critically - 100 different fish
species. One official described the process as like “pulling
out eyelashes, one by one.”

They lived out of suitcases, working through two waves of
infections that forced many into isolation. On occasions,
tears were shed when they thought they were about to fail,
even as recently as the morning of the deal. In the end, many
were airlifted out of Brussels on a Royal Air Force plane to
get home for Christmas.

This account of how the talks unfolded 1is based on
conversations with officials with intimate knowledge of what
went on. ALl of them asked not to be identified.

While the outcome brought celebration and relief as the final
deal took shape, it had looked very different on Dec. 10. In a
third-floor conference room in the British government’s
building in Brussels, British lead negotiator David Frost told
his team a deal looked almost impossible. Johnson was warning



his country that failure looked likely.

The evening before, on Dec. 9, a dinner meeting on the 13th
floor of the European Commission’s Berlaymont headquarters in
Brussels between Johnson and Commission President Ursula von
der Leyen hadn’t gone to plan. After she warned him publicly
to “keep distance” when they took their face masks off, they
found themselves wrangling over the same points that had
bogged down the negotiations since the start.

At one point, von der Leyen’'s aides showed Johnson a
PowerPoint slide that the EU had published in February. It
showed how close the U.K. is to Europe geographically and how
much the two sides trade with each other, to explain why the
EU insisted on fair competition rules in any deal.

But the U.K. had already dismissed the chart at the start of
the year. To the people close to the negotiations, it felt
like they were back at square one.

“We were numb,” said one U.K. official after Frost briefed
them the following morning. Another fought back tears. “We
just wanted to know when we could go home and see our
families,” the official said.

As it looked like their efforts had come to nothing, the
British negotiating team distracted themselves by challenging
each other to come up with the best haiku. But the dinner at
least had shown more clearly where the differences lay -
helped in some small part by the menu of scallops and turbot -
and Johnson and von der Leyen were now in charge.

Compromises were found on one of the longstanding sticking
points: the level playing field for fair competition, or rules
to ensure neither side held a post-Brexit advantage for
companies. The U.K. knew a deal was attainable if it backed
down on some of its objections to the EU being able to impose
tariffs if Britain does not follow the bloc’s toughening of
labor, social and environmental standards.



But the U.K. wanted something in return. The final days came
down mainly to the fishing rights in British waters. Johnson
and von der Leyen held further phone calls and, although
officials said they still seemed to be talking across each
other, on the ground the sides started to converge.

On Dec. 19, the prime minister was preparing to announce to
the nation that he was taking drastic action to lock down
London and ban Christmas gatherings because of a new highly
virulent coronavirus strain. He also signaled to Frost that
the time had come to do a deal.

As talks focused in on the issue of fishing rights, British
negotiators were taken aback that the EU wasn’t budging as
much as they thought it would, and by the following night
things looked bleak again.

In an attempt to get the deal over the line, Johnson and von
der Leyen held two tense phone calls Monday. The Commission
president said the EU, particularly France, wouldn’t accept
anything more than a 25% reduction in the amount of fish it
could catch in British waters — and that this was the final
offer.

Johnson had been pushing for 80%, though had just proposed
30%, a figure that might already be difficult to sell to his
party in Parliament. Both sides were now feeling nervous about
the prospects of a deal before Christmas, and when Johnson and
von der Leyen spoke on Tuesday afternoon, they were still
sticking to their guns.

That all changed on Tuesday night. After frantic phone calls
between Brussels, Paris and Berlin, the EU came through with a
new offer: Von der Leyen’s Brexit adviser, Stephanie Riso,
called Frost and told him the bloc would drop its longstanding
demand that it should be able to impose far-reaching tariffs
on the U.K. should it restrict fish access in the future, a
power known as cross-retaliation.



That was the final piece of the jigsaw. The U.K.’s top team
sent urgent messages to their colleagues, some of whom were
already back at their Brussels hotel packing their suitcases
to go home for Christmas. They got down to work on fishing
rights immediately and worked late Tuesday night.

By Wednesday, when Johnson and von der Leyen spoke again -
four times that day — the outline of a deal was there. In
return for the dropping of cross-retaliation, Johnson accepted
a reduction of 25% on fishing, with a five-and-a-half-year
transition period. That means that he can say that in June
2026, on the 10th anniversary of the EU referendum, the U.K.
will have full control of its waters.

n

“This moment marks the end of a long voyage,” von der Leyen
told a news conference in Brussels on Thursday. “At the end of
such voyages, I normally feel joy. But today I feel
satisfaction and relief. It’s time to leave Brexit behind.”

The most recent leg of that journey started in March, but made
little progress until after the summer. The coronavirus
pandemic derailed arrangements almost immediately.

Shortly after the first negotiating round, several members of
the two teams, including Frost and Barnier, were laid low
either because they tested positive or were displaying
symptoms. They continued talks over videoconference, though
couldn’t meet in person again until the end of June.

That meant negotiators couldn’t strike up a rapport. “There
were no handshakes, no gentle pats on the back, no opportunity
to chat things over informally over a drink,” said one EU
official. “That’s how deals are normally done.”

Intimacy came in the form of web cameras into people’s homes.
One EU negotiator worked from a blood-red room with a bird
cage, while a British official spoke from his shed in the
English Midlands. Another from the U.K. sat in her kitchen
between a bouquet of lilies and a set of knives. “It was



n

perfect for her,” one person involved in the talks joked.

There were technical problems with video technology, and both
sides were worried about the security of discussing sensitive
issues online. Officials found it difficult to work jointly on
documents.

When they did resume face-to-face contact, the British side
tried to win Barnier over. Over the summer, Frost wooed the
Frenchman during private dinners at Carlton Gardens, an
elegant 19th century London townhouse carefully chosen because
of the emotions it might stir. The building served as the
headquarters of the “Free France” government in exile during
World War II led by Charles de Gaulle, Barnier’s political
hero — though also the French leader who vetoed Britain’s
membership of the EU’s precursor.

Months went by in almost constant deadlock, though. Barnier
told Frost that before going into a submarine you need to make
sure the doors are firmly shut, in response to Frost's
requests to intensify negotiations. As one negotiator put it:
“There’s only so many times you can tell each other exactly
the same thing about fish without going slightly crazy.”

The coronavirus weighed on the talks almost from the start.
The revised train timetable under the English Channel meant
there was only one shuttle to Brussels in the morning and one
to London at night. Lockdowns closed bars and restaurants, and
officials were forced to eat tepid dinners dropped off in
paper bags alone in their hotel rooms for days on end.

In November, Barnier worked at home by candlelight after a
power cut affected part of Brussels while he was in quarantine
after one of his team tested positive for COVID-19.

Indeed, darkness became a theme of the talks. In London, they
took place in an underground conference center belonging to
the U.K. government’s business department dubbed “The Cave.”
In Brussels, meetings in the drab 1970s-style Borschette



center took place from early morning to late at night. Starved
of fresh air and exercise, negotiators started sharing vitamin
D pills.

And with darkness came the sense of noir. During the first set
of Brexit negotiations in 2018, the EU’s trade supremo, Sabine
Weyand, told attaches of her concern they were being bugged by
the British secret service, something the U.K. flatly denied.
Two years on, that paranoia persisted, an EU diplomat said.
Johnson and his aides were asked to surrender their phones
when they met von der Leyen for dinner.

Brussels officials in normal times might have allowed trusted
journalists into their offices to view documents too sensitive
to email. Now, they hid print-outs in the pages of the Le Soir
newspaper as they sipped takeaway coffees on street corners.

While nervousness extended to both sides, key decision-making
was taking place elsewhere anyway. Johnson exchanged text
messages with French President Emmanuel Macron. Frost was in
regular contact with Uwe Corsepius, German Chancellor Angela
Merkel’s top adviser.

For all the hours together, the two sides spent most of the
time talking past each other. Even when Johnson and von der
Leyen spoke again on the phone, officials said it sounded like
they were talking from completely different positions.

The reasons for Brexit were something many on the EU side
struggled to understand. While “sovereignty” became the U.K.'’s
mantra throughout the nine months, it was a running joke among
the EU negotiators. Whenever Frost tweeted the word, they
expected little to be achieved for the next few days.

In her speech Thursday, von der Leyen pointedly remarked that
everyone should ask themselves what sovereignty actually means
in the 21st century.

At various times, the talks were very close to collapse, not



least when the British government threatened to break
international law by unpicking part of the withdrawal
agreement on leaving the EU. But the EU saw the move as just
provocation. It was clear that, despite everything, both sides
desperately wanted a deal.

Indeed, they always returned to the table. As it became closer
to Christmas, and the end of the U.K.’s post-Brexit transition
period, tensions increased. British officials said they
observed cross words between Barnier and senior members of the
EU team. Witnesses reported hearing shouting from the U.K.
team’s base in London.

Asked how they planned to celebrate the deal, one member of
the British group already knew: “I’'m going to sleep.”



