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The UK’s fUTUre relaTionship with European agencies 
and research programmes has been thrown into jeop-
ardy by two sets of Brexit negotiating guidelines. 

European Council guidelines, which will steer the 
European Union’s chief Brexit negotiator Michel 
Barnier’s approach, have ruled out UK participation in 
EU agencies after Brexit. Meanwhile guidelines from 
the European Parliament would appear to block full 
participation in the next Framework programme. 

On 7 March the Council called the UK’s request to 
participate in regulatory bodies such as the European 
Medicines Agency and the European Chemicals Agency 
a form of “cherry-picking” and said attempts to take 
part in the EU single market on a “sector-by-sector” 
approach were not acceptable.    

The EMA is responsible for approving medicines in 
the EU, while the ECHA monitors the safety of chemi-
cals. Having to set up similar systems independently 
would be hugely costly and time consuming, and could 
lead to delays to clinical trials and other research.

Stephen Weatherill, a professor of European law at 
the University of Oxford, told Research Fortnight that 
the UK government’s desire to stay close to EU rules 
jars with its insistence on a high degree of independ-
ence from the bloc. “It is no more than simple logic that 
a UK that chooses not to be a member of the EU will find 
itself on the outside looking in,” he said.

Ben Goldacre, a medical researcher at the University 
of Oxford, said that being kicked out of the medicines 
agency would be expensive and complicated. But it could 
be an opportunity to start looking at other regulatory 
options, particularly alignment with the United States’ 
Food and Drug Administration. However this could be 
risky if the FDA’s high standards drop under president 
Donald Trump, he said. “That’s the problem with being a 
small single country out on your own.”

Separate negotiating guidelines issued by the EU 
Parliament on 7 March question the UK’s place in the 
Framework programme for research and innovation.

The guidelines say that the UK may only take part 
in the Framework 9 programme, which will begin in 
2021, if it relinquishes its decision-making powers 

and makes a net contribution to the fund. It looks 
likely that the programme will have a bigger budget 
than its predecessor Horizon 2020, which will pay out 
about €80 billion (£71bn) between 2013 and 2020.

Currently the UK takes out 40 per cent more than it 
puts into Horizon 2020, although it is a net contribu-
tor to the overall EU budget. Thomas Jørgensen, a 
senior policy coordinator at the European University 
Association, cautions that after Brexit the UK will 
undoubtedly be expected to put in roughly as much as 
it takes out. But the Parliament’s guidelines betray “a 
penny-pinching attitude”, Jørgensen said, that is “not 
a very constructive note to begin on”. 

Other policy experts have expressed concern that 
the guidelines do not call for the UK to be granted full 
associate membership of the programme, and simply 
refer to it as being an unaffiliated “third country”. 
As it stands, UK institutions coordinate one in five 
Horizon 2020-funded projects, but they would not be 
allowed to lead proposals if the country does not strike 
a deal to become formally associated with Framework 9.

Mike Galsworthy, who heads the campaign group 
Scientists for EU, said the two sets of guidelines were 
“a double blow for UK science and medicine”. But the 
EU’s stance is also self-defeating, “as the relationship 
has worked so remarkably well to date in these areas”.

The Parliament’s opinions will carry less weight in set-
ting the EU’s stance than those of the Council, which 
represents EU governments and gives Barnier his man-
date. Council guidelines do not mention preconditions 
for the UK’s participation in the Framework programme.

“Unless the Council guidelines 
change I think we can be fairly 
hopeful” Jørgensen said of the 
UK’s place in Framework 9. But the 
Parliament’s language could make 
it into the Framework 9 draft regu-
lations, which could appear within 
two months, he said, placing the UK 
in a much worse position.
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