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British Prime Minister, Theresa May, chose Florence for her first official speech on Brexit and 

on relations between the United Kingdom and the European Union (EU). The Tuscan city, "cradle of 

civilization", is a cultural reference as it has traditionally been the main stage of the "Grand Tour" 

that every young Victorian man had to undertake both to refine his culture and as a sort of initiation 

rite. 

The intervention of the Prime Minister, held on 22 September 2017 in the main hall of the 

former Carabinieri Adjutant' School, in the monumental complex of Santa Maria Novella in Florence, 

was supposed to have a conciliatory imprint towards the EU. 

The main news was the Prime Minister's request for a transitional period, starting in March 

2019, considered as the "period of application" of Brexit, which should last until the two sides 

conclude an agreement. The Prime Minister proposed a two-year period. 

Furthermore, " neither the UK or EU will be in a position to implement smoothly new 

arrangements" for the partnership, which is why, during the two-year application period, it is 

proposed to maintain the existing rules in force, especially as regards on the functioning of the single 

market. 

In fact, it would create a "status quo" period that would last as long as the two sides do not find 

a valid agreement for both. 

The Prime Minister added that a "clear double lock" is necessary for the transitional period, a 

guarantee that the rules in force continue to be applied so that businesses can prepare for change, 

but that this must be limited in time. 

"These arrangements will create valuable certainty", he added: "The UK will honor 

commitments we have made during the period of our partnership". 

This includes continuing to take part in policies and programmes that promote science, 

education, culture and security 

On Security issues, Prime Minister stated that the UK should be as "open-minded as possible" 

with the EU, UK and EU have shared values but as the threats evolve faster than ever "it's vital that 

we work together on new dynamic arrangements". 

For this reason, Prime Minister proposed for the UK-EU: “a bold new strategic agreement... a 

treaty “on UK-EU security issues. 

"It's our ambition to work as closely as possible with the EU protecting our people, promoting 

our values and the future security of our continent," adding that the UK post-Brexit will continue to 

offer aid and assistance to European nations in times of terrorism or disasters. 

In this sense, the 6th paper on UK government future partnership with the EU on defence 

“Foreign policy, defence and development: a future partnership paper” already stated British 

guidelines (Cfr.: Osservatorio Strategico Cemiss no.6 2017). The paper also states the necessity to 

share sensitive information that protects security. The Prime Minister recalls in Florence speech as 

an important issue for security cooperation is. 

The Prime Minister has emphasized an important issue such as security in partnership 

between the UK and the EU, but unfortunately, the Brexit negotiations must also address other 

equally important issues before security. 

Therefore, the Prime Minister has made clear an important issue such as the European 

contributions, stating that she wants to assume the commitment to contribute to cover a fair share of 

the costs related to Brexit, which should be worth about 20 billion euros. 

The Prime Minister stressed that if the Brexit talks will be dealt with in the right way: “we can 

find a way forward that makes a success of this for all our peoples". 
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She admits that Brexit is not what the EU wanted, by adding: “We both want to get this done 

as swiftly as possible, so it's up to leaders to set the tone". 

This must be "a tone of trust", and if the spirit of negotiations is right at the end of the process 

both sides will find they can resolve areas where they disagree respectfully and quickly.  

To instill optimism, the Prime Minister May added: "I am clear Britain's future is bright, our 

fundamentals are strong". 

Regarding the future of relations between the two international subjects, the Prime Minister 

has stated that she wants a special partnership with the EU, but the United Kingdom leaves the EU 

and will no longer be part of the single market or the customs union. 

A specific agreement will be needed to regulate business relations and the exchange of goods 

and services. 

However, even if no agreement is reached: “no deal is better than a bad deal” an assertion 

repeated more than once in the speech.  

The agreement will not be based on the model of the one recently concluded between the EU 

and Canada (CETA) nor it will be similar to the association status of Norway. It will have to be 

something new. As MS May, propose: “Let us be creative as well as practical in designing an 

economic partnership”. 

The UK is one of the EU's largest trading partner, so it would be better not to impose tariffs in 

the near future. 

Reassuring the 600,000 Italians living in the UK, the Prime Minister says: "We want you to 

stay, we value you and we thank you for your contributions to our national life”, adding that the 

reassurance given to EU citizen is for real. 

Brexit presents an opportunity "for both of us in the UK and EU to come to a new partnership", 

concluded the Prime Minister, a partnership that truly leads to "a great future for the EU and UK". 

Prime Minister May hopes that the citizens of Brussels, Berlin and across Europe will see his 

speech as an offer to work together on a strong partnership that will deepen prosperity in the EU and 

the UK. 

She hopes that the Europeans “respond in a way of partnership and friendship because that's 

what the UK is offering” adding that it is in the British national interest that the EU continues to be 

strong. 

Among the comments to the speech in Florence, the BBC's political chief, Norman Smith, says 

that the tone of the speech was very focused on optimism. The Prime Minister would have proposed 

to European leaders to conclude a trade treaty together, but according to the BBC journalist, there 

were no concrete proposals in the speech. 

Smith also maintains that the Prime Minister's insistence on the phrase "no deal is better than 

a bad deal" is significant of the desire to conclude an agreement. This is what will happen if we do 

not reach an agreement during the negotiations. The result would therefore be "Hard Brexit", as 

already foreseen by the Conservative leaders. 

After the Florence speech the negotiations for the fourth series of meetings were resumed, 

without great results, it seems. 

The head negotiator for the European Commission, Michel Barnier, had said, waiting for the 

Florence speech, to await British explanations on the rights of European citizens in the UK, on the 

British share of the costs of Brexit and on the question of the border with Northern Ireland. At the 

resumption of negotiations, after meeting the British minister for Brexit, David Davis, Barnier said 

that the Florence speech had not solved any of the three questions he posed, also the 20 billion 

euros offered by London do not guarantee the concession a two-year period of application or a trade 

agreement favorable to the British. Barnier has made it clear that the Commission later on will assess 

the grant of a two-year period of application.  
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Barnier only recognizes that the Florence speech has created a "new dynamic" in the negotiations 

and a "constructive spirit" akin to the European spirit, but no concrete result in the negotiations that 

will last for several months. However, Barnier has decided that an agreement will have to be reached 

in the autumn of 2018, so that Brexit will take place on 30 March 2019, despite any transitional 

"period of application". 

 


