Brexit: What is the transition period?
By Tom Edgington BBC News Analysis
· 31 January 2020

The UK left the European Union at 23:00 GMT on 31 January, but that is not the end of the Brexit story.
That's because the UK has now entered an 11-month period, known as the transition, that keeps the UK bound to the EU's rules. 
So what is the transition and why is it necessary?
What is the transition period?
The transition (sometimes called the implementation period) is due to last until 31 December 2020. 
During this period, the UK will remain in both the EU customs union and single market. 
That means, until the transition ends, most things will stay the same. This includes:
· Travelling to and from the EU (including the rules around driving licences and pet passports)
· Freedom of movement (the right to live and work in the EU and vice versa)
· UK-EU trade, which will continue without any extra charges or checks being introduced
Now transition has begun the UK will automatically lose its membership of the EU's political institutions, including the European Parliament and European Commission.
So, while the UK will no longer have any voting rights, it will need to follow EU rules. The European Court of Justice will also continue to have the final say over any legal disputes.
The transition also means the UK will continue to contribute to the EU's budget.
Why is a transition necessary?
The idea behind the transition period is to give some breathing space to allow new UK-EU negotiations to take place. 
These talks will determine what the future relationship will eventually look like. 
Both sides have already outlined their broad aims, in a 27-page document known as the political declaration.
What needs to be done during the transition?
Top of the to-do list will be a UK-EU free trade deal. This will be essential if the UK wants to be able to continue to trade with the EU with no tariffs, quotas or other barriers after the transition.
Tariffs are a type of tax, usually paid on imported goods. If goods are subject to quotas, it means there are limits on how many can be traded over a given period. 
Both sides will also need to decide how far the UK is allowed to move away from existing EU regulations (known as level playing field rules).
However, a free trade deal will not eliminate all checks between the UK and EU. So businesses will need to prepare.
[image: ]In 2018, total UK trade (goods and services) was valued at £1.3 trillion, of which the EU made up 49%.
Where does the UK trade?
% of total UK trade in 2018
Source: Department for International Trade
As well as negotiating a UK-EU trade deal, the transition will also allow the UK to hold formal trade talks with other countries - such as the US and Australia. If completed and ready in time, these deals could also take effect at the end of the transition. 
The pro-Brexit camp has long argued that allowing the UK freedom to set its own trade policy will benefit the economy - although critics say it's more important to remain close to the EU.
Aside from trade, many other aspects of the future UK-EU relationship will need to be decided. For example:
· Law enforcement, data sharing and security
· Aviation standards and safety
· Access to fishing waters
· Supplies of electricity and gas
· Licensing and regulation of medicines
The UK will also need to design and implement many new systems, such as how it will handle immigration once freedom of movement comes to an end. 
What could Brexit look like after the transition?
At the end of the transition phase, there will be three possible Brexit outcomes:
A UK-EU trade deal comes into force
If a UK-EU trade deal is ready by the end of the year, the UK could begin the new trading relationship as soon as the transition ends. 
While there is no guarantee a deal can be struck in time, the government is optimistic. The European Commission, on the other hand, has warned that the timetable will be extremely challenging.
If a trade deal is reached but questions remain in other areas - like the future of security co-operation - then the trade deal would go ahead. However, contingency plans would have to be used for other parts of the relationship. 
The UK exits transition with no EU trade deal
Under this scenario, UK and EU negotiators fail to agree and implement a trade deal by 1 January 2021 and no transition extension is agreed.
That would leave the UK trading on WTO (World Trade Organization) terms with the EU. This means that most UK goods would be subject to tariffs until a free trade deal was ready to be brought in. 
If other aspects of the future relationship aren't ready, they too would have to proceed on no-deal terms.
The transition period is extended while negotiations continue
If a trade deal is in sight but not finalised, Prime Minister Boris Johnson could decide to extend the transition period (as long as the EU also agreed to it). Under the terms of the withdrawal agreement, the transition period is allowed to be extended by 12 or 24 months. If a trade deal were to be struck sooner, the transition period could be ended earlier.
The withdrawal agreement says the two sides need to agree to extend the transition by 1 July 2020 - just five months after the UK's departure.
However, this scenario seems unlikely as legislation passed by Parliament rules out an extension to the transition period, and Mr Johnson has also said he will not sanction one.
Either way, now that Brexit has happened, many more months of negotiation lie ahead. 
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