Exclusive Interview: Theresa May on Brexit, Europe and Greek–British relations

Interview by Yannis Andritsopoulos
The UK Prime Minister Theresa May gave today an exclusive interview to Ta Nea, Greece's daily newspaper, on Brexit, Greek–British relations and political developments in the UK. Commenting on Jean-Claude Juncker’s statement that the UK will "soon regret" leaving the EU, the British PM said: “I think that we can be, and must be, creative and practical in how we approach establishing this new relationship.”  She also insisted that “separation issues and the negotiations on our future relationship are inextricably linked and need to be discussed and agreed together” in the Brexit negotiations. “We want all Greek citizens who have made their lives in the UK to stay, as with all EU citizens, and it remains one of my first goals to ensure that they can carry on living their lives as before” said May, adding that: “Greece will always remain a popular destination for millions of British holidaymakers. We’re looking forward to exploring a new chapter with Greece”.

1: What is your vision for Brexit? There have been calls for a soft Brexit, a hard Brexit, or “a red, white and blue Brexit” as you said last year. What will your Brexit look like?
 My vision for Brexit is of a strong, global Britain that has a deep and special partnership with the EU. We are proposing a bespoke deal, not something off the shelf, which reflects our unique history, shared beliefs and economic ties. We are seeking an ambitious trade agreement with the EU after we leave, but we’ll also seek to strike free trade deals with partners around the world. 
 

 2: The President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker has said that the UK will "soon regret" leaving the EU. Do you agree?
 The British people voted to the leave the EU because they wanted more direct control of the decisions that affect their daily lives and this is what we will deliver. I’m confident that we can achieve this while also establishing a new ambitious economic partnership with the EU, based on a joint commitment to free trade and high standards. And I think that we can be, and must be, creative and practical in how we approach establishing this new relationship. 
 
3: You have called for swift negotiations on a post-Brexit free trade deal. The EU says those talks can only happen when there has been "sufficient progress" on the "divorce" issues and Michel Barnier said it could be "weeks or months" before they agreed to move to the next stage of talks. What is your comment on that?
 We have already made considerable progress in areas like citizens’ rights and Northern Ireland, and we’ve reassured our EU partners in regards to our mutual financial obligations. As I’ve said before, both publically and to leaders across Europe, separation issues and the negotiations on our future relationship are inextricably linked and need to be discussed and agreed together. That’s why we’ve been calling for the negotiations to move onto our future relationship. Since my speech in Florence we’ve been building on the positive momentum created and we believe it’s in all of our interests to get on with negotiating our future deep economic and security partnership. I will be in Brussels myself next week meeting European leaders and delivering the same message. 
 

 4: Do you think that some EU officials or member-states want to punish Britain because it decided to leave the bloc?
 I think it is in the interest of everyone, from Greek agricultural producers to German auto manufacturers, to make sure that we strike a deal that benefits both the EU and the UK. This really matters; particularly for countries with whom we have strong trading links – Greece for  example exports €970 million worth of products into the UK every year, ranging from pharmaceuticals to electronic equipment to Greek honey. We recognise that we can’t leave the EU and have everything stay the same – life for us will be different. But we’ve also been clear that what we do want is to stay as partners, working hand in hand to maintain a stronger, fairer, more prosperous future for both sides.  
 
5: As you know, thousands of Greeks have moved to the UK over the past few years, including highly-skilled people. What should they expect the future to hold in regard to their right to live and work here? What is your message to these people who are facing uncertainty?
 First of all I want to say thank you to the 70,000 Greek citizens who have chosen to make the UK their home. We appreciate the important contribution they make to our culture and society, to our universities and to our economy. I recognise that the referendum caused some uncertainty, and that is why we have made the issue of citizens’ rights the first priority in these negotiations. I want your readers to know that we want all Greek citizens who have made their lives in the UK to stay, as with all EU citizens, and it remains one of my first goals to ensure that they can carry on living their lives as before.  We’re making real progress in negotiations on this, and both sides are determined to reach an early agreement on this crucial matter.
 
6: There are numerous reports of Tory divisions over Brexit, with senior cabinet ministers rowing about Britain’s plans to leave the EU. Is the cabinet united behind the government’s plan for Brexit? Will you fight the next election as Conservative leader?
 The Cabinet are fully committed to the vision I set out in my speech in Italy recently, for a new partnership based on the values and interests we share with the EU.  As I’ve said before, I don’t want a cabinet of ‘yes-men’; diversity of thought and opinion is important in ensuring that we deliver a Brexit that works for everyone across the UK and the EU. 
We stand at a really critical time in the UK. There is a long term job to do, not only in delivering a successful exit from the EU but also tackling the economic challenges ahead, and that is what I am focussing on at the moment. I think that everyone across the UK wants us to get on with the job at hand and that’s exactly what I, and my government, are doing. 
 
7: Has your government made any mistakes so far? How do you want to be remembered after you step down?
 I think it’s important to look forwards, not backwards. Our task is to focus on making Britain a country that works for everyone, that is stronger, fairer, more united and more outward-looking than ever before. And this is the principle which I hope will define this government’s legacy.   
 
8: What does Europe mean to you and what is your message to the European people now that you are leaving the EU?
 My main message to the European people is that while we are leaving the EU, we are not leaving Europe. Britain has always, and will always, stand with its friends and allies in defence of our shared values of liberty, democracy, human rights and the rule of law which binds us together. 
Nothing will change the affection that British people, and I, have for the wonderful cities, regions and countrysides of Europe. Greece, in particular, with its rich history and beautiful coastlines will always remain a popular destination for millions of British holidaymakers.  
 
9: How do you envisage Greece and the UK developing their long ties in the post-Brexit era?
 We’re looking forward to exploring a new chapter with Greece, and other European countries, as the UK defines its position in Europe. The UK and Greece have deep bonds that date back many centuries, from our strong trading relationship as your sixth highest export market, to our mutual support in times of conflict. We are NATO allies, partners and friends with extensive links through tourism and education. Of course things will be different but we have been given the opportunity to be imaginative in establishing a new relationship which benefits Greece and the UK and we need to seize this.
