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The Implications of Brexit on the UK’s National Security 
and Counter-Terrorism Capabilities 
 

 
National security and countering terrorism were at the heart of the British government’s 

campaign to remain in the EU prior to the referendum but now that the country has voted to 

leave, what will the EU’s negotiating posture be towards the UK on matters of national 

security and counter terrorism?  

 

 

Key Points 
 

 

 The UK’s engagement and collaboration with EU member states on matters relating 

to security and counter terrorism is mutually beneficial.  

 

 The UK’s membership of the EU and Europol is more beneficial to the EU than to the 

UK in relation to security and counter terrorism; the UK could leave both with little, if 

any, impact on its own national security or counter-terrorism capabilities.  

 

 The UK has the most proficient counter-terrorism operational capability of any state 

in Europe. UK intelligence agencies (MI5, MI6 and GCHQ) working with the UK 

Police Counter Terrorism Network (PCTN) have prevented numerous terrorist 

attacks both in the UK and other EU states in recent times through the sharing of 

intelligence and the disruptions of terrorist plots. 

 

 At a current time of heightened threat of terrorism towards Europe, EU member 

states will continue to seek access to the UK’s counter-terrorism experience, 

intelligence and operational resources following the UK’s exit of the EU to avoid 

increasing the risk of terrorism in Europe.  

 

 The EU will place a high priority on collaboration with the UK on national security and 

counter-terrorism following the UK’s withdrawal from membership of both the EU and 

Europol. The EU has a vested interest in ensuring that the UK continues to 

participate in the existing EU information sharing platforms (e.g. Shengen Information 

System, Prum, PNR) not least because the UK has unique access to intelligence 

from the ‘5 eyes’ intelligence sharing agreement (UK, US, Canada, Australia and 

New Zealand). 

 

 European and global collaboration between countries on national security and 

counter-terrorism operations will continue to take place between police and 

intelligence agencies regardless of EU Membership status.  

 

 Post Brexit, the UK will continue to participate fully in global and European fora that 

exist to exchange intelligence and share best practice on national security and 

counter-terrorism (e.g. the ‘Club of Berne’ and the Police Working Group on 

Terrorism (PWGT)) because participation is not dependent on membership of the 

EU. 
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Brexit, National Security and Counter-Terrorism 
 

 

Upon returning from an intense EU summit in Brussels on 20th February 2016 and having 

negotiated Britain’s EU ‘settlement’, our then Prime Minister David Cameron announced to 

the nation the date of the referendum as 24th June 2016. During a speech delivered to the 

nation from the steps of 10 Downing Street, Mr Cameron placed a high level of importance 

on remaining in the EU for reasons of national security and countering terrorism: 

 

“I believe that Britain will be safer, stronger and better off by remaining in a reformed 

European Union."1 

 

He gave special mention to tackling cross border crime and countering terrorism: 

  

“I believe we will be safer in a reformed Europe because we can work with our 

European partners to fight cross-border crime and terrorism”. 

 

The then Home Secretary Theresa May said on the same day (20th February 2016) that the 

EU was “far from perfect … but in my view - for reasons of security, protection against crime 

and terrorism, trade with Europe, and access to markets around the world – it is in the 

national interest to remain a member of the European Union”.2 She also framed “security, 

protection against crime and terrorism” as being of high of importance alongside other 

reasons for staying in the EU (e.g. economic reasons). 

 

The Head of Europol, Rob Wainwright, was more forthright and explicit three days prior to 

the referendum on 21st June 2016, when he said that Brexit 

 

“had the potential to harm the UK’s ability to fight terrorism and crime […] Britain 

would become a “second tier member of our club, still useful, but not for example 

having direct access to our database, not being able to lead any of our operational 

projects …”3 

 

Yet, as we approach the first anniversary of David Cameron’s announcement a year ago, 

there has been little, if any, concern expressed by the UK’s police and intelligence agency 

heads in regard to the current or potential future impact on our national security or counter-

terrorist operations following the country’s decision to leave the EU taken on the 23rd June 

last year.  

 

Mark Rowley, Britain’s most senior national counter-terrorism police chief, when asked 

whether co-operation between Scotland Yard and anti-terrorism agencies in Europe had 

lessened since the Brexit vote, said “on the contrary it had improved”: "The appetite to 

collaborate and share to help us all succeed is the thing that drives us all," he said. "I don't 

                                                 
1 ‘PM statement following Cabinet meeting on EU settlement: 20 February 2016’ available at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pms-statement-following-cabinet-meeting-on-eu-settlement-20-february-2016 
2 ‘Home Secretary Theresa May says in national interest to stay in the EU’ – Reuters 20th Feb 2016, Reporting by Ana Nicolaci 
da Costa: editing by Kate Holton 
3 ‘Europol chief says Brexit would harm crime-fighting’-  22nd June 2016, The Guardian, Jennifer Rankin, The Guardian, 
22.6.2016  
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see ... that being dimmed, quite the opposite. I can see some European relations which over 

particular cases and issues have strengthened over the last couple of weeks."4 

 

On 1st November 2016, Andrew Parker, the head of MI5 “dismissed claims that Brexit would 

affect cooperation with European intelligence services”5 and made the focus of his exclusive 

interview the national security threats emanating from Russia. 

 

The new Home Secretary Amber Rudd, when announcing (7th December 2016) the 

publication of the 2016 annual report of the National Security Strategy and Strategic 

Defence and Security Review (SDSR) said:  

 

“The decision to leave the EU carries significant implications for the UK in many 

areas of political and economic engagement. In the national security context, 

however, the threats and challenges to UK national security have not fundamentally 

changed as a result of the decision to leave. The UK remains fully and strongly 

committed to Europe’s defence and security and we continue to play an active role in 

security and defence cooperation across Europe”6 

 

A day later (8th December 2016) Alex Younger, head of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service 

(SIS) - MI6 - said this in a keynote speech: “I’m often asked what effect the big political 

changes of 2016, BREXIT and the US election result, will have on these relationships.  My 

answer is that I will aim for, and expect, continuity”.7  

 

It appears, therefore, that the fears expressed during the referendum debate that our 

national security and counter-terrorism operations would be adversely affected by a vote to 

leave the EU have not, to date, been borne out. The intelligence and police agencies 

charged with keeping the UK safe from terrorism appear to be continuing their counter-

terrorism operations in a ‘business as usual’ fashion, without major contingency plans being 

considered necessary to adapt or adjust strategy or operational practices for when Britain 

leaves membership of the EU and Europol.   

 

The Role of the EU and Europol in Countering Terrorist Threats to EU Member 

States 
 

In contrast to the first EU strategy on terrorism, which was drawn up in 20058, UK police and 

intelligence agencies have been tackling terrorist threats for over a hundred years. Following 

the terrorist attacks in Madrid on 11th March 2004, the European Council adopted a 

declaration on combating terrorism and appointed Gilles de Kerchove into a new position of 

EU Counter Terrorism Co-ordinator. The role involves presenting policy and reporting to the 

European Council on the implementation of the EU counter terrorism strategy. Supporting 

                                                 
4 ‘Children put in care after Met’s extremist hunt’: Richard Kerbaj, The Sunday Times, 30.10.16 
5 ‘MI5 head: ’increasingly aggressive Russia a growing threat’ – interview with the Guardian newspaper, 1st November 2016, 
The Guardian - Ewan MacAskill and Paul Johnson. 
6 Annual Report on the National Strategic Defence and Security Review: Written statement – HLWS327 
(http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Lords/2016-12-
07/HLWS327/) 
7 Speech by Alex Younger, Head of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) at Vauxhall Cross, 8th December 2016 
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=8&ved=0ahUKEwj8-
vXMy7fRAhXC2hoKHUU5BDMQFghFMAc&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sis.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F1155%2Fcs-public-speech-
8-december-2016-final.doc&usg=AFQjCNFIxgCzbtfAv3TT0SXnuajsJraoIA&bvm=bv.143423383,d.d2s 
8 Council of the European Union, Brussels, 30 November 2005 
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the EU strategy on terrorism and the EU co-ordinator9 is Europol. Europol is an EU agency 

created in January 1994 which describes itself as “the European Union’s law enforcement 

agency.”10   

 

Europol, like its sister agency Interpol (that represents over 192 member states rather than 

28) does not enforce the law in the conventional sense. It has no executive powers, makes 

no arrests, does not proactively collect intelligence and does not undertake counter terrorism 

operational activity. It has no power to either instigate or engage in counter terrorist 

operations where there is risk to life and is accountable only for its spend and remit to the 

Council of Ministers for Justice and Home Affairs. Its budget is approved by the European 

Parliament and the Council of Ministers (its annual budget for 2015 was 103m Euros).  

 

In 2016, Europol had 1065 staff, including 201 foreign liaison officers, 67 from the UK; and 

one of whom had specific responsibility for the interests of the UK’s Police National Counter 

Terrorism Network (a police officer on attachment from the Metropolitan Police Service’s 

Counter Terrorism Command, SO15).  

 

Participation in Europol is not dependent on EU membership as evidenced by the presence 

of 26 overseas liaison officers from 14 countries who are not EU member states, including 

nationals from the USA, Pakistan, India and Columbia. Europol has a number of ‘Strategic 

Agreements’ with non-member states such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Russian Federation, 

Turkey and Ukraine which promote cooperation and the sharing of strategic and technical 

information of mutual interest. It also has fourteen separate ‘Operational Agreements’ with 

non-member states such as Albania, Australia, Canada, Columbia, Switzerland and the USA 

which are more comprehensive allowing liaison officers from the non-member states to work 

in Europol headquarters. 

 

Europol lists its strategic goals11 as Goal 1: to be the EU criminal information hub, providing 

information-sharing capabilities to law enforcement authorities in the member states; Goal 2: 

to provide the most effective support and expertise to member states’ investigations by 

developing and employing a comprehensive portfolio of services (which includes enhancing 

cooperation in the area of counter-terrorism); and Goal 3: to be an efficient organisation with 

effective governance arrangements and a positive reputation. Europol’s remit is, therefore, 

primarily focused upon criminal matters as opposed to terrorist threats to EU member states. 

 

Europol’s European Counter Terrorism Centre (ECTC) 
 

Europol has limited and somewhat embryonic capability in relation to countering terrorism. 

The European Counter Terrorism Centre (ECTC) within Europol was established on 25th 

January 2016 to “provide operational support to member states”. The ECTC has just 39 staff 

members (less than two for each member state) whom Europol describe as providing a 

function of “operational support, coordination and expertise, an information hub for counter 

terrorism, a scenario and threat assessment unit and an emergency response team”12.  

                                                 
9 The European Council decided to establish the European Police Office on 6.4.09 converting Europol into a formal EU agency 
as well as increasing some of its powers. 
10 Europol website: ‘About Europol’ - https://www.europol.europa.eu 
11 Europol Strategy 2016-2020, European Police Office (Europol), 2016. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European 
Union, 2016. 
12 Council of the European Union Standing Committee on Operational Cooperation on Internal Security “Enhancing Europol’s 
counter terrorism capabilities: European Counter Terrorism Centre (ECTC) at Europol Reference 8881/16 
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Prior to the creation of ECTC, Europol had little involvement in countering terrorism. 

However, the terrorist attacks in Paris and Brussels and across Europe in 2015/16 resulted 

in a renewed concern by European politicians who subsequently directed that Europol 

engage more proactively in counter-terrorism. Following the terrorist attacks on the French 

satirical magazine “Charlie Hebdo” in Paris13, the Justice and Home Affairs Ministerial 

Council issued the “Riga Statement” that asserted that “counter-terrorism efforts must be 

reinforced both at a national and EU level”. The statement also made clear that “terrorism, 

radicalization, recruitment and terrorist financing were among the main threats to the internal 

security of the EU”14. 

 

Despite this directive, Europol’s remit is extremely wide and focused on forty-two different 

crime types ranging from economic crime, excise fraud, money laundering, drug trafficking, 

maritime piracy, sports corruption, illicit tobacco trade and outlawed motor cycle gangs. Its 

focus, therefore, is almost exclusively on crime matters rather than terrorism threats. Whilst 

Europol seeks to enhance co-operation in the field of counter terrorism, it has limited 

resources assigned to this task, relatively limited experience in the field of counter terrorism 

and its focus remains almost exclusively on countering other crime types. 

 

 

Collaboration Between European States on National Security and Counter-

Terrorism 
 

There are two long established information sharing fora within Europe that have been 

dealing with issues pertaining to national security and counter terrorism since the 1990s: the 

‘Berne Group’ or ‘Club of Berne’ and the Police Working Group on Terrorism (PWGT).  Both 

have evolved over several decades and both include EU member states and non-EU 

member states alike. For example, both groups include Norway and Switzerland which are 

not members of the EU. Neither group operate on a formal charter and both work outside of 

the formal institutions of the EU.  

 

The Berne Group was established in the 1970s as a forum for the security services of six 

member states but has now grown to include over 30 EU and non-EU states. The forum has 

established working groups on terrorism and created (in 2001) the Counter Terrorism Group 

(CTG) in which “member states, as well as the United States, produce common threat 

assessments that are shared between the membership and with some EU committees”15.  

 

Most European countries also participate in two criminal justice networks: Counter Terrorism 

Prosecutors Network (CTPN) and Eurojust. The CTPN is a “virtual network of prosecutors 

working on terrorism cases” which was created in September 2015 by the International 

Association of Prosecutors and the United Nations Counter Terrorism Committee Executive 

                                                 
13 See ‘Charlie Hebdo attack: Three days of terror – BBC News at 
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&sqi=2&ved=0ahUKEwiz7N7f7NXRAh
XLzRoKHYFzCHUQFggpMAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.co.uk%2Fnews%2Fworld-europe-
30708237&usg=AFQjCNExTUBpjXO_EiKirQq9NB8AOf5BBg&bvm=bv.144686652,d.d2s 
14 Foreword by Rob Wainwright, Director of Europol in the European Union Terrorism Situation and Trend Report (TE-SAT) 
2016, published by European Police Office (Europol) P.0. Box 90850, 2509 LW The Hague, The Netherlands. 
15 ‘Intelligence Sharing in the European Union: Institutions Are Not Enough’ by James I. Walsh, University of North Carolina, 
Journal Compilation, Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 
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Directorate.16 Eurojust was established as a judicial co-ordination unit on 28th February 

2002: “With the attacks of 9/11 in the USA, the focus on the fight against terrorism moved 

from the regional/national sphere to its widest international context and served as a catalyst 

for the formalisation, by Council Decision 2002/187/JHA, of the establishment of Eurojust as 

a judicial coordination unit”.17  

 

Membership of Eurojust has benefits for participants, not least the ability to create Joint 

Investigation Teams (JITs) when investigations (including terrorist investigations) extend 

beyond nation state boundaries, a conclusion drawn by the House of Lords subcommittee 

that examined the impact of Brexit on “EU security and police co-operation”.18 

Participation in Eurojust arrangements are not, however, confined to EU Member States: 

Eurojust has 

 

“been active in negotiating cooperation agreements with third States and other EU 

agencies, allowing the exchange of judicial information and personal data. Agreements 

were concluded with Europol, Norway, Iceland, the USA, Croatia, OLAF, Switzerland, 

and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Liaison prosecutors from Norway 

and the USA are now permanently based at Eurojust. In addition to cooperation 

agreements, Eurojust also maintains a network of contact points worldwide”19 

 

Collaboration on all the above formal and informal arrangements are not, therefore, 

dependent on membership of the EU. Many countries outside of the EU are participating in 

these arrangements under the auspices of 3rd country agreements. 

 

European Intelligence Sharing Platforms  
 

A variety of information sharing platforms hosted by the EU and Europol are used by EU 

states and non-EU states alike20. These include: Passenger Name Record Initiative (PNR) 

that shares passenger airplane data; Prum, a cross European agreement to search DNA 

and fingerprint databases; the Schengen information System (SIS) that contains real time 

alerts relating to suspects crossing borders; and the European Records Information System 

(SIS II) which provides an exchange of information on criminal convictions between EU 

states. All these platforms and information sharing systems are mutually beneficial to 

participating countries and the UK is a large contributor and user of the information held and 

shared.  

 

Most of the data held on these databases pertains to convicted criminals rather than terrorist 

suspects. Whilst there is some cross over between terrorism and crime (as illustrated by the 

past criminal records of the terrorists involved in Paris and Brussels), classified (secret) 

intelligence relating to known terrorist subjects and live counter terrorist operations is rarely 

shared on these databases because they are not sufficiently advanced to host intelligence 

                                                 
16 ‘First Global Counter Terrorism Prosecutors Network Launched’, Security Council Counter Terrorism Committee, 14.9.15. 
Press statement available at http://www.un.org/en/sc/ctc/news/2015-09-25_CTPN_Creation.html 
17 ‘History of Eurojust’ at Eurojust.europe.eu 
18 Summary of Conclusions and Recommendations, Paras 6-12: ‘House of Lords – Brexit: Future UK-EU security and police 
cooperation’ at www.parliament.uk  
19 ‘History of Eurojust’ at Eurojust.europe.eu 
20 The Shengen Information System (SIS) for example was operational from March 1995 and expanded to include the access 
by non-EU states Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Norway and Iceland  in 2005. A further non-EU state Switzerland has used the 
SIS since 2008. ‘Administrative Law and Policy of the European Union’ by Herwig C.H. Hoffman, Gerard C. Rowe, Alexander 
H. Turk: Oxford University Press, 2011 
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above a classification level of ‘confidential’. Intelligence relating to terrorist suspects and 

terrorist operations remains, therefore, on national security databases in individual countries 

and shared on a case by case ‘need to know’ basis. Thus, effective counter terrorism 

operations rely mostly on bilateral and multi-lateral state to state intelligence sharing 

arrangements that are not bound by EU membership and which will continue when the UK 

has left the EU and Europol.  

 

Unlike other EU states, the UK has access to the ‘5 eyes’, a significantly larger information 

sharing platform than those mentioned above hosted in the EU and Europol. The ‘5 Eyes’ 

platform enables the routine sharing of highly classified intelligence (up to Top Secret) 

relating to security threats and terrorism between the ‘5 eyes’ states of the US, UK, Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand. Commenting on this provision during the referendum debate, 

the then Home Secretary Theresa May described “The 5 eyes” as the “closest international 

intelligence-sharing arrangement in the world”21.  

 

European Arrest Warrant (EAW) 
 

The European Arrest Warrant (EAW) is widely used by EU states in criminal cases and the 

UK has used it extensively since 2009. In April 2016, the UK Home Secretary reported that 

the EAW had been used to extradite over 5000 people to EU states in the previous five 

years with 675 suspects for crime having been brought back to the UK to face justice.22 Its 

use in terrorism cases is, however, far less frequent. As Table 1.0 below shows, it has been 

used on only 22 occasions in terrorism cases since 2009, the most notable case being that 

of Hussain Osman, a terrorist extradited in a few weeks using the EAW and subsequently 

convicted of planning to attack the London underground in July 2005.  

  

 
Table 1.0: Use of the European Arrest Warrant for Terrorism Cases 

 

2009-

10 

2010-

11 

2011-

12 

2012-

13 

2013-

14 

2014-

15 

2015-

16 Grand Total 

 

4 1 1 5 2 2 7 22 

 

Source: European Arrest Warrant statistics, National Crime Agency (NCA) 

 

 

The EAW is clearly useful for targeting criminals but it is not an essential tool for 

safeguarding national security in terrorism cases. Should the UK be rendered unable to use 

the EAW after leaving the EU and Europol, it would simply revert to existing extradition 

measures currently used to extradite terrorist suspects from countries outside of the EU. 

Although slower, administrative processes already exist within the Home Office to enable 

extradition under these provisions to take place. 

 

                                                 
21 Home Secretary’s speech on the ‘UK, EU and our place in the world’, 25.4.16, address at the Institute of Mechanical 
Engineers in central London (https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/home-secretarys-speech-on-the-uk-eu-and-our-place-
in-the-world) 
22 Home Secretary’s speech on the ‘UK, EU and our place in the world’, 25.4.16, address at the Institute of Mechanical 
Engineers in central London (https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/home-secretarys-speech-on-the-uk-eu-and-our-place-
in-the-world) 
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The Role of the UK in Countering Terrorist Threats in Europe 

 

The UK has been combating terrorism threats of various kinds (e.g. Irish, extreme right and 

left wing terrorism) for longer than any EU state and has a mature and successful national 

Counter Terrorism Police Network that works in an integrated manner with intelligence 

agencies MI5, MI6 and GCHQ (agencies that also have routine access to ‘5 eyes’ 

intelligence from the UK, USA, Australia, Canada and New Zealand).  

 

The UK’s long standing counter terrorism strategy entitled ‘CONTEST’ (first developed in 

early 200323) is one of the most comprehensive of any country in the world and has been 

used to shape and inform both the EU’s Counter-Terrorism Strategy24 and that of the United 

Nations.25  

 

As well as having the most comprehensive counter terrorism strategy of any EU state, the 

UK has the most effective intelligence agencies and the most proficient police counter 

terrorism units. Evidence of this is manifest in the number of terrorist attacks that have 

occurred in the UK compared to other EU states, the number of attack plots that have been 

disrupted or prevented and the number of suspects convicted for terrorist offences.  

 

There has not been a single Islamic terrorist attack in the UK over the past three years 

(2014-2016), a record that can be contrasted with multiple terrorist attacks in other EU states 

over the same period.26 France for example, sustained 18 terrorist attacks during 2015 to 

2016, including the Paris attacks on 13th/14th November 2015 and a ‘vehicle ramming’ in 

Nice on 14th July 2016 resulting in the total combined deaths of 238 civilians and 836 

injured.  Germany has had five terrorist attacks during the same period, in Berlin (knife 

attack on 17th August 2015 and a truck attack on 19th December 2016), Hanover (knife 

attack on 26th February 2016), Wurzburg (axe attack on 19th July 2016) and Ansbach 

(suicide bombing on 24th July 2016) resulting in the combined deaths of 67 civilians with 67 

injured. Belgium during 2015 to 2016 had attacks in Charleroi (machete wielding man 

attacking two police officers on 6th August 2016) and Brussels airport (22nd March 2016) 

resulting in the total death of 32 civilians with 300 injured.  

 

The UK has a proven track record of successfully preventing terrorist attacks (particularly 

since the emergence of the so-called “Islamic State” in April 201327). According to the Head 

of MI6, Alex Younger “The UK intelligence and security services have disrupted 12 terrorist 

plots in the UK since June 2013”28. The UK has also been successful in disrupting terrorist 

attacks in other EU states. In her recent speech on the EU, Prime Minister Theresa May 

drew attention to this: “and our intelligence capabilities – unique in Europe – have already 

                                                 
23 A revised version of CONTEST was made publicly available in 2006, and further revisions were published on 24.3.09 and 
11.7.11) 
24 ‘The European Union Counter-Terrorism Strategy’, Council of the European Union, Brussels, 30 November 2005 available at 
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%2014469%202005%20REV%204 
25 The United National General Assembly adopted the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy on 8th September 2006. It is 
available at https://www.un.org/counterterrorism/ctitf/en/un-global-counter-terrorism-strategy 
26 The last terrorist attack in the UK from Islamic terrorism to succeed was the murder of Drummer Lee Rigby in London in 
November 2015 
27 ISI declares “Islamic State of Iraq and Al-Sham’ as new name of merged group 8.4.13 
(http://www.memri.org/report/en/0/0/0/0/0/0/7119.htm) 
28 MI6 Chief Alex Younger speech on 8th December 2016 at Vauxhall Cross, uploaded by Latika M Bourke, available at 
https://www.scribd.com/document/333638719/MI6-Chief-Alex-Younger-full-speech 
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saved countless lives in very many terrorist plots that have been thwarted in countries 

across our continent”.29  

 

The UK’s success in countering terrorism can, in part, be attributed to the successful 

integration of the work of the national Police Counter Terrorism Network (PCTN) with its 

intelligence agencies. UK intelligence agencies and the NPCTN have fully integrated their 

operational practices and processes. All intelligence relating to extremism or terrorism is 

jointly assessed, triaged and actioned.  Counter terrorism operations are run jointly with the 

Security Service MI5 responsible for national security and the PCTN responsible for public 

safety. Joint protocols have been agreed to ensure that all intelligence is shared and not left 

in silos or separate databases. There is co-location of intelligence officers in police buildings 

and vice versa ensuring that there is close collaboration and joint working between the 

various organisations. The model equates to more than effective co-operation between 

different organisations; it is demonstration of effective joint collaboration and co-working. 

 

By contrast, several European states have been less effective at information sharing 

between their police and intelligence agencies. Some countries are prevented from sharing 

intelligence by the framing of their constitution, others by cultural factors. In the aftermath of 

the Islamic State’s attacks in Brussels, Reuter’s reported that “The attack on Europe’s 

political capital … had been widely blamed on bad intelligence; not just the dysfunctional 

separation of powers in Belgium, but on the lack of information sharing of information among 

the many intelligence services of the 28 states of the European Union”.30 

 

EU member states have also discovered that their domestic legislation is inadequate for the 

threats posed by a globally networked terrorist group such as ISIS. For example, Germany’s 

postwar constitution was intended to protect democracy after the Nazi period but in the wake 

of the terrorist attacks in Paris on November 2015 and in Brussels on March 2016, it 

recognized that new legislation was needed to allow greater information sharing. On 8th 

September 2016, legislation was passed that amended the Act on the Federal Office for the 

Protection of the Constitution which governs the BfV (Germany’s domestic intelligence 

agency), authorizing it to create or participate in common databases with foreign intelligence 

services31. The amendment also reduced the minimum age of persons whose data could be 

saved, changed or used by the BfV from 16 years of age to 14 years as a direct response to 

the growing radicalization of juveniles.  

 

The UK also has a stronger track record of convicting more terrorist offenders than any other 

EU state. In 2015, according to Europol, 12 EU Member States concluded a total of 217 

court proceedings relating to terrorism and the UK ‘reported the highest number of 

concluded court proceedings for terrorist and related offences’ of any state in the EU’.32 

 

 

 

                                                 
29 Speech by Prime Minister Theresa May at Lancaster House, 17.1.207.  
30 ‘The world’s spies agree Belgium intelligence is broken’ - John Lloyd. 24th March 2016. 
31 Library of Congress: Germany: Act to improve Anti-Terror Information Exchange in Force. Available at 
https://www.un.org/counterterrorism/ctitf/en/un-global-counter-terrorism-strategy 
32 European Union Terrorism Situation and Trend Report 2016, Paragraph 1.3 ‘Convictions and Penalties’, available at 
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&sqi=2&ved=0ahUKEwiG943DgtPRAhWJvBQKHelwB
DcQFggdMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.europol.europa.eu%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Feuropol_tesat
_2016.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFiAUmZeoCmefzmHlCexMdAMLYWog&bvm=bv.144224172,d.d24 
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Conclusions 
 

The UK provides a role model for EU Member States for countering terrorism threats and the 

UK’s withdrawal from the EU represents a risk to the safety of other EU member states if full 

access to the UK’s intelligence, capabilities and experience is not continued.  

 

The UK’s engagement and collaboration with EU member states on matters relating to 

security and counter terrorism is mutually beneficial. The UK’s membership of the EU and 

Europol is more beneficial to the EU than to the UK in relation to security and counter 

terrorism; the UK could leave both with little, if any, impact on its national security or counter 

terrorism capabilities. 

 

The UK has the most proficient counter terrorism operational capability of any state in 

Europe. UK intelligence agencies (MI5, MI6 and GCHQ) working with the UK National Police 

Counter Terrorism Network (NPCTN) have prevented numerous terrorist attacks both in the 

UK and other EU states in recent times through the sharing of intelligence and the 

disruptions of terrorist plots. 

 

At a time of heightened threat of terrorism towards Europe, EU member states will seek to 

continue to have access to the UK’s experience, intelligence and operational resources used 

in countering terrorism after Britain leaves the EU to avoid increasing the risk of terrorism in 

Europe.  

 

The EU will place a high priority on collaboration with the UK in EU security and justice 

matters after the UK has withdrawn from membership of both the EU and Europol and has a 

vested interest in ensuring that the UK continues to participate in the existing EU information 

sharing platforms.  

 

Collaboration between European countries (and globally) on national security and counter 

terrorism operations will continue to take place between police and intelligence agencies 

whether countries are members of the EU or not.  

 

Post Brexit, the UK will continue to participate fully in the established European fora that 

exist to exchange intelligence and share best practice on counter-terrorism (e.g. the ‘Club of 

Berne’ and the Police Working Group on Terrorism (PWGT)) because participation is not 

dependent on membership of the EU. 

 

The EU has more to lose from Brexit than the UK on matters relating to national security and 

counter-terrorism. The UK is, therefore, in a strong position to negotiate with the EU on 

these matters when Article 50 has been invoked.  
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