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In the Council of the European Union, member states mostly cooperate
with other countries in their geographical proximity. However, once it
became clear that the United Kingdom was going to leave the EU, the
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member states also started cooperating to a greater extent with
ideologically like-minded members. Research from the University of
Gothenburg shows that Brexit may, in part, have changed the logic
behind how cooperation in the Council of the European Union is
structured.

The Council of the European Union is one of the most important EU
decision-makers. Government ministers from the 27 EU member states
participate in the Council meetings to negotiate and make decisions on
the European Commission's proposals for EU laws. Which ministers
meet depends on the topics to be discussed. It is well-established in the
research that member states prefer to cooperate in the Council with their
neighboring countries, which has led researchers to interpret these
patterns as relatively stable. However, it is only now that researchers are
able to explain what underlies this stability.

Political scientist Markus Johansson has researched the consequences of
Brexit on EU cooperation. He studied how the cooperation patterns in
the Council of the European Union have changed from the period before
the British referendum on Brexit in 2016 compared to the period after.

Given that the cooperation patterns are stable over time, he tested a
structural explanation for cooperation which assumes that member states
with similar economic and political systems at national level also ought
to have more similar interests in EU negotiations. In the study, this is
tested against an explanatory model of ideological differences between
the governing parties of the member states. This is a more volatile factor
as the ideological orientations of governments are affected by national
elections and potential changes of government.

"The results indicate that member states with more similar economic and
political systems also have stronger partnering relationships and that the
effect of this is as significant before as after the Brexit referendum. This
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provides a first indication that these similarities could be an underlying
cause of the stability of partnerships between member states over time,
and that they follow geographical patterns."

The ideological differences between the governments were measured on
three dimensions: economic left-right, GAL-TAN (green, alternative,
libertarian and traditional, authoritarian, nationalist), and attitude to
European integration.

"Before the Brexit referendum, none of these ideological dimensions had
any effect on relationships between member states. But after the
referendum, both the GAL-TAN dimension and attitude to European
integration have had an impact on cooperation. Member states that are
ideologically similar on these dimensions have cooperated more closely
in the period after it became clear that the United Kingdom was going to
leave the EU."

The study does not clarify the cause of the change that has taken place.
However, it is clear that the remaining member states have had to adapt
their relationships to a new political landscape which no longer includes
the United Kingdom.

"With the United Kingdom's withdrawal process in progress, EU
cooperation has also landed in the political spotlight more generally. This
could be a contributor to a more ideological logic behind the new
relationships that are established when a member state disappears," says
Markus Johansson.
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