
BREXIT SPEECH – Mike Collier

First I will begin with an apology. My speech will probably be unlike those of my more learned and 
reasonable colleagues here today, who have the benefit of being either at some distance from the 
Brexit debacle because their sense of identity is not directly affected, or they have the less envious 
benefit of having an official duty to perform.

I was initially reluctant to take part in this debate but my wife persuaded me it would be a good 
idea, I think largely because she is sick of seeing me stomp around the house swearing at the 
radio and television every time news of Her Majesty's government's latest tough-talking twaddle is 
broadcast.  

**

Last year as a birthday present my wife treated me to a session in a traditional Latvian pirts, a 
proper one, complete with the leaves and switches and tea and dainas. It was a stormy day in 
early June, so it was nice to retreat to the pirts and clean myself out from the inside. At the end of 
the session I was led outside, stark naked, with the wind howling, to jump in a small pond beside 
the pirts. I plunged into the waters and felt the heat rush out of my body along with the air from my 
lungs. As I resurfaced, the pirtnieks said: “Now, ask your question to the heavens!”

“What's going to happen with Brexit?” I muttered to myself, as I had been wondering with 
increasing anxiety for weeks.

From far away there was a rumble of thunder, vast and menacing.

“There is your answer!” laughed the pirtnieks.

Perkons knew. The pirtnieks knew. I didn't know.

**

A month later, I woke having gone to bed with the BBC assuring me the Brexit vote would be won 
by the Remainers. I was glad about this as otherwise it would spoil my Midsummer Celebrations.

Like several million other people, I logged on to see the final result and... in essence what I heard 
was was perkons again, but now much closer and much more threatening. I felt as if I had been 
struck by lightning and as tends to happen when you are hit with a few thousands volts, I was 
immediately aware that my life had changed and would never be quite the same again.

I rolled over in bed, closed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep, perhaps hoping that this was all 
a dream and that at my second awakening everything would be back to normal. But it was no 
good. The world would not leave me alone. I would have to get up and think things through: 
residency permits, taxes, the citizenship of my children, ownership of my company, my house...  

The static electricity of the lightning strike still crackled from my finger tips. It has remained 
crackling ever since, so I'll try not to dwell on the past too much. Brexit is going to happen, we have 
been told for the last nine months, during which progress in putting together a workable plan for 
this historic act of self harm appears to have made about as much progress as Britain's continental 
drift into the Atlantic Ocean.

Already I feel myself getting quite worked up. My stiff upper lip is trembling. Talking to my Latvian 
friends I feel a sense of acute embarrassment. As embarrassment is the most British of all feelings, 
this only makes things worse. Unless I move on now I will be reduced to simply muttering “Sorry... 
sorry... sorry” for the next twenty minutes.



So instead of a logical and reasoned argument, which seems anathema as far as Brexit is 
concerned, let me just throw out a few little vignettes (am I still allowed to use the word vignette? It 
is dangerously French).

**

Look at the faces of Brexit Britain: Boris Johnson. Michael Gove. Nigel Farage. Faces you would 
never tire of slappping with a wet fish. Probably I could simply stop my speech here and you would 
get the point. Yes, these are the men who told my country what to do. Mean like that. I exempt 
Theresa May from this list because she actually spoke in favour of Remain during what was 
laughably called the Brexit 'debate' but which was actually the greatest abnegation of political 
standards in living memory. The debate – on both sides - made the arguments of my children over 
who gets an ice cream look like Plato's commentaries on Socrates. Socrates at least managed to 
'Grexit' with dignity.

Look who we now have as the heroes of parliamentary debate and principle: Kenneth Clarke and 
Michael Heseltine, the last of the dinosaurs. These Jurassic relics of the Thatcherite era seem to 
be not only the last of their kind, insisting upon the primacy of parliament and the duties of 
members towards both their electorates and their consciences, but at times they also seem the last 
British politicians capable of stringing together sentences of more than ten words.

Boris Johnson, the perpetual Etonian, built his entire career on inventing fake news from Brussels 
when he worked as a journalist. He was later sacked for fabricating quotations and right up to 
Brexit polling day was peddling his myth of the EU banning bendy bananas. Michael Gove is a 
superannuated ventriloquist's dummy operated by his Lady Macbeth wife (as shown by her leaked 
emails telling him to stab Johnson in the back and run for Prime Minister). Both have found work as 
journalists, a fact which makes me want to quit the profession.

What can I say about Farage that hasn't been said before? An avowed admirer of Vladimir Putin, 
he's been funded by Moscow, along with every other tinpot dictator in Europe. He regularly 
appears on Russia Today. Let's remember that Vladimir Putin was all for Brexit. He said it would be 
a good thing, that Britain should definitely Brexit. I'm clearly not as experienced a politician as 
Farage but if there is one thing I have learned during the last 10 years living in Latvia it is that if 
Vladimir Putin tells you something is a good idea, it's probably not a good idea.

And now Farage wants to leave the UK and move to America. Yes, the patron saint of Brexit isn't 
going to hang around and see the consequences of the glorious revolution he helped bring about. 
It's as if George Washington signed the Declaration of Independence and immediately left to hunt 
for Eldorado in Mexico or Lenin arrived at the Winter Palace, checked there was no-one at home 
and caught the first train back to Helsinki.

As for Theresa May: at least history will record that she was Prime Minister, even if it will be as part 
of the phrase: “most disastrous prime minister since Neville Chamberlain”. Much as I dislike her, 
it's hard not to feel a certain amount of sympathy for any woman who gets grabbed by Donald 
Trump.

**

So what will Britain become? It likes to think it will be a sort of Norway. But it lacks the small, 
homogenous population and more importantly the oil of Norway. It had North Sea oil, but that was 
all squandered on the dividend payments to oil companies rather than invested in a right to free 
higher education for all, as is the case with Norway. With every passing day I become more and 
more convinced that the only way humanity can make anything approximating progress is via 
education. The better the education, the better the prospects for the country. It says everything that 



few, if any of the current British cabinet send their children to state schools. It's not to denigrate the 
schools. It's to denigrate their rank hypocrisy: Good enough for you, not good enough for us.

The only way I can see Brexit having a positive outcome is if it is the basis for a massive increase 
in the availability and quality of free education to ordinary, unprivileged British children. I do not 
mean making education a bit more important. I mean making it the number one priority of 
government after the obligation for national defense, and on a long-term basis.

It would require a politician with honesty and moral courage to say: “Look, the next decade is going 
to be rough. There will be unemployment, there will be reduced-funding in other areas. But we are 
going to pour every penny we can into educating the youth of this country in every possible way. 
Only by developing their genius can we even hope to compete with China, with India, with Finland, 
Sweden, Canada and all the other countries that are making their children as smart and well-
equipped as possible.

Would such a politician be applauded? I doubt it. Such investment would require a commitment of 
at least a decade before any tangible results could be expected and it would need to be an 
ongoing commitment in order to remain competitive. A multi-party plan should already be in place. 
After all, Britain is all pulling together now, isn't it and there will be an extra £350 million per week 
available! No plan exists, the money was a lie and elections come around every four years.

**

Another idea is to make Britain a sort of Switzerland, an offshore island in both a literal and 
metaphorical sense with an economy based around financial services. Basically that would mean 
Britain will jump in and offer the sort of shady money laundering opportunities that Switzerland has 
spent the last decade moving away from. And even money laundering requires access to the EU, 
for as we know here in Latvia, it is the ability to move cash into the legal, tightly-regulated and safe 
eurozone that is the real attraction to Russia's oligarchs. The UK as Switzerland-on-Sea seems 
over optimistic: Switzerland does actually make things too, such as chocolate, cheese, watches, 
pocket knives, skis and cuckoo clocks.

It's difficult to think what Britain manufactures these days that is not made at least equally well 
elsewhere in Europe. I felt a bit sorry for the delegation from the UK railway industry who came to 
Riga a few months ago looking for a slice of Rail Baltica. In the wake of Brexit, with at least two 
years of uncertainty ahead, what EU country or company in its right mind is going to award 
contracts to British firms when there is no clarity on costs, tariffs, employment law, taxation and so 
on? And that's in addition to a justified sense of reluctance to buy British anyway given the 
offensive nature of much of the UK's rhetoric during the last year.

In addition to financial services, where the exodus to Frankfurt, Paris and Dublin has already 
started, and in which the owners of the euro currency should certainly exert the same control the 
US does over the dollar, in orrder to attract capital and expertise out of the City of London, Britain 
does have a few other world-class things to offer. It's still good at making tanks and warplanes. 
Such as about a third of the... Eurofighter.

It still does the three minute pop song better than anyone else. Is it possible to base an economy 
on downloads? If we don't try it, the Estonians certainly will.

Of course we have the rose-tinted view of government, which is that Britain will become a great 
trading nation, as it was in the days of Empire. They miss the rather obvious point that it no longer 
has an empire. When it did have an empire, Britain got rich because it was able to exploit cheap 
labour and resources from places such as India, Canada, Australia, Malaysia, South Africa; it 
manufactured higher-value goods in the UK and then exported those goods back to its huge 
captive markets, free from tolls and tariffs.



Ironically, the closest thing in the modern world to that huge free trade internal market is the 
European Union's single market – precisely the thing Britain is walking away from with its nose in 
the air!

So Britain will not be a sort of Norway or a sort of Switzerland. But it might possibly be a sort of 
Turkey, in every sense of the word, with the caveat that Turkey has not completely abandoned its 
hopes of EU membership despite its increasing authoritarianism.

**
But don't worry, there is a plan, the 'Plan for Britain'! Though “plan” is hardly the right word for a 
collection of vague platitudes, unconvincing motivational slogans and what my father used to call 
“statements of the bleeding obvious”.

This master plan went live on March 17 – eventually, as the website designed to showcase this 
new, modern Britain, more mythological than Camelot, crashed almost immediately. Here are a few 
promises of the plan:

• promote the values of fairness, responsibility and citizenship to bring people together and 
build a stronger, fairer Britain.
Was that not allowed as an EU member?

• protect and enhance workers’ rights, ensuring that in a modern, flexible economy people 
are properly protected at work.
I seem to recall the EU is already quite hot on workers' rights. We have already had a taste of how 
British workers will enjoy a new dignity in labour this week with the food chain Pret a Manger 
offering British citizens the chance to work at its outlets for no wages at all and instead to be paid 
in food. This is supposed to help them replace the large numbers of EU workers who will likely 
leave. The Romans had modern, flexible economy based on slavery too, and look how successful 
they were. Surprising, given that they basically united large parts of Europe and beyond under a 
single set of rules and tariffs.

But my favourite promise in the Plan for Britain is this one:

We will build a fairer society where success is based on merit, not privilege.

I got quite excited when I read this because as a lifelong republican, I took it to mean that we were 
finally going to get rid of the fifth-generation German immigrants that are known as the royal family, 
who do very little work but live on generous state benefits.

“A fairer society where success is based on merit, not privilege.”

While I still had this noble goal on my computer screen I saw that former chancellor of the 
exchequer George Osborne, scion of one of England's most aristocratic families had just been 
appointed editor of the London Evening Standard newspaper. On a part-time basis. In addition to 
his three other jobs, one of which is supposed to be acting as Conservative member of parliament 
for a constituency 250 miles away from London. But I'm sure the job was “based on merit, not 
privilege” because he did edit a couple of issues of a student magazine 25 years ago. Boris 
Johnson was one of the contributors.

**
I do not believe that most British people are racist – though certainly unsavoury aspects of British 
society that we perhaps naively hoped had gone away have been painfully exposed during the last 
year.

Most obviously this was manifested in the murder of the young MP Jo Cox by a right-wing 
extremist. We had thought fascism disappeared from the British Isles with the death of Oswald 



Mosley. But Cox's murder, which should really have shaken us from the mass psychosis of the final 
weeks of campaigning, only held things up for two days and as the results were announced, Nigel 
Farage brayed about how he had won “without a shot being fired.” As usual he was wrong. Jo Cox 
was shot and stabbed multiple times by the coward Thomas Mair. At his trial Mair gave his name 
as “Death to traitors, Freedom for Britain.”

Mair of course was British. The recent attacker in Westminster was British. As far as I am aware, 
none of those who have perpetrated outrages in Britain are from EU countries. The myth of 
criminality in general is just that: a myth. About 1 in every 1,000 British citizens is currently in 
prison. The figure is about the same for EU nationals living in Britain. Of the top ten countries 
supplying foreign prisoners, four are from the EU: Poland, Ireland, Romania and Lithuania. The 
other six are Jamaica, Albania, Pakistan, Somalia, India and Nigeria.

The number of Latvians committing offences in the UK is below the rate of British offenders and 
the proportion in prison is much lower than in Latvia. Maybe they become more law abiding when 
they land at Stansted? And yet somehow it's immigration from Eastern Europe, where radical Islam 
is virtually absent that is the threat to the UK. The UK must have control of its borders. I have been 
stopped every time I cross the border in to the UK, so I was under the impression it already had 
that control. Perhaps I just look suspicious.  

**
Yes, if only I could have rolled over, buried my head under the pillows and pretended the world was 
not happening on the morning of June 24 last year. That would have been the most appropriate 
reaction. Because I believe that is the example that most accurately reflects what Brexit is really all 
about.

One of the greatest myths of Brexit, and one that will be cruelly exposed in the coming months and 
years is, the myth of 'Global Britain', which is now the mantra-like drone of the Brexiteers when 
they are not saying “We're leaving the EU but we're not leaving Europe”. Yes we are leaving 
Europe, albeit at a rate of 2 cm per year!

They would have you believe there is some sort of pent-up internationalist longing in the UK that 
has been smothered by 40 years of EU membership. If only we weren't in the EU we would be 
talking to people, buying and selling all over the globe, performing all manner of miracles.

There is nothing stopping UK companies selling their products across the globe.

And if Britain is so 'Global' in character why are the British, and particularly the English, so 
uninterested in speaking any language other than English? Why do they boo the anthems of other 
countries at football matches, as we saw in Germany last week? Why do they insist on fish and 
chips on the Costa Brava?

I had an illustrative experience earlier this week when I posted a very simple message on twitter on 
the day the EU was marking the signing of the Rome treaty 60 years ago. I wrote: “The European 
Union is not perfect, but it does far more good than harm and I want to remain part of it.” A very 
simple  statement of my own belief, not an attempt to rile anyone or argue. It got retweeted by 
some account aggregating tweets about Brexit and much to my surprise I started getting messages 
from people I had never heard of – at least I assume they were people, most had anonymous 
names.

Roughly speaking, the responses were of two sorts: “Tough, we're leaving whatever you think” 
being one and “Move to France then” being the other. Several things struck me about this: first, 
that these people seemed to be obsessed with sending similarly pointless and sometimes insulting 
replies to anyone opposed to Brexit. I know this because I looked at their profiles and read their 
previous tweets before deciding not to reply to them. I'm not saying they were bots or trolls but they 



were certainly monomaniac in their devotion to blasting anyone suspected of being less than 
enthusiastic about Brexit.

But more striking was their absolute lack of interest in me as the person they were addressing. 
Even the most cursory check would have revealed that I have already moved to the EU and by 
saying I wanted to remain in the EU I was not saying I wanted to stop Brexit – though I would if I 
could – but that I desired to become accepted as part of society, and ultimately I hope, as a citizen 
in my adopted home, Latvia. Their lack of curiosity, their lack of interest in anything beyond the 
borders of their island appeared to be total. Even Rudyard Kipling, darling of the jingoistic classes 
during the days of empire wrote “And what should they know of England who only England know?”     

Brexit is not about facing outwards and venturing boldly into the world with a thirst to learn from 
other nations and use that knowledge to improve your own nation – it is about rolling over in bed, 
pulling the blankets over your head and hoping the world will go away and leave you alone.

Well, I'm afraid Islamic State will not leave you alone. Vladimir Putin will not leave you alone. 
Climate change, migration, the zika virus, drugs, fake news and countless other threats will not 
leave you alone. All are complex, multinational issues that are better tackled at multinational level 
among like-minded states. Brexit isolates Britain. The greatest irony of all is that had Britain voted 
to Remain, it would now be by far the most influential country in the European Union. An historic 
opportunity was not seized, it was squandered.

**
Regarding what will happen during the negotiations, I am 100% certain everything we are currently 
being told is not a bargaining chip will become a bargaining chip in this high-stakes game of poker 
in which the EU holds most of the cards and Britain is transparently bluffing. If I had to offer any 
advice to the EU's negotiators it would be to keep things as simple as possible. State your 
principles and then stick to them. The market of 500 million trumps the market of 60 million.

Boris Johnson said leaving the EU would be like resigning from a gold club. He doesn't seem to 
understand how that works. It means you no longer have access to the greens, except at off-peak 
hours after being signed in by a member, and after paying extremely expensive green fees. You 
can no longer play in club competitions. You are no longer allowed in the club house without the 
sponsorship of a member and if you are, you have to buy all the drinks. Above all else it means 
that if anyone who is still paying his dues objects to you, you are blackballed. No more golf!

But the most important thing is not to let Brexit distract or divide Europe. Britain has voted to 
become a side show. So be it. A certain sang froid would be in order. During a recent visit to the UK 
I was struck with how the UK press assumes the rest of Europe is as obsessed with Brexit as it is, 
like a teenager who just goes on and on about how drunk he was last night. The EU is, I hope, 
more grown up than that. For the next two years, Britiain will continue to use the EU as a 
scapegoat for everything it dislikes about itself. That much is certain. What will the Daily Mail and 
the Sun have to write about otherwise?

After that, Britain will find itself unable to do so and in any case, everyone else will have lost 
interest in its fate, so it will finally be forced to look in the mirror.

Hiding under the pillow is only an option until you are about seven years old. Brexit is essentially 
an infantile reaction by a society that wants to regress to a childhood it remembers with misty 
fondness, a never-ending summer of cricket on the village green, murder in the drawing room and 
rosy-cheeked peasants quaffing cider after an honest day's toil in the fields. But of course that is a 
myth. Poverty and the iniquity of the class system were always the reality for most people, and to a 
great extent they still are. The whole Global Britain thing is what my grandmother would have 
called “Codswallop”.

**



But I don't want to finish on a depressing note. It would be a sad but entirely plausible fate for 
Britain to turn itself into a cut-price Harry Potter theme park offering plastic Hogwarts souvenirs to 
tourists from China who very probably made the souvenirs in their factories anyway. Meanwhile the 
upper classes: Osborne, Johnson and their Bullingdon Club chums, would fund their more refined 
tastes by laundering vast amounts of Russian money and providing equally discreet services of a 
different kind to wealthy Arab sheikhs. I wouldn't wish such a fate upon the country which, among 
its many faults, also formed my character and has produced many men and women of genius and 
compassion.

Brexit will happen. There is too much hubris involved for what Orwell called “common decency”, 
perhaps the finest and most endangered of British qualities, to prevail in the medium term.

I'm confident Theresa May will negotiate the best possible Brexit disaster for Britain, and that she 
will resign when it all goes belly up. The economy will tank and all the lies and insincere promises 
will be exposed as being just as worthless as the infamous claim that the UK sent £350 million to 
Brussels each week. When Orwell's “common decency” is abandoned, lies become acceptable, 
then normal. Brexit is a temporary victory for post-truth, fakery and contempt for the intelligence of 
the electorate that I hope will not become a permanent victory. Because that really would be the 
end of Britain.

Ordinary people, and particularly younger people in poorer communities, will suffer for the absurd 
hubris of Farage, Gove, Johnson, May and the rest. The Germans will be able to watch this with a 
feeling they call Schadenfreude – taking vicarious pleasure in the misfortunes of others. But we 
British will not be beaten by the Germans! So I have coined a new term to describe what we Brits 
will experience: Selbstschadenfreude or, taking a vicarious pleasure in your own misfortunes. The 
last thing to go will be the famous British sense of humour.

Thank you very much. (END)


