
Less than 48 hours after Theresa May 
threw in the towel as British prime 
minister, admitting: “I have not been 

able to deliver Brexit,” her Tory party co-
horts have been queuing up to replace her. 
Among the Conservative ministers and MPs 
who have thrown their hats into the ring 
are former Brexit secretary Dominic Raab, 
former leader of the House of Commons 
Andrea Leadsom, health secretary Matt 
Hancock, foreign secretary Jeremy Hunt, 
backbencher Esther McVey and interna-
tional development secretary Rory Stewart. 
Boris Johnson and current environment 
secretary Michael Gove are preparing to 
face off once again.

But whoever inherits May’s job will also 
inherit most of the problems she faced in 
delivering Brexit, some of them made worse 
by the mistakes she made and the decisions 
she took.

At the heart of these problems is the leg-
acy of the 2016 referendum. The Leave 
campaign assiduously avoided specifying 
any particular form of Brexit. All that was 
promised was that it would not be econom-
ically damaging, and that it would be quickly 
and easily achieved.

The latter set expectations that could not 
be met; hence the repeated refrain from 
Leave voters now is: “Just get on with it”. 
With May having been in office for just un-
der three years, and having twice postponed 
the planned date to leave the European Un-
ion, her successor will be under enormous 
pressure to meet the current deadline of 
October 31.

The combination of the time needed for 
the leadership election and the summer po-
litical break means the new leader will really 
only have a couple of months to deliver.

And, like May, any successor will need to 
be mindful that voters were promised there 
would be no costs to leaving – even more 
so if the person chosen is one of those who 
made that promise.

As for defining what Brexit actually 
means, this continues to be a matter of 
bitter dispute. From the outset, the main op-
tions were a soft Brexit, meaning, primarily, 
membership of the single market, or a hard 
Brexit, which would mean leaving the single 
market and seeking a free trade agreement 
with the EU. These are entirely different eco-
nomic and political models, but both require 
as a precondition a withdrawal agreement 
between the UK and the EU.

After some initial ambiguity, May opted 
for hard Brexit, with the UK leaving not just 
the single market but also the customs un-
ion, the system which exempts the UK and 
the rest of the bloc from tariffs on goods. 
It is inconceivable that the Conservative 
party will now elect as leader anyone who 
advocates a softer Brexit than this.

But a hard Brexit has a consequence 
which would destroy May’s attempts to 
ratify the withdrawal agreement she struck 
with the EU. By definition, being outside the 
regulatory area of the single market and the 
tariff area of the customs union means the 
UK having a hard border with the EU. And 
this would compromise the Good Friday 
Agreement that ended the armed conflict 
in Northern Ireland.

So in order to ensure that, whatever hap-
pens, there is an open border between Ire-
land and Northern Ireland, the withdrawal 
agreement specifies a backstop arrangement 
to be used unless another solution is found. 
This backstop would mean the UK as a whole 
remaining in the EU customs union and 
Northern Ireland also remaining in many 
aspects of the single market. That way, there 
would be no need for border checks.

Opposition to the backstop from the most 
pro-Brexit MPs in her own party and Union-
ist MPs from Northern Ireland, whose votes 
she needed for a majority, was the main 
reason why May failed to achieve support 
for her deal on multiple occasions and was 
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Corruption aside, aid is at risk of getting eaten up along the way by overhead and administrative costs

Even if the 
new British 

prime 
minister 
wants a 

consensus 
on Brexit, 

the chance of 
achieving one 

is miniscule, 
writes 

professor 
Chris Grey
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Theresa May’s successor faces an even more 
divided country than the one she inherited

Bitcoin could change the game for foreign aid

A loaded C-17 cargo plane with food, water and medicine for a humanitarian mission to Colombia to aid Venezuelans is seen 
at the Homestead Air Force Base in Homestead, Florida

Today’s humanitarian aid mod-
el is fundamentally broken. 
Whether you’re a foundation 

making a donation to a nonprofit 
abroad, a government distributing 
aid to another government, or an in-
dividual sending emergency funds to 
family members across borders, your 
money only gets to where it needs to 
go after passing through intermedi-
aries. Even in the simplest payment 
scenario, there’s your bank; a coor-
dination network; and the aid recip-
ient’s bank. But often, there are even 
more middlemen, with money moving 
along complex chains of third parties.

Such a system has obvious flaws. 
One is that each intermediary be-

tween you and the person or organ-
ization you are trying to help can 
delay, surveil, censor or steal your 
funds. In 2012, the UN’s then-secre-
tary general Ban Ki-moon said that 
“corruption prevented 30% of all de-
velopment assistance from reaching 
its final destination.”

Corruption aside, aid is at risk of 
getting eaten up along the way by 
overhead and administrative costs. 

In a research study done by Oxfam, 
only 7% of $28 million in US aid meant 
for Ghana provably made it into that 
country between 2013 and 2015 due to 
a lack of available data. Even if all goes 
well, it can take several days, weeks 
or even months for the recipient to 
finally receive the aid. And in a world 
where 1.7 billion people don’t have a 
bank account, many can’t even ulti-
mately claim your donation.

The way aid moves today is cor-
ruptible, inefficient and slow. Re-
search from organizations like the 
World Bank and the charity organ-
ization GiveDirectly suggests that 
distributing aid via direct cash trans-

fers can be extremely effective. But 
how can we truly innovate in this 
area if there are so many intermedi-
aries, even for small payments? Here’s 
where Bitcoin changes the equation.

With Bitcoin, you can send money 
directly to anyone in the world in 
a matter of minutes. As your funds 
move to the recipient, it’s not possible 
for third parties to censor or steal, as 
payment processing is done through 
a global competition, not by a central-
ized institution. To receive Bitcoin, 
you just need a smartphone with Bit-
coin wallet software. According to 
the latest Pew data, 45% of citizens 
in emerging economies already own a 
smartphone today. While that means a 
large number of people in the world’s 
poorest countries don’t have the inter-
net in their pocket yet, the fact that 
nearly half do is significant and this 
number will only continue to rise in 
the coming years. To receive Bitcoin, 
they don’t need a passport or an ID or 
a bank account, and they don’t have 
to ask permission from a government 
or a company to accept the funds. It 
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Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May reacts as she announces her resignation outside 10 Downing street in central London


