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Avant-propos


			Ce manuel en anglais est une introduction aux institutions politiques et à la société britannique qui remonte aux sources historiques et aborde les enjeux constitutionnels contemporains.


			Il s’adresse aux étudiants de classes préparatoires, aux étudiants des grandes écoles et des IEP (Instituts d’études politiques) et aux étudiants d’université, ainsi qu’aux candidats au CAPES et à l’agrégation d’anglais.


			Le Royaume-Uni a officiellement quitté l’Union européenne le 31 janvier 2020 et le marché unique et l’union douanière le 31 décembre 2020 après avoir obtenu un accord de dernière minute avec l’Union européenne le 24 décembre 2020. Le Brexit a divisé le Royaume-Uni entre les partisans du maintien dans l’Union européenne (Londres, Écosse et Irlande du Nord) et les partisans du retrait de l’UE (Angleterre rurale et Pays de Galles). Le Brexit souligne les divisions géographiques, générationnelles et sociologiques au sein du Royaume-Uni. Le Royaume-Uni ne dispose pas d’une Constitution écrite comme celle de la France et des États-Unis, mais sa Constitution est le reflet de l’histoire britannique et le fruit d’évolutions graduelles au cours des siècles, depuis la Grande Charte (Magna Carta) de 1215 jusqu’aux lois du parlement (Parliament Acts) de 1911 et 1949, en passant par la déclaration des droits (The Bill of Rights) de 1689. La monarchie britannique constitue un élément de continuité et un lien entre le passé, le présent et l’avenir. La reine Élisabeth II est la souveraine britannique dont le règne a été le plus long et s’apprête à fêter son Jubilé de Platine (Platinum Jubilee) en 2022 (soixante-dix ans sur le trône). Le premier ministre Boris Johnson gouverne le Royaume-Uni depuis 2019 et préside le conseil des ministres. Le parlement britannique est un des plus anciens du monde et il est composé d’une chambre haute, appelée la Chambre des lords (The House of Lords) et d’une chambre basse, appelée la Chambre des communes (The House of Commons). Le système électoral maintient la domination du parti conservateur et travailliste depuis 1918 et empêche l’émergence d’un troisième parti. Assiste-t-on aujourd’hui à la fin du bipartisme et à la montée des partis nationalistes en Écosse (Scottish National Party) et au Pays de Galles (Plaid Cymru) ?


			Depuis 1945, le Royaume-Uni a connu un déclin économique et l’apparition de l’État-providence (The Welfare State) avec la création du système national de santé (The National Health Service) qui fait l’unanimité et qui a été mis à rude épreuve par la crise du Covid 19 depuis mars 2020. La politique étrangère britannique est encore dominée par les liens avec les États-Unis, notamment en matière de défense avec les Five Eyes (États-Unis, Royaume-Uni, Australie, Nouvelle-Zélande et Canada), par les liens étroits avec le Commonwealth et par la curieuse relation avec l’Union européenne. Le Royaume-Uni a accueilli des populations étrangères issues des communautés africaines et asiatiques depuis 1945 et est devenu une société multiculturelle. Le monarque est le chef de l’Église anglicane depuis Henri VIII mais il est aussi le garant du respect de la diversité religieuse. La BBC (The British Broadcasting Corporation) s’est développée au cours du XXe siècle et est devenue une institution marquée par la transparence.


			Dans chacun des 15 chapitres de cet ouvrage de référence, vous trouverez des pages de cours, suivies de vocabulaire. Chaque leçon est illustrée par un texte suivi de quelques phrases de thème d’application ou de questions pour des textes plus complexes. Certains chapitres sont accompagnés d’enregistrement audio du cours et de podcasts.


		




		

			
Remerciements


			Je tiens à remercier Alain-Louis Robert, directeur de collection d’Ellipses, pour ses encouragements et sa confiance dans l’élaboration de ce projet novateur.


		




		

			
Chapter 1


			
Brexit and British diversity


			There were three Brexits:


			•	The Reformation which cut the links between Great Britain and the Church of Rome when King Henry VIII wanted to divorce Catherine of Aragon to marry Anne Boleyn. As the Pope refused to annul his first marriage, King Henry VIII became the Supreme Leader of the Church of England and severed the links with Rome. That was the first Brexit.


			•	The second Brexit was in 1940 which was a military defeat as well as an economic defeat for the UK. It had its supplies cut off. The UK came to depend on its Empire. 1940 was a moment of catastrophic defeat which gave power to the United States. It was a disaster for Britain and Europe. Britain was supported by the United States and it was the beginning of the Special Relationship. A large part of the British elite were not happy with the position they were forced into.


			•	The third Brexit which was triggered by the referendum on British membership of the EU took place on 23 June 2016.


			51.9% of the British people voted for Brexit, while 48% of British people voted for Remain.


			The Scots, the Northern Irish and London voted for Remain, while England and Wales voted for Brexit. Anti-immigration sentiment was one of the main cause leading to the Leave vote. Leavers thought that the UK was becoming too accommodating. Britain’s decision to Leave the EU on 23 June 2016 sent shockwaves across global markets and triggered a political crisis in Britain. It was a vote to retrieve sovereignty and start a new chapter in British history.


			Many of those who voted for Brexit felt that they had been ignored and were angry at the political and economic establishment. The referendum offered an opportunity to display that anger.


			The referendum showed a country deeply divided along mutually reinforcing cleavages around identity, age, geography, culture, and education. In Scotland there was a 62% vote to remain in the EU and in Northern Ireland there was a 55.8% vote to remain in the EU. 69% of young adults supported Remain compared with 31% for Leave. A generation of pro-European voters feel betrayed by Brexit. Great Britain remains deeply divided along these fault lines five years after the referendum. Indeed, Brexit identity has become far stronger than party identity; for while survey evidence shows that 21 percent have no party identity, only 6 percent have no Brexit identity.


			On 31 January 2020, the UK officially left the EU and remained in the customs union and the single market during a transition period until 31 December 2020. The UK and the EU managed to agree on a trade deal at the last minute on 24 December 2020. Is Brexit a demonstration of a disunited kingdom? Is Britain divided? The four nations have been united gradually. Wales merged with England in 1536. The English takeover of Scotland goes back to the Act of the Union in 1707. Ireland became part of Great Britain in 1801. The construction of the Union goes back a long way: 1536, 1707, 1801. Yet the Union has never been weaker and the major cause is Brexit.


			I. The Meaning of the Brexit referendum


			The referendum could be seen as an act of rebellion: it was a protest about immigration, globalisation and liberalism. It was also a victory for working-class power. Around 37 percent of Labour voters, who would normally have followed the advice of their party, did not do so but voted to leave the European Union – though an even larger number of Conservative voters – around 58 percent – refused to follow the advice of their party leader and supported Brexit. But the referendum saw the largest turnout* – 72%, the highest since the 1992 general election – and the support of working-class voters which helped to swing the balance* in favour of Brexit. Half of Brexiteers were well off and had no expectations of huge economic gains but thought leaving the EU would help take back control. The high turnout in the referendum was a striking illustration of democratic commitment on the part of the least fortunate in British society.


			Turnout was highest in those areas which voted for Brexit, while the lowest turnouts were amongst Remain voters. Of the four regions with the lowest turnouts, three were Remain areas – Northern Ireland, which had the lowest turnout of all; Scotland, with the second lowest turnout; and London – although, ironically, it was voters in these areas who were most insistent in demanding a second referendum, once the outcome was known.


			The 2016 referendum was in fact a repudiation not only of the Cameron government but of the political class as a whole. All three major political parties favoured remaining, as did the nationalist parties in the non-English parts of the United Kingdom.


			Only 156 Members of Parliament out of 650 campaigned for a Leave vote in the 2016 referendum, but 401 of the 650 constituencies supported it. The majority in Theresa May’s Cabinet had also been Remainers, as were the vast majority of members of the House of Lords. The sovereignty of Parliament was now to be constrained – not legally, but for all practical purposes – not by Brussels but by the people.


			What were Leavers expecting from Brexit? Brexit was an opportunity to do things differently. There was a set of aspirations for the future. There were high hopes and there was an optimistic nostalgia to take back control and recover sovereignty. Voting for Brexit was a vote for change and it was a vote to go back to a time when Britain was better. They wanted to restore national pride in Britain.


			II. The consequences of the Brexit referendum


			The consequences of Brexit are seismic. It is the greatest constitutional reform since 1660.


			Brexit means leaving the EU, implies taking back control of borders, laws and taxpayers’ money. Yet Brexit has unleashed populist attacks on institutions Parliament, the courts, the BBC and the civil service.


			The European Union is a free association of 27 states, which explicitly recognises in Article 50 of the Lisbon treaty (2008) the right of secession, a right Britain has taken advantage of.


			Theresa May triggered* article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty on 29 March 2017 but Theresa May’s deal never got to a majority in Parliament. The UK did not leave the EU on 29 March 2019 and asked for an extension until 12 April and then until 31 October 2019.


			Theresa May had to resign from the leadership of the Conservative party on 24 May 2019 and there was a leadership election. Boris Johnson won and became Prime Minister in July 2019. He renegotiated the Withdrawal Bill in Brussels and got a deal on Thursday 17 October 2019.


			Boris Johnson organised a general election on 12 December 2019. The Conservatives won an 80 seat majority in the House of Commons which strengthened the Prime Minister.


			On 31 January 2020, the UK officially left the EU and remained in the customs union and the single market during a transition period until 31 December 2020. The UK has removed from EU rules. On 24 December 2020, the UK and the EU agreed on a trade deal which was approved by the EU Parliament on 27 April 2021 by 660 votes. There were 332 abstentions and five MEPs opposed the trade agreement.


			Most soft Brexit models fell off the table*. The soft Brexit concept failed.


			In a recent poll, the British were asked what was the biggest political headache for the government.


			•	United Labour party: 2%.


			•	SNP majority: 9%.


			•	Unemployment: 20%.


			•	Brexit: 69%.


			The politics of the next few years will be dominated by the economic consequences of Brexit. We are now living through a full-scale economic crisis which is due to Covid-19. There is a differed employment shock with the furlough* scheme implemented by the Johnson government. In April 2021, there were 4.9% of unemployed people in the UK.


			III. Brexit and its aftermath*


			The EU considers Brexit as a historic mistake and wants to deter other countries from leaving the club. The EU is used to setting rules and wants to protect its businesses.


			There was a summit in Brussels on 23 September 2020. There was an EU Summit on 25 September 2020 to focus on Brexit. The 9th round of negotiations started on 28 September 2020.


			A row* over the Internal Market Bill ensued. The aim of the Internal Market Bill 2020 is to protect the sovereignty of the UK, to provide certainty for business and to preserve the UK’s commitment to the people of Northern Ireland. On 14 September 2020, 340 MPs voted for the Internal Market Bill and 263 against. Is it Boris Johnson’s tactic to put pressure on the EU? The UK was the country which stood for international law. The Internal Market Bill undercuts that. It has an implication for the British foreign policy.


			A week before the end of the transition period, a trade deal between the United Kingdom and the European Union was finally reached on Christmas Eve 2020, four years and a half after the referendum of 23 June 2016 on the British membership of the European Union. The trade deal came as a relief after fears of leaving without a deal. It is a historic deal and the biggest bilateral trade agreement between the European Union and a third country. There will be no tariffs or quotas on the trading of goods between the United Kingdom and the European Union but there will be customs checks* at the border. It will also pave the way to new free trade agreements. Prime Minister Boris Johnson had promised that the United Kingdom would no longer have to abide by EU regulations on 1 January 2021 and this deal has enabled the United Kingdom to take back control of its borders, its laws and its waters. As the British Prime Minister declared on Christmas Day 2020: “We have taken back control of our laws and our destiny. We have taken back control of every jot* and tittle of our regulation in a way that is complete and unfettered.*” It is a major success for Prime Minister Boris Johnson who was committed to delivering Brexit and won an 80 seat majority in the general election of 12 December 2019 on that platform.


			Conclusion


			Brexit is a major turning point. Brexit revealed that Britain was already much more divided than it realised. It has polarised British society. Leave voters say there are no negatives to Brexit and Remainers say there are no positives to Brexit. The most negative effects of Brexit are loss of mobility and damage to the Union. Five years on, British people have not moved an inch and there are two binary camps.


			Britain is gambling* its future as a United Kingdom and a member of the EU on the results of two referendums and with support for Scottish independence at 46%, the kingdom may yet break up.


			The problem is Northern Ireland and the Good Friday Agreement of 1998. This could have an impact on the fragile peace and the potential trade deal with the United States, as the Biden camp made it clear.


			Brexit is likely to strengthen the forces of globalisation, instead of weakening them. Economic success outside the European Union requires Britain to become more competitive by opening up markets and embracing free trade. It means encouraging enterprise by lowering corporation tax and perhaps personal taxation as well. Since then the global pandemic has led to the increasing role of the State in the British economy with the furlough scheme. Paradoxically the very government which finally took Britain out of the European Union will be the one that propelled the country in the direction of European social democracy. Will public spending continue to rise as long as the pandemic spreads in order to compensate for the loss of income and to avoid a major economic crisis?


			Nevertheless, the process of Brexit has not shaken the foundations of the British political system. Whatever the final outcome is, Britain will remain a stable democracy, one of the most stable in the world; and its constitutional and political structures will retain their solidity. Brexit will make of Britain a global player and Britain will design its own policy.


			[image: ]	Interview on the trade agreement between the UK and the EU on 24 December 2020


			

			https://www.france24.com/fr/vid%C3%A9o/20201229-accord-sur-l-apr%C3%A8s-brexit-un-accord-vaut-mieux-qu-un-brexit-sans-accord?ref=fb


			[image: ]	Interview on 30 December 2020 in Good Morning Business to comment the trade agreement between the UK and the EU


			https://www.bfmtv.com/economie/replay-emissions/good-morning-business/sophie-loussouarn-constitution-britannique-debat-sur-l-accord-post-brexit-aujourd-hui-30-12_VN-202012300035.html
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From United Kingdom to Untied1 Kingdom


			The bonds that hold England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland together are weaker than at any time in living memory


			
The Economist, 15 April 2021


			The United Kingdom was not born in glory. The English conquest of Ireland in the 17th century was brutal, motivated by fear of invasion and facilitated by the superiority of Cromwell’s army. The English takeover of Scotland in the 18th century was more pragmatic, born out of Scottish bankruptcy after an ill-fated American investment and English worries about France. But the resulting union was more than the sum of its parts: it gave birth to an intellectual and scientific revolution, centred on Edinburgh as well as London; an industrial revolution which grew out of that, enriching Glasgow as well as Manchester and Liverpool; an empire built as much by Scots as Englishmen; and a military power which helped save the world from fascism. That union is now weaker than at any point in living memory. The causes are many, but Brexit is the most important. Political leaders in London, Edinburgh and Belfast have put their country at risk by the way they have managed Britain’s departure from the European Union.


			Boris Johnson, the prime minister, has done it carelessly, by putting party above country and espousing a hard Brexit. The Scots never wanted to leave the EU and are inclined to seek a future outside the UK. In the past year opinion polls have shifted from a small majority backing the union – broadly the pattern since a referendum rejecting independence in 2014 – to a small majority backing departure. Nicola Sturgeon, Scotland’s first minister and leader of the Scottish National Party, has done it determinedly, by exploiting Scots’ dislike of the Brexit settlement. The ills2 of fishermen unable to sell their catches are blamed on Westminster. Polls suggest that, in the Scottish elections in May, the SNP will gain an overall majority in a system designed to avoid it. Arlene Foster, first minister of Northern Ireland and head of the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), has done it stupidly, by rejecting the softer Brexit proposed by Theresa May, Mr Johnson’s predecessor. That would have avoided the vexed issue3 of how and where to create a border with the EU. Neither Brussels, nor Dublin nor London was prepared to create a hard border on the island of Ireland, so Mr Johnson created one instead in the Irish Sea, between Great Britain and Northern Ireland, weakening the union which the DUP exists to defend. That helps explain a week of rioting earlier this month. Resentments fester4 and, as the 100th anniversary of Irish independence nears, reunification has never looked closer.


			If the Scots, Northern Irish or even the Welsh choose to go their own way, they should be allowed to do so – but only once it is clearly their settled will. That is by no means the case yet, and this newspaper hopes it never will be.


			Breaking up a country should never be done lightly, because it is a painful process – politically, economically and emotionally. The fact that the survival of the union is now in Mr Johnson’s unreliable5 hands will bring no comfort to anybody who hopes it has a future. Yet he is concerned enough to have created a “union unit” within Downing Street, and put it under Michael Gove, one of his cleverest colleagues and the government’s only high-profile non-English minister. Some of what Mr Johnson is doing is sensible. He is right to insist that now is not the time for another Scottish referendum. The last one, only seven years ago, was advertised as a once-in-a-generation opportunity. It is true that Britain’s circumstances have since changed, but Brexit is very recent, and opinion about it has not had a chance to settle. There should not be another referendum until polls show a clear and sustained majority for independence. Holding frequent referendums is a recipe for instability and an eventual end to the union: at some point the trigger and the bullet will coincide.


			Mr Johnson was elected prime minister to “get Brexit done”. In carrying that out, he has endangered his country’s integrity. His single most important task for the rest of his term in office is to hold the union together. If he fails, he will go down in history not as the man who freed the United Kingdom, but as the man who destroyed it.





			Thème d’application


			1.	Non seulement les dernières élections de 2016 ont vu un plus fort taux de participation, mais elles ont reçu le soutien de la classe ouvrière.


			2.	De nombreux projets sont tombés à l’eau et il est impossible de prévoir les suites.


			3.	Le Premier Ministre a dû déclencher de nouvelles mesures telles que l’indemnisation du chômage pour assurer l’avenir.


			4.	Le pays a grand besoin de retrouver la confiance mise en danger.


			5.	La loi européenne l’emporte sur la loi nationale et dissuade bien des pays de quitter l’union douanière.


			

				

					1. Untied: détaché.


				


				

					2. Ills: dommages, maux.


				


				

					3. Vexed issue: question qui fâche, question controversée.


				


				

					4. resentments fester: la rancune couve.


				


				

					5. Unreliable: peu fiable.


				


			


		




		

			
Chapter 2


			
A fragile union


			The Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland is the outcome of the merger of Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland with England.


			There was a rise of Scottish and Welsh nationalism in the 1970s.


			Devolution in Scotland and Wales arrived on the political agenda in the 1970s when Scottish nationalism made an electoral breakthrough*. In the 1970s, faced with the threat of Scottish nationalism the Labour party at first resurrected its commitment to devolution and produced proposals for devolution in Scotland and Wales. The problems of devolution in Northern Ireland are however somewhat different from those of devolution elsewhere in the UK.


			Is devolution likely to produce a stable solution to the problems raised by Scottish nationalism or is it likely to prove a springboard* for further demands leading to the breakup* of the United Kingdom?


			The Scottish independence referendum of 18 September 2014 showed that 55% of the Scots were against independence. In August 2021, there is 44% backing for independence and 47% support for the Union, according to a Redfield and Wilton Strategies poll.


			The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 brought back peace in Northern Ireland. What has been the impact of Brexit on the Union? What should the long-term policy for Northern Ireland be?


			Could there be a break-up of Britain in the near future? There are stark challenges to the status of Northern Ireland. The task is to save the Union. In 2020, 53.5% wanted Northern Ireland to stay in the Union and 29.7% think Northern Ireland should unify with Ireland, according to the latest survey on Northern Ireland published in 2021.


			In terms of the Union, things are more difficult. The SNP won 64 seats in the Scottish Parliament on 6 May 2021 and was short of two seats to win an outright majority but the Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon wants to organise a second independence referendum.


			The Union could come under huge pressure in the next 2 to 3 years. Is there anything the UK government can do to save the Union? Prime Minister Boris Johnson has invited the devolved government to meet in London to discuss the future of the United Kingdom.


			I. Devolution for Scotland and Wales


			Devolution is a transfer of powers from ministers and Parliament to a subordinate elected body. Its purpose is to provide a degree of self-government on a territorial basis.


			Devolution is a very radical constitutional reform as it challenges the sovereignty of Parliament.


			Devolution came onto the political agenda in the 1970s as a result of the spectacular success of the SNP in the two general elections of 1974. It is hardly surprising that the Labour government elected in February 1974 proceeded rapidly to produce and seek to implement* proposals for devolution to Scotland. It also proposed devolution for Wales, even though Plaid Cymru the Welsh nationalist party had not succeeded in emulating the success of the SNP. Many of the Labour ministers who pushed forward the devolution legislation in the 1970s had been opposed to it until they came to fear electoral losses to the SNP.


			Devolution raised the issue of proportional representation. One main motive for devolution was to check the rise of the SNP in Scotland.


			Devolution altered* the constitution as a whole and not merely the method of governing Scotland and Wales.


			The proposals of devolution were massively rejected in 1979 in a referendum in Wales by a majority of four to one and while there was a small majority for devolution in Scotland, this majority fell far short of the 40% Yes vote from the electorate that Parliament had required for devolution to proceed. During the winter of discontent in early 1979, the series of public sector strikes which paralysed the economy, opinion began to move against devolution because the issue was associated with a government that was becoming increasingly unpopular. In Wales, devolution was defeated by a four to one majority. This was despite the fact that the Wales Act had been supported by three of the four political parties in Wales (Labour, the Liberals, and Plaid Cymru).


			Shortly after the referendums the general election of 1979 returned the Conservatives to power and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher repealed* the devolution legislation. The Conservative party has always been the party of the Union. It was against devolution to Scotland in the twentieth century just as it was against Home Rule to Ireland in the nineteenth century. During the 18 years of Conservative government, pressure for devolution in Scotland and Wales revived. The Conservatives were in minority in Scotland and Wales. In both Scotland and Wales support for devolution revived in the years before 1997.


			The central aim of devolution was to avoid the break-up of the United Kingdom by containing the centrifugal forces of nationalism in Scotland and Wales and in Northern Ireland by providing a guaranteed role in government for the minority nationalist community.


			When, after 18 years in opposition, the Labour party returned to power in 1997, it proceeded once again to seek to implement devolution. Tony Blair was committed to devolution. Devolution was intended to meet* Scottish and Welsh grievances* and in so doing hold the United Kingdom together. This time, the government decided to hold the referendum before introducing legislation into Parliament rather than after it had been passed in Parliament. By doing so, Tony Blair succeeded in disarming English critics of devolution, since it would be difficult for them to oppose a measure which had already been endorsed by voters in Scotland and Wales. As a result of the positive outcome* of the referendums, the devolution legislation was able to reach the statute book without too much difficulty.


			A.	Devolution in Scotland


			In Scotland, voters were asked whether they wanted a Parliament and whether they wished to have limited taxing power.


			The outcome of the 1997 devolution referendum was as follows in Scotland. There was a 61% turnout*. 74% of Scots voted for the establishment of a Scottish Parliament and 64% voted for limited taxing powers.


			The purpose of Scottish devolution was to preserve the Union.


			The Scottish Parliament was given legislative powers over a wide range of matters connected with Scottish domestic affairs.


			The White paper Scotland’s Parliament which preceded devolution and was published in 1997, declared that “The United Kingdom Parliament is and will remain sovereign in all matters.”


			In Scotland however the nationalists welcomed devolution because they believed that it would encourage separatism rather than avert* it.


			The support for devolution is based on the belief that a Scottish Parliament would improve the quality of public welfare, especially health and education.


			Devolution was a solution to the perceived lack of legitimacy of British government in the non-English parts of the United Kingdom and particularly Scotland.


			B.	Devolution in Wales


			The outcome of the referendum on devolution in Wales was the following. There was a turnout of 50% and 50.3% of the Welsh voted in favour of the establishment of a Welsh Assembly.


			The National Assembly for Wales by contrast was given powers only over secondary legislation in Wales that is statutory* instruments, orders, regulations and the like. It was not given powers over primary legislation. Its powers therefore were in 1998 restricted to the implementation of legislation drawn up by Westminster.


			C.	Devolution in Northern Ireland


			In 1998 a referendum was held in Northern Ireland, in which voters were asked to endorse the Belfast Agreement, providing for a partnership system of devolution in the province together with a North-South Council to develop cooperation between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. On an 80% turnout, 71% of those voting endorsed the Belfast Agreement, while 29% rejected it. On the same day, 95% of those voting in the Irish Republic endorsed the Agreement.


			The purpose of devolution in Northern Ireland was to allow for a peaceful dialogue between those who wished to preserve the Union and those who did not.


			Devolution in Northern Ireland is part of a wider peace process which leaves open the question of whether Northern Ireland should remain part of the United Kingdom. The Agreement providing for devolution in Northern Ireland was signed between two sovereign states the United Kingdom and Ireland and the referendum held in Northern Ireland on the Agreement in May 1998 was paralleled by a referendum held on the same day in the Irish Republic, the first all island vote held since the Westminster parliamentary elections of 1918.


			The Northern Ireland Assembly, like the Scottish Parliament, was given full legislative powers, but the provisions of the Northern Ireland Act of 1998 require the Northern Ireland executive to contain representatives of both of the opposing communities – Unionists and Nationalists – in the province.


			Northern Ireland requires special arrangements since any majority government composed solely of Unionists would be unacceptable to the minority Nationalist community.


			In Northern Ireland, Sinn Fein welcomed devolution as a step towards detaching the province from the rest of the United Kingdom.


			The experience of devolution in Northern Ireland was deeply influenced by the religious conflict in the province and by the first-past-the-post* electoral system which allowed for the permanent dominance of the Unionists who enjoyed an overall majority in the Parliament throughout its existence.


			In Northern Ireland, devolution imposes a severe limitation upon the sovereignty of Parliament. There is a limitation imposed by the Belfast Agreement, a treaty between Britain and Ireland. This requires the British government not to exercise power in Northern Ireland except in a manner that is consistent with the Agreement.


			D.	Devolution in England


			The Blair government was sympathetic to regional devolution in England provided that there was sufficient demand for it. In 2003, a regional Assemblies Act was passed providing for referendums in the regions on the creation of regional authorities. One referendum has so far been held in November 2004 in the northeastern region thought to be the most sympathetic to devolution. The outcome was a heavy defeat for devolution. It is unlikely* therefore that there will be further regional devolution referendums in the immediate future.


			528 of the 646 MPs in the Commons represent English constituencies


			The Scotland Act 1998 established a Scottish Parliament and the Government of Wales Act 1998 established a National Assembly of Wales.


			The creation of devolved bodies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, together with the British-Irish council not only transform a unitary state into a quasi-federal one; they also provide for a confederal link between the United Kingdom as a multinational state and the Irish Republic.


			II. Is there a risk of Scottish independence?


			The Scottish question is a difficult constitutional arrangement.


			Former Scottish First Minister Alex Salmond asked Prime Minister David Cameron to organise a referendum on Scottish independence on 18 September 2014. 55% of the Scots voted for Remain and 45% voted for independence. Alex Salmond resigned* after his defeat and was replaced by Nicola Sturgeon as Scottish First Minister. Everyone thought that the question had been settled for a generation until the referendum on British membership of the European Union on 23 June 2016 when the Scots voted to remain in the EU.


			Scottish nationalism emerged after the referendum on Scottish independence with Nicola Sturgeon as leader who threatened to organise a second referendum on Scottish referendum after the referendum on Brexit on 23 June 2016.


			The SNP won a fourth election victory in the election on 6 May 2021 and Nicola Sturgeon remains Scottish First Minister. Since 2003, the SNP has increased their share of the vote yet they failed to get an outright majority as in 2011. The make-up of the electorate has changed since sixteen and seventeen years old were able to vote. The SNP and the Greens want an Independence referendum. Will Prime Minister Boris Johnson refuse to grant an independence referendum?


			Is there an appetite for independence in Scotland? Towards the beginning of May 2021, YouGov asked over 1,500 adults in England and Wales whether they supported or opposed Scotland becoming an independent country. Only 45 per cent of them said they would support Scottish independence. Hardly an endorsement of independence from south of the Scottish border. Besides, Scottish independence would cost Scots £3000 each a year. Independence would cost Scotland £ 26 billion a year. Rejoining the EU would do little to mitigate the costs of Scottish independence.


			Should people in England and Wales be more concerned about the potential dissolution of the country of which they are part? It is a question that has to be largely answered in the abstract* because there has been little analysis, and less public discussion, about what Scotland leaving the union might mean for the rest of the UK.


			So while the UK government poured out endless tracts about the advantages of the union for Scotland, and by extension the risks of independence, no one thought to do the same from the perspective of the people of England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The problems for an independent Scotland of an unsustainable fiscal deficit, of hard choices on currency, of the costs of building a new state, of confusion on pensions, of economic risk to Scottish businesses, of uncertainty on the claim to rejoin the EU were, and continue to be, well advertised, but not so much has been said about what it all might mean for what remains of the UK.


			Yet the practical problems for the UK would be numerous, complicated and expensive. Not insurmountable, for sure, but a drain* on political attention, the economy and national confidence.


			Scots know that they would lose a lot if they left the UK as they receive subsidies from Westminster and support for independence has fallen as UK-wide schemes are bringing benefits to Scotland. A vote for secession of 50 per cent plus a little more would cause turmoil* within Scotland, and outside it. There is no possibility of a quick, painless break between two countries so deeply intertwined* – economically, industrially, legally, in employment, in family, friendships and joint projects. Business and finance would be more disturbed by the decision than the City of London is over Brexit, and more inclined to move headquarters* and operations, probably to England.


			Can Scotland afford to be an independent country? It is unlikely to have a second referendum on Scottish independence within 5 years. The SNP is going to have to deliver a vision and explain their case. If the Scots voted for independence, could they join the euro? Are they going to have their own Army? Will they have their own GCSE?


			III. The risks to the status of Northern Ireland


			In 1921, there was a partition between Northern Ireland and Ireland which became a Republic.


			The UK and EU managed to get a deal on 24 December 2020. The UK’s decision to leave the EU will have a huge impact on every aspect of its relationship with Ireland – north and south.


			Boris Johnson’s Internal Market Bill created a political storm when it was unveiled in early September. Five former UK prime ministers criticised the bill, amid fears it would break international law and do untold* damage to the UK’s global reputation. The sight of a British government tearing up a treaty it had signed just nine months earlier has appalled many politicians and lawyers. But as this furore continues, what cannot be ignored is how the Johnson government’s plans also risk doing fresh damage to British-Irish relations.


			Ever since the Good Friday agreement of 1998, the UK-Ireland relationship has been based both on a common understanding of the rule of law and on the necessity of ensuring continued peace and reconciliation across Great Britain and the island of Ireland. The relationship has been somewhat taken for granted in recent years.


			At the 2016 Brexit referendum, the importance of the UK-Ireland relationship and of the peace process was either ignored or forgotten. The Irish question did not feature in the referendum campaign.


			After Britain voted to leave the EU, all that changed. The Irish question quickly came to prominence as the potential implications of Brexit for the island of Ireland became apparent. The possible consequences were the re-creation of a hard border, a return to violence, the breakup of the United Kingdom and the establishment of a united Ireland. According to the 2021 survey on Northern Ireland, 58% think Brexit makes Irish unification more likely. Besides, 78% of allied parties say Brexit makes united Ireland more likely. There are mixed feelings about the Northern Ireland protocol and only 15.6% of Northern Irish think it is a good thing while 17.9% think it is bad and 19.85% think it is a mixed bag.


			The significance of all this meant that the Irish dimension became the most high-profile* part of the negotiations between the UK and the EU in terms of the future trading relationship.


			Theresa May’s government tried to address these concerns through her backstop* proposals in November 2018, which effectively guaranteed, in the event of no EU-UK trade agreement, that the UK would remain part of a single EU-UK customs union*; and that Northern Ireland would remain aligned to the EU single market to ensure that the border between the north and south of Ireland would remain unchanged.


			The backstop proposals were replaced by the new Johnson government last autumn with a revised Northern Ireland Protocol that will apply in Northern Ireland once the UK leaves the EU in December 2020: it says that Northern Ireland will remain part of the UK customs territory but must retain close links with the EU customs union and single market, particularly in terms of EU regulations on manufactured and agricultural goods. This will prevent a hard border on the island of Ireland; but it will also introduce a “border” of sorts between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK since goods leaving GB for Northern Ireland will have to be processed in some way for the first time ever.


			The deal between the UK and the EU has implications for the relationship between Britain and Ireland:


			•	It will have an impact on the relationship beween the unionist and nationalist parties within Northern Ireland.


			•	It will have an impact on the relationship between the London government and Stormont.


			•	It will have an impact on the relationship between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.


			•	It will have an impact on the relationship between London and Dublin.


			•	It will have an impact on the relationship between Northern Ireland and the EU.


			The political relationships within Northern Ireland


			Brexit questioned the new balance created by the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. It led to a unionist fear of exclusion from the European Union. The Protocol keeps Northern Ireland within the EU single market for goods and treats it differently from the rest of the UK and it creates a border in the Irish Sea. Nationalists are hoping for Irish unity. Every 4 or 8 years Northern Irish will be asked to review the single market provisions. The point of the Irish protocol was to take the Brexit problem away.


			London, Stormont and UK intergovernmental relations


			The relations between the London government, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have been compromised by Brexit. Northern Ireland missed many of the Brexit arguments. Brexit has exposed huge tensions between the London government and all the devolved administrations. What is needed is the creation of a new relationship between London and the devolved administrations.


			Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland


			The North-South Ministerial Council between Northern Ireland and Ireland met in July 2020. Following Britain’s full departure from the EU on 31 December 2020, several factors affect the North-South relationship.


			•	In 2021, the centenary of the creation of the Republic of Ireland was celebrated and the Northern Irish are reflecting on the performance of the Union. There are shades of national identities. 23% of the Northern Irish consider themselves British not Irish while 19.4% consider themselves Irish not British and 18.2% consider themselves more British than Irish.


			•	There remains an ongoing* instability and fragility of the power-sharing arrangements in Northern Ireland. Brexit is a critical factor adding to the uncertainty. After 2021, there will be calls for a unification referendum. Such calls have grown considerably since the 2016 referendum on Brexit. Politicians are drawing lessons from both the Brexit referendum and the Scottish independence referendum. They are reflecting on a wide range of social, economic, cultural, financial and constitutional questions. But the Northern Irish value the NHS especially with the health crisis of Covid 19 and the successful rollout of the vaccine.


			London and Dublin


			Cracks began to appear in the London-Dublin relationship after the Brexit referendum. PM Boris Johnson and Michael Martin agreed on the need to create a new framework in British-Irish relationship after Brexit, to intensify partnership arrangements and to put a series of bilateral deals between the UK and Ireland in place.


			Northern Ireland and the EU


			A proposal to set up an EU Office in Belfast was raised by the European Commission to ensure that the Northern Ireland Protocol would be implemented. The proposal was rejected by the British governement. In the absence of a functioning Assembly and executive in Northern Ireland for much of the last four years, it was left to civil society and businesses to make their voices heard in Brussels. Strong relationships have been forged.


			In the event of a united Ireland, the EU has already provided clarification on the question of EU membership: the whole territory of a united Ireland would be part of the EU.


			Brexit will have huge implications for political, diplomatic and cultural relationships between the UK and Northern Ireland which have been put together over decades. Northern Ireland must decide to maintain the Union with Great Britain and make the most of the constructive ambiguity of special UK/EU status. Or Brexit could lead to pursue Irish unity but there is no rush to a simple constitutional solution.


			Conclusion


			Devolution involved a marked break with the evolutionary tradition of reform. Britain was until 1999 a unitary and centralised state, governed from Westminster and the boundaries of the United Kingdom were taken for granted. Devolution has created new relationships within the UK, new relationships between its component parts (England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) and within Parliament itself. It introduces the federal spirit into the British constitution. Devolution has transformed the UK from a nation-state into a multinational state.


			The union between England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland seems now to be subject to continual negotiation and renegotiation.


			Will the United Kingdom come apart? If the Scottish National Party attains its goal, it will. Breaking the Union has been its aim, its purpose, its reason for living.


			Scottish independence would mean an end to Great Britain, the Union formed between England and Wales, and Scotland in 1707: and without Great Britain, the United Kingdom as presently constituted no longer exists, though it could be the “United Kingdom of England, Wales and Northern Ireland”, so long as* the province remains tied to London.


			In Northern Ireland, support for remaining in the United Kingdom is not certain. On the pro-Union side, 53% would vote against a united Ireland in 2021 but some people are undecided. A referendum will be called in the medium term.


			There is a splintering* of unionism. It may be a long-term question but it has to be solved.


			[image: ]	Listen to the lecture live
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A plan for Britain


			The Covid-19 pandemic has worsened existing divides, and time is now running out to save the Union.


			By New Statesman, 26 November 2020


			At the outset of the pandemic it appeared that the Union could be strengthened rather than weakened. After years of visceral and sometimes toxic political debate, the UK’s four nations fleetingly1 united in solidarity against a virus that does not respect borders.


			But the pandemic has since only magnified the Union’s fractures. In Scotland, support for independence has reached its highest ever sustained level (peaking at 58 per cent). In Wales and Northern Ireland, the secessionist cause has similarly advanced. And in Manchester and Liverpool, metro mayors2 have revolted against a remote and complacent Westminster. As Gordon Brown writes in his essay in this week’s issue, “it is too early to say whether Britain will break up, but we can say already that it is breaking down”.


			This much was made clear by Boris Johnson’s remarks to as many as 60 Conservative MPs on the evening of 16 November. The Prime Minister declared that devolution had been “a disaster north of the border” and described it as Tony Blair’s “biggest mistake”. It is certainly true that devolution has not, as the former Scottish secretary George Robertson hoped, “killed nationalism stone dead”. Instead, as the late Labour MP Tam Dalyell anticipated, it appears to be “a motorway to independence with no exits”. But what purpose does it serve for Mr Johnson to echo this conclusion? His remarks have allowed the SNP to claim that the only way to protect the Scottish Parliament is for voters to support independence.


			Since the No side’s victory in the 2014 Scottish independence referendum, successive prime ministers have squandered3 opportunities to strengthen the Union. David Cameron barely paused at the end of the referendum before embracing the cause of “English votes for English laws” and redoubling austerity. Theresa May spoke often of the “precious Union” but her masochism premiership denied her any political space for reform. Mr Johnson has no such sincere commitment to the UK, nor do most of his supporters. He was not elected Conservative leader because party members did not know that he would threaten the Union, but because they did not care. A 2019 YouGov poll found that 63 per cent of Tory members were prepared to accept Scottish independence and 59 per cent a united Ireland in return for Brexit. Some Tory Eurosceptics have long relished4 the prospect of a UK parliament denuded of the social democratic influence of Scotland.


			Time is now perilously short to save the Union. Should the SNP win a majority at next year’s Scottish election (as opinion polls suggest) it will have a mandate for a second independence referendum, but not one to be held at a time of the First Minister’s choosing. Any ultimate refusal by Westminster to grant this request would merely confirm the impression that it is losing the argument.


			If the Union is to be saved it will not be through obstinacy but through enlightened reform. In his essay, Mr Brown outlines a four-part programme, including a fairer public spending settlement, the establishment of a decision-making Council of the Regions and Nations, the replacement of the antiquated House of Lords with a Senate of the Nations and Regions, and the drawing up of a new UK constitution. “The only Union that will survive is one that is built on more than ancient traditions and historic monuments,” he concludes.


			The need for a reconfigured Union has only grown more urgent, as we have long said. But successive leaders of all parties have lacked either the will or the credibility to achieve lasting reform. Without a new settlement, however, the United Kingdom will not endure. Nor should it.
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