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Glossary







Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) – An EU system of subsidies for farmers.


Council of the European Union – Forum for national ministers to meet and take policy and legislative decisions.


Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) – The system underpinning the single currency.


Enlargement – Policy of expanding the EU to include more countries.


Euro – The European single currency shared by seventeen nations.


European Central Bank (ECB) – Administers monetary policy for the seventeen countries in the single currency.


European Commission – Executive body of the European Union, responsible for administration, oversight and proposing legislation.


European Commissioner – Member of the European Commission cabinet (known as the college, comprising one representative from each of the twenty-seven EU member states).


European Council – EU institution where leaders from the member states meet to set policy.


European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) – Court in Strasbourg that upholds the European Convention on Human Rights. It is not part of the European Union.


European Court of Justice (ECJ) – Court based in Luxembourg that upholds and interprets EU law, comprising one judge from each member state.


European Economic Area (EEA) – Thirty countries (EU plus Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway) that take part in the single market and adopt all relevant EU laws.


European Economic Community (EEC) – Former name of the EU, which changed under the Maastricht Treaty of 1993.


European External Action Service (EEAS) – Diplomatic corps and overseas representation of the EU.


European Free Trade Association (EFTA) – Four-country group (Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland) originally set up with more countries, including the UK, in 1960 as an alternative to the EEC.


European Parliament – Elected legislative body of the EU, composed of 754 Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) including seventy-three from the UK.


European Union (EU) – Economic and political alliance of twenty-seven nations synonymous with its main location in Brussels and built upon a series of treaties starting with the Treaty of Rome in 1957.


Four freedoms – The basis of the single market: the free movement of capital, goods, people and services.


Multi-annual financial framework – Seven-year EU budget programme.


Qualified majority voting (QMV) – Method of deciding matters between ministers in the Council of the EU that attaches extra weight to bigger countries in a complicated formula.


Schengen – Name taken from a border town in Luxembourg for the common visa-free travel zone in continental Europe joined by twenty-six countries.


Single market – EU internal tariff-free trading area established by the Single European Act of 1986.


Structural funds – EU system of internal aid for infrastructure projects in poorer areas.




















Introduction







And finally, the United Kingdom…





A parade of Prime Ministers and Presidents from twenty-six European nations had signed the Lisbon Treaty. Each country was represented by its leader and Foreign Secretary at the grand ceremony staged in the magnificent sixteenth-century Jerónimos Monastery in the Portuguese capital. For France, the trio of President, Prime Minister and Foreign Minister all gathered at the podium to autograph the European Union’s latest set of rule changes and then congratulate each other. When the turn of the twenty-seventh and final EU member (alphabetically) was announced, David Miliband, the Foreign Secretary, approached the signing table. He was alone. Instead of celebrating with his Prime Minister after the historic moment of signature, Miliband shook hands with the usher who handed him the pen. The commemorative photo of smiling leaders taken in front of the monastery in the sunshine shortly afterwards shows Miliband standing rather sheepishly at the end of the back row, grinning like a naughty schoolboy.


Gordon Brown stayed behind in London that morning to attend a routine session of the House of Commons Liaison Committee and then, ludicrously, jumped on a plane to Lisbon. He arrived more than three hours late while everyone else was finishing a sumptuous banquet lunch at the National Coach Museum. It was here, in front of a display of gilded carriages which once carried papal envoys and Portuguese kings, that the British Prime Minister filled in the gap left for his name on the treaty.


The manner of the signing of the Lisbon Treaty spoke volumes about Britain’s relationship with the EU. It was awkward, it was half-hearted and it was late. It seemed to symbolise the way that, while special treatment is often demanded by the British, Europe rarely receives our full attention. Of course, if they had really wanted to, Downing Street could have rescheduled Brown’s appearance at the committee of MPs, which was announced some time after the date was set for the grandiose European gathering. Perhaps it was intended to convey a proper focus on domestic affairs during Europe’s hour of self-congratulation, perhaps it was a genuine attempt to keep everyone happy, but in the event the Prime Minister’s performance pleased no one, not the eurosceptics who wanted a referendum and the chance to reject the document, nor the europhiles who hoped to see Britain playing a more central role in Europe. It was a gift to the newspaper sketch-writers – the backroom deal, the bungled snub, the very British embarrassment.


Fast forward four years almost to the day and the British Prime Minister was once again standing alone. David Cameron ensured that he would not have to face any lavish signing ceremony for the Fiscal Compact, a German-inspired set of new rules for national budgets, by the simple expedient of using his veto to prevent it from becoming a fully fledged EU treaty. Back in Britain, Cameron’s gesture was hailed as a triumph by his backbenchers and rewarded with a leap in support for the Conservatives in the opinion polls. It was a surge that lasted all of three weeks. He and George Osborne, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, then spent the next year telling the eurozone countries to hurry up and get on with their integrationist reforms to save the struggling single currency, which by this time was having a serious impact on Britain’s economic prospects. The veto had prevented an EU treaty, from which the UK would have been granted an opt-out, cheered British eurosceptics and annoyed almost every political leader in Europe, twenty-five of whom went ahead anyway with their new rules in an intergovernmental agreement.


Like Gordon Brown’s graceless dash to Portugal, Cameron’s own Brussels snub fitted a pattern of British ambivalence that dated all the way back to the founding years of the European project. The hesitancy and reluctance of most Prime Ministers – as well as the zealous enthusiasm of the two genuinely pro-European leaders, Edward Heath and Tony Blair – have contributed to a wider British mistrust of all things Brussels. The UK has never come to terms with a system that requires its sovereignty to be shared and its national interest to be compromised in the name of continental harmony and a place on the world stage. By 2013, the fortieth anniversary of joining the European club, Britain finds itself heading firmly in the opposite direction to the federation of nations foreseen for those participating in the single currency. As the ‘new European Union’ takes shape, a British referendum on continued membership seems inevitable. This book looks at how we got to the point of departure from the EU, what Britain’s options are now and what it would mean to say ‘au revoir, Europe’.


The UK’s original application to join came in 1961, four years after Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and West Germany signed the Treaty of Rome to launch the European Economic Community. The overriding ambition of the six was summed up in the very first sentence of the treaty, which stated that they were ‘determined to lay the foundations of an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe’.1 This sounded grand and rather daring, not to say noble, coming so soon after yet another war between these countries had ripped the continent to shreds. It was not a goal that Britain ever fully accepted. Nor was the UK made particularly welcome, with Charles de Gaulle using his veto to block British entry for twelve years, fearing – rightly – that France’s key controlling role would be diluted by London. West Germany was in no position to call the shots in those formative years, leaving Paris to dominate the gang of six and turn the club into a lucrative support system for its farmers.


When British membership finally came in 1973, the UK and fellow joiners Denmark and Ireland had no choice but to swallow whole 13,000 pages of established rules, regulations, objectives and court judgments. These papers stood in a metre-high pile (wrapped neatly, presumably with no sense of irony, in red tape) as Edward Heath signed on the dotted line in a Brussels ceremony. In a telling move that did not bode well for future cooperation, the new members were cynically lumbered with the blueprint of a disastrous Common Fisheries Policy cooked up between the six as soon as they learnt of the formal application of the sea-faring nations.


From the first post-war British Prime Minister, Clement Attlee – who dismissed ‘the so-called Common Market of six nations’ by declaring: ‘Know them all well. Very recently this country spent a great deal of blood and treasure rescuing four of ’em from attacks by the other two’ – all the way to David Cameron, Britain has not only been a reluctant participant but has never lost the feeling of being an outsider.2 Sir Winston Churchill himself, in the Zurich speech of 1946 in which he called for a United States of Europe and gave the idea such important momentum, was clear: ‘Great Britain, the British Commonwealth of Nations, mighty America, and I trust Soviet Russia – for then indeed all would be well – must be the friends and sponsors of the new Europe and must champion its right to live and shine.’3 Churchill believed that Britain should remain a friendly supporter and neighbour of the new Europe, not part of it.


As a reporter for The Times with five years’ service as Chief Political Correspondent in London, I came to Brussels in 2006 knowing precious little about how the EU really worked and its true impact on Britain. I was not alone in my ignorance, for the day-to-day deeds of commissioners, eurocrats and MEPs were not much covered in the British media, nor were they a prominent feature of life as a Westminster journalist. MPs and ministers preferred to talk up their own deeds in the areas of national life that remained under their control, notably fiscal policy, defence, education, law and order, the NHS and welfare. Nevertheless ‘Brussels’ (a common shorthand label for anything involving the EU) has full power over international trading agreements and enforcing the rules of Europe’s single market, and its tentacles reach deep into agriculture, the environment, industry, health and safety, employment law, justice and home affairs, transport, international aid and development and even sport.


Moreover, there was little public awareness of how the EU worked and what it did. It was a topic hardly mentioned at school, as far as I can remember, and rarely, if ever, did an MEP appear on Question Time or the Today programme to explain what they were up to. So I came to Brussels keen to find out more about this European Union. After all, it seemed like such a good idea. Who could argue with a system that had guaranteed peace and stability for nearly seventy years in a region which had suffered so many regular and terrible wars? Of course Brussels is also home to NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the military alliance of twenty-eight nations founded in 1949 which also deserves much acclaim for preserving the precious Pax Europaea. NATO’s mission was, after all, as a former Secretary-General once said, to ‘keep the Russians out, the Americans in and the Germans down’.4 But if NATO had provided a military framework for uniting old enemies, the EU had undeniably found a political and economic way of binding together France and Germany, the origin of so much continental strife over the centuries.


Beyond peace, Brussels was also given much credit, back in 2006 when I first arrived, for providing the conditions for the remarkable prosperity of the continent. It was all the more impressive given that the good times were also being enjoyed by new member states in the east that had only recently thrown off Communism. Such was the confidence of the Europeans at the turn of the millennium that books were written with titles like Why Europe Will Run the 21st Century. The EU adopted a bold plan called the Lisbon Agenda which aimed to ‘make Europe, by 2010, the most competitive and the most dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion’.5 The strategy was ‘designed to enable the Union to regain the conditions for full employment’. There was also a new common currency and, to cap it all, a constitution to codify all the aims and laws in one handy document.


Things did not quite turn out as planned. Instead of consolidating its considerable achievements, the EU over-reached itself. And here we get to one of the fundamental irritations that many in Britain have with the whole project. Key figures in European positions of power, be they in the member states or the Brussels institutions themselves, simply cannot rest in their pursuit of the Treaty of Rome’s call for ‘ever closer union’. The EU was always more than a system of rules for facilitating trade; it was and is a political project. It has been compared to a shark constantly moving to stay alive or, more benignly, to a bicycle that will fall over without forward motion. Even while the economies of Europe were thriving, its political leaders were looking for yet more ways to advance the European project. British voices were among those calling for a timely pause to consolidate existing goals, notably entrenching Europe’s single market, which is still very far from being completed. And yet it was not the Brits but voters in two founding member states, France and the Netherlands, who decided in 2005 that they needed a grand constitution, well, like a fish needs a bicycle.


The EU could not rest and found a fresh policy mission – combating climate change. Emissions targets were seized upon in Brussels as a galvanising force with which Europe could rediscover its purpose in a new century and lead the world out of carbon darkness and into the renewable light. But on 18 December 2009, the USA and China stitched up an ineffectual deal with Brazil, South Africa and India at the Copenhagen climate change summit without any Europeans even in the room. There would be no binding targets to supersede the Kyoto Protocol and there was to be no more sobering example of the EU’s place in the emerging world order during my time in Brussels.


President Obama was by this time refocusing his foreign policy on Asia, where he had spent four days just before Copenhagen getting to know President Hu and Premier Wen. The economic crisis which started in the US detonated an atomic bomb under the European single currency and led to widening divisions between the two continents. José Manuel Barroso, President of the European Commission, told The Times in July 2010 that the Obama presidency was in danger of being a missed opportunity for the transatlantic relationship. It was a diplomatic understatement. The US had already moved on.


As the debt crisis deepened in Europe, the battle to save the euro overshadowed my own final two years in Brussels. It was an exhausting time of seemingly endless summits, rescue packages and austerity plans, each billed as more crucial and hard-hitting than the last, until eventually Greece was forced into the largest private debt restructuring ever attempted. The solution? Why, further European integration of course. A common monetary system that began idealistically with the notion of the voluntary pooling of powers ended up requiring ever greater surrender of sovereignty as well as sanctions in order to survive as a common economic system. Along the way, a whole generation of young Europeans were left out of work. Misery and penury of a kind not seen for generations returned to countries cruelly labelled ‘peripheral’ despite having been fully paid-up members of the EU club for years. Democracy was shoved to one side in Greece and Italy as technocrats took control in collaboration with EU officials and the International Monetary Fund. Somewhere along the road, the twin founding goals of the European project, peace and prosperity, were replaced with pain and austerity. My final weeks in Brussels were indeed depressing. It felt like I was witnessing the slow death of the European dream I came in search of.


In my new post as Berlin Correspondent for The Times, I have been able to see how the Germans want to guide the European Union into its next phase – economic and political union. They just don’t want to pay for it. Of course, other member states have firm views on the level of integration that is necessary and desirable. Polish leaders, for example, have been outspoken in calling for the European Commission and European Parliament to become the true government of the EU. Herman Van Rompuy, the President of the European Council, claimed in September 2012 that




there is a genuine willingness amongst EU leaders to address the systemic nature of the crisis. To finish a house half-built… the leaders commit themselves to bringing the Economic and Monetary Union to its solid and stable end-state in the years ahead. And having talked with many of them in the past weeks and even days, I can confirm their political will is unyielding.6





Even the more sceptical Finns want a stronger European Commission to monitor budgetary discipline. The UK finds itself not just on the fringes of this debate, but unwilling to participate in any of the resulting reforms. In fact, Britain has been distancing itself from the core activity of the EU ever since the single currency was devised and now finds itself, I believe, in the process of leaving a European project that it never firmly embraced.


From 1961 until 1973 the UK was in its joining phase as it sought and won accession to the European club. The next twenty years or so after that could be called the integration phase, when Britain tied its future trajectory to Europe by helping to formulate the single market. This deep level of commitment could not survive the triple shocks of Margaret Thatcher’s fatal battle with Jacques Delors, Black Wednesday and the Maastricht Treaty that created the euro and the European Union. John Major declared that he had won ‘game, set and match’ by securing an opt-out from the single currency, putting Britain firmly on a divergent path from the rest of the EU. His analogy showed how Europe was now viewed by the UK as a zero sum game which could only be won or lost. Denmark is the only other country with a formal opt-out from the single currency – all the others not yet in the euro have signed up to binding treaty agreements to work towards joining, even if the crisis has put some of them off for the time being. But even in Denmark some senior politicians are waiting for their moment to reverse the single currency opt-out despite public opinion hardening against the idea during the euro crisis. The other member states are on a diametrically opposed trajectory to Britain.


Despite Tony Blair’s best efforts, the UK entered into a new phase of growing alienation from the EU as successive treaties claimed more national sovereignty. While integration also still took place under New Labour thanks to the remorseless continental drive towards ‘ever closer union’, it was increasingly reluctantly undertaken by Britain. Antagonism became the dominant mood. This was an era dominated by arguments over red lines that the UK refused to cross into deeper federation, making it the least Europeanised member state. David Cameron’s veto, although less effective than John Major’s opt-out two decades earlier, was only the latest in a long series of separatist British actions, such as the refusal to join the Schengen borderless travel zone, steadfast opposition to regulation of the financial services industry and rejection of deeper coordination of fiscal policy.


With our continental allies planning even deeper co-operation in a banking union leading to more common economic governance and a new form of political union, Britain finds itself being forced towards the EU exit door. The actual point of departure will come when the eurozone countries press on to create the ‘real European Union’, leaving the non-euro nations with a choice. They will have to commit to adopting the single currency and join the real EU, devise a comfortable form of second-tier membership or withdraw altogether. Of course Britain will try to muddle through for as long as possible – it is a tactic that has served for more than twenty years. But in 2012 even the arch-europhile Lord Mandelson observed:




I believe there will be an inevitable gravitational pull of decision making towards the inner eurozone core. Britain will be invited to support this evolution but if we refuse, we will be ignored… It is certainly not inconceivable – indeed I think it is likely – that Britain will find itself a decade from now the only state in the EU, certainly the only large state, outside the eurozone. Effectively the EU will have been rebooted, with the UK on the outside. We must not delude ourselves about this.7





As Mandelson himself identified, the dice have been cast and, barring a dramatic change of heart, Britain seems to be heading out of the EU.


Future historians may one day date the terminal phase of Britain’s relationship with the ‘real EU’ from as far back as ‘game, set and match’ at Maastricht, or from Gordon Brown’s decisive ruling out of euro entry in June 2003, or perhaps from David Cameron’s EU Act of 2011. Before the Act, none of the various British opt-outs and no-thank-yous were, constitutionally, deal-breakers. But the EU Act, which received Royal Assent in July 2011, meant that any further sharing of power with Brussels must be put to a referendum. Any British plebiscite on new proposals or a treaty would be conducted against a hostile background of frustration that the wider question of membership remained unput – and a ‘No’ vote on a specific measure would propel the UK further into the sidelines. A ‘Yes’ vote on a particular measure, while extremely unlikely, would not lay to rest the fundamental question, what Sir John Major called ‘one of the long-running sores of British politics, which is the nature of our relationship with Europe’.8


Given the years of tabloid hostility, growing discontent among MPs and declining popular support expressed in opinion polls, a referendum on a new treaty to enhance EU powers would also be exhausting and distracting politically for the government of the day. A lost vote would lead to irresistible pressure for a more fundamental say about the UK’s future relationship with its nearest neighbours. If the choice was simply between in or out, who would bet against a so-called Brexit as the most likely result?


A third way could still be found, a formal second tier of membership, perhaps along the lines of a wider community of less integrated nations beside the core union of euro states, as proposed by Lord Owen in a book in June 2012. In fact, there are federalist thinkers in Brussels plotting such a fate for the UK. A move to some kind of secondary or associate membership would formalise a disentangling process which is already under way – the government is conducting a Review of the Balance of EU Competences, due to report in 2014, to see where it can take back powers from Brussels. With most of the other members simultaneously moving to centralise power – proposals for a new treaty to entrench economic co-ordination are promised in 2014 by the European Commission – it almost seems like they are leaving us as surely as we are leaving them.


Of course, other countries have their own complaints and ambitions, but they usually start from the same premise – the idea that ‘more Europe’ is the answer. Often the UK really did not want what was on offer but our gallant officials gamely sought to make the best of it anyway. As one senior UK civil servant told me:




If you ask British negotiators in Brussels what is the single most frequent question they will pass to their colleagues in London, it is ‘can we live with this?’ Not ‘do we like it?’ or ‘is it any good?’ That is the level that negotiations happen at across the board. You are rarely making a really positive case.





Should Labour win the next election, it may be less confrontational with Brussels and less intent on taking powers back than a Conservative-led administration, but Britain will still be faced, sooner or later, with a new treaty that seeks to deepen integration and triggers the inevitable referendum.


There is yet another key reason why the fortieth anniversary of UK accession on 1 January 2013 marks a watershed in the relationship with Europe. Britain’s europhiles have been defeated. Never before, in the four decades of membership, have those arguing for deeper ties with Europe been more muted or less able to make a positive case for deeper federation. Largely this is the result of missteps by the EU, notably the horrendous spectacle of the prolonged economic crisis fuelled by the rigidity of the single currency in countries like Ireland and Spain, where property bubbles were encouraged by inappropriate one-size-fits-all interest rates. But Britain’s pro-Europeans have failed to make the argument for ‘ever closer union’; they have failed to prevent an overbearing bureaucracy from giving Brussels a bad name; they have failed to win popular approval for the European Union, or win the argument for its ultimate goals – philosophically, economically or politically; they have failed to follow the dream of Europe’s founding fathers with a convincing vision for the future. While there was a ‘brave new world’ moment when it could have been possible to join the euro in the late 1990s and turn Britain decisively back towards a European destiny, the window of opportunity was missed by Tony Blair. It is impossible to believe now that British voters will ever agree to share the same currency as Estonia, Greece, Slovakia and Spain. A Populus poll in May 2012 for Lord Mandelson’s own think tank, Policy Network, showed that 80 per cent of British people were against ever joining the single currency.9 For Britain’s pro-Europeans, only the scale of their defeat remains to be settled. Their ambitions to play a full role in the future of the European Union lie in ruins, but will Britain have any part to play?


The longer I stayed in Brussels, the more I wanted to think through what lies ahead for Britain in Europe and its options beyond the European Union. This book starts from the premise that the status quo is not on offer to the UK, with the EU moving rapidly in another direction as it seeks to salvage its core project – the euro. As a journalist, there is no greater stimulus than being constantly told ‘there is no alternative’. It is axiomatic in Brussels that the EU is not only the best hope for Europe’s future but in fact the only possible way of ensuring peace, prosperity and global influence for its member states. The Brussels believers might be right – but that does not mean that their case should not be examined and compared with the alternatives. Nor does it automatically follow that Britain needs to be a fully paid-up member of the EU for both to succeed.


I approached this journey of inquiry with – I hope – an open mind, and found answers and arguments that genuinely surprised me and, I believe, should challenge entrenched beliefs on both sides of this crucial debate. This is not a campaigning book. Nor is it about the continental struggle to save the single currency, the intricate details of which will doubtless fill many academic and technical volumes. This book is an attempt to take stock of the perpetual evolution of the EU and its impact on British life since we joined forty years ago and, given our inexorable drift towards the exit, to see what it might mean to say au revoir. 

















ONE


Sovereignty Shared







There is no question of any erosion of essential national sovereignty.


– White Paper on the United Kingdom and the European Communities, July 1971





Heinrich Himmler’s handshake was soft, wet and flabby. But it left an indelible impression on the 21-year-old Oxford scholar on the receiving end. Edward Heath was on a student exchange trip to Nuremberg in 1937 when he encountered the chief of the feared SS paramilitary, as well as the German Propaganda Minister, Joseph Goebbels, ‘his pinched face white and sweating – evil personified’.10 But of all the Nazi high command, it was Adolf Hitler who most struck the young undergraduate. After witnessing the crowd rise as one and raise their right arms in salute, Heath described ‘the mob orator, the demagogue, playing on every evil emotion in his audience’.11 Just a few years after meeting the men who would destroy Europe in a conflict that cost more than fifty million lives, Heath took part in the Normandy landings with the Royal Artillery, helped to destroy Caen and liberate Antwerp, and even commanded a firing squad that executed a Polish prisoner for rape.


These searing first-hand experiences motivated the future Prime Minister’s life’s work. ‘My generation could not live in the past; we had to work for the future. We were surrounded by destruction, homelessness, hunger and despair. Only by working together had we any hope of creating a society which would uphold the true values of European civilisation.’12 Heath’s dream was the creation of a continental community of interdependent nations that would bring an end to war for good. When he took his own country into this community, it was ‘one of the greatest moments’ of his life.


The organisation that Britain joined in 1973 was very different from the European Union of today. For a start, it was then called the European Economic Community, the name chosen by the original six member nations to reflect the organisation’s primary focus. In British popular debate, as accession became a reality, it was referred to by a term plucked from the founding Treaty of Rome – the Common Market. It made the EEC sound disarmingly like a simple trading deal for cheaper Liebfraumilch and Golden Delicious – and masked the true political and constitutional implications of membership.


The name change to European Union brought about by the Maastricht Treaty twenty years later only confirmed what was by then abundantly clear – control over large areas of national jurisdiction had been ceded to a supranational organisation. Back in 1971, after France’s President Pompidou had finally reversed his predecessor’s opposition to Britain’s application, Heath’s White Paper addressed the sovereignty issue in the least hair-raising way it possibly could. It introduced the concept of preserving ‘essential national sovereignty’, a phrase designed to reassure while tacitly conceding that areas of non-essential national sovereignty would indeed be sacrificed.


This was the start of a pattern of disingenuous political rhetoric about Britain’s European adventure which would characterise and poison debate as the full implications of membership became clear. By the time of Heath’s death in 2005, his carefully constructed reassurances had become fetishised by the eurosceptic movement and even portrayed as treachery. The UK Independence Party had to be dissuaded from hanging his effigy from Traitor’s Gate, after a reminder that he was actually a decorated war veteran.13 But Heath was far from alone among leading British politicians over the years in seeking to play down the constitutional implications of European participation. This reluctance, no doubt born out of concern for the greater prize of a seat at Europe’s top table, led to wider mistrust of the motivations of Britain’s europhiles and contributed to their ultimate failure to sell the European dream.


The logic of pooling sovereignty was established for many years before Britain joined the continental club. The primacy of EEC law, for example, was first claimed by a ruling of the European Court of Justice in 1963. It was a fundamental guiding principle of the European project. This was the idea that a supreme court based in Luxembourg, with one judge drawn from each member state, would have ultimate legal authority over disputes between the members on matters covered by the European treaties. A true community of nations needed an arbitrator so that the strong could not push around the weak. It was a logical guarantee of fairness and order.


But British leaders were reluctant from the start to spell out to the British public that national legislators and courts would necessarily be subject to a higher authority. ‘What is proposed is a sharing and an enlargement of individual national sovereignties in the general interest,’ Heath’s 1971 White Paper added. Britain would hand authority over some areas of its national life to the EEC in exchange for the privilege of taking part in decisions which would hold sway over all nine member states. The deal came with a guarantee, spelt out in the government’s own leaflet for the 1975 referendum on the EEC, that ‘the minister representing Britain can veto any proposal for a new law or a new tax’.14 In those early days, it was explained that sovereignty would be shared only when Britain explicitly consented. It was not a guarantee that lasted long.


For the government ministers and civil servants who took Britain into the EEC, the whole point of joining was to give up a little power to gain a lot of influence. In the precarious post-Empire world of opposing superpowers, membership would have the double benefit of expanding neighbourly trade and increasing Britain’s clout on the world stage. No Prime Minister set this out more clearly than Harold Macmillan in 1962, in a pamphlet explaining his decision to apply for membership:




It is true of course that political unity is the central aim of those European countries and we would naturally accept that ultimate goal. But the effects on our position of joining Europe have been much exaggerated by the critics. Accession to the Treaty of Rome would not involve a one-sided surrender of sovereignty on our part but a pooling of sovereignty by all concerned, mainly in economic and social fields.15





With this clear explanation of the sovereignty question, Macmillan seemed to belong to a golden age of candour. But although he went further than Heath and any of his successors in admitting what was at stake, Macmillan, too, was capable of giving comforting – some would say misleading – guarantees:




In renouncing some of our own sovereignty we would receive in return a share of the sovereignty renounced by other members. Our obligations would not alter the position of the Crown, nor rob our Parliament of its essential powers, nor deprive our Law Courts of their authority in our domestic life.16





Here was the exact same formula later used by Heath and others – that the ‘essential’ powers of Parliament would be preserved, whatever the ultimate ambitions were among the other members and in Brussels for political union. Macmillan’s guarantee over court supremacy covered only ‘our domestic life’ because he must have known that the areas where Europe had a stake would be claimed by the judges based in Luxembourg.


The carefully crafted reasoning of Macmillan and Heath raised a new question – which areas of sovereignty were ‘essential’ and which were non-essential? This would only be answered more fully in the years that followed, and in ways that even Britain’s most pro-European Prime Minister could only dream of. Ordinary voters could not have anticipated the dramatic developments to come, leading to accusations of deception or, at least, sleight of hand, as the UK and the other member nations would agree to share more and more of their traditional domestic powers. The growing size and scope of the European project meant that it could only avoid becoming bogged down if national capitals agreed to abide by majority decisions, rather than always insisting upon unanimity. No progress could be made if everyone insisted upon getting their own way all the time. As this new Europe took shape, national sovereignty would not be so much shared as bartered in fraught Brussels battles, unleashing powerful forces that brought successive governments to the brink of disaster.


During the British accession process, the government chose to emphasise the economic case and play down the constitutional implications. But far-reaching developments were already being planned elsewhere. The principle of direct elections to the European Parliament, which at this point was called an Assembly and composed of national appointees, was already widely accepted in Brussels circles. Just two days after the European Communities Act 1972 received its Royal Assent, the six original member nations met for the first time with the three accession states at a Paris summit where they agreed to pursue economic and monetary union and to form a European Union by 1980. Not for the first time, as soon as one step was taken towards a federal Europe, several more were immediately lined up.


This process was even awarded its own academic theory: neofunctionalism. The theory, espoused by one of the EEC’s founders, the French diplomat Jean Monnet, was that advances involving the sharing of powers would automatically trigger further integration as ‘positive spill-over effects’ became obvious or unavoidable. It just goes to show that there was a philosophical method behind the sometimes baffling European obsession with continual integration. The starkest example would come at the turn of the century when monetary union was introduced with no effective common economic system. No matter, this would surely follow. This process was not really made clear to MPs, let alone voters, for fear that they would not agree to the first step.


Heath’s treatment of the sovereignty question has been assailed on all sides. Writing in the second volume of her memoirs five years after she was ousted from Downing Street, Margaret Thatcher called his White Paper ‘an extraordinary example of artful confusion to conceal fundamental issues’.17 Roy Hattersley, the former Labour deputy leader and firm advocate of the European project throughout this period, wrote: ‘Nothing has more injured the idea of Britain in Europe than Edward Heath’s foolish assurance (given at the time of our entry into the Common Market) that membership would involve no loss of sovereignty.’18


But it was not just his political adversaries who accused Heath of being misleading about the true implications of membership and contributing to public suspicion of the project dearest to his heart. Hugo Young, former senior political commentator at The Guardian and paramount chronicler of Britain’s entry into the EEC, put it like this:




The White Paper phrases, however explicable, and even defensible, were a hostage to anyone who later desired to mount a case for saying there had been a crucial element of dissimulation in what the world was told. If nothing else, they lowered the guard of a nation supposedly on watch for any fundamental change that entry into Europe was about to impose upon it.19





Even Heath’s election manifesto was beguiling – it pledged that his government would seek to negotiate with the EEC ‘no more, no less’.20 In 1970, he also seemed to promise a referendum on accession, pledging that Britain would only join with ‘the full-hearted consent of parliament and the people’.21 But Heath never delivered a referendum, later calling the idea ‘abhorrent’.


Britain’s europhiles maintain that those who complain about Heath’s handling of the accession process and the conduct of the 1975 British referendum under the Labour government of Harold Wilson have misremembered events and that they were, in fact, told the unvarnished truth about what Britain was in for. But here is what the pro-European Hugo Young, who studied the former Prime Minister closely and often at first hand for many years, had to say: ‘Heath himself seldom talked about sovereignty being surrendered. He was not prepared to concede, in cold fact, that although there might be a gain in power, there would be a loss of independence.’22


In his definitive analysis of the passage of the 1972 Act into British law, Young added:




Ministers did not lie, but they avoided telling the full truth. They refrained from stating categorically that the law of the European Community would have supremacy over British law… The Bill did not contain, as it might have done, a clause stating in terms the general rule that Community law was to be supreme… This disguising was part of an intensely political process. Only by sweetening the truth about national sovereignty, apparently, could popular support be kept in line.23





Thus the British foundations of the European project were laid on sands that would shift political and public opinion resentfully against it as the true extent of the Brussels superstructure was revealed.


Even Hattersley, who so sharply condemned Heath’s double-dealing, has offered his own mea culpa:




What we did throughout all those years, all the Europeans, was say, let’s not risk trying to make fundamental changes by telling the whole truth, let’s do it through public relations rather than real proselytising… spin the argument rather than expose the argument. Not only was it wrong for us to deal superficially with what Europe involved, but we’ve paid the price for it ever since… Joining the European Community did involve significant loss of sovereignty but by telling the British people that was not involved, I think the rest of the argument was prejudiced for the next twenty or thirty years.24





At best the pro-Europeans were coy about sovereignty and at worst they were downright deceptive. It would come back to haunt them by contributing to public mistrust and, eventually, outright hostility to further European integration, even where logic suggested that European countries were better off cooperating.


Of course there were some contrary voices – Hugh Gaitskell had dramatically warned as far back as 1962 that joining the European project would mean ‘the end of a thousand years of history’ for an independent Britain. Tony Benn on the left and Enoch Powell on the right raised fears about adverse constitutional effects. Lord Denning, the Master of the Rolls, stated in a Court of Appeal judgment of 1974 that




when we come to matters with a European element, the Treaty is like an incoming tide. It flows into the estuaries and up the rivers. It cannot be held back. Parliament has decreed that the Treaty is henceforward to be part of our law. It is equal in force to any statute.25





Twenty years later, Denning would give an even more robust verdict on the overwhelming impact of EU law.


But in the wider national debate that culminated in the in/out EEC referendum of June 1975, the sovereignty argument did not become a central issue on either side. The far more immediate concerns were over jobs, prices and industry, for in the troubled British economy of the 1970s unemployment and inflation loomed large. The extra costs of membership versus benefits for consumers and companies, including the effect of higher EEC tariffs on trade with Britain’s traditional Commonwealth partners, were subject to the fiercest arguments.


UK inflation spiralled from 9.2 per cent in 1973 to 24.2 per cent in 1975 and the country was in recession for months leading up to the referendum. From 1950 to 1973, the UK economy had grown by an average of 2.9 per cent a year, compared to 6 per cent a year for West Germany, 5.1 per cent for both France and Italy, 4.5 per cent for Belgium and 4.4 per cent for the Netherlands – all founder members of the EEC. These figures alone made a compelling economic case for membership. The ailing Britain of the 1970s was fertile ground for politicians promising a brighter future.


British voters cast a resounding ‘Yes’ vote in the 1975 poll to the question ‘Do you think the UK should stay in the European Community (Common Market)?’ Neither in the question nor in the sixteen-page government leaflet sent to every British household was the goal of ‘ever closer union’ mentioned as an aim of the EEC. Two pages in the leaflet were given over to the topic ‘Will Parliament lose its power?’26 This acknowledged that ‘another anxiety expressed about Britain’s membership of the Common Market is that Parliament could lose its supremacy, and we would have to obey laws passed by unelected “faceless bureaucrats” sitting in their headquarters in Brussels’. For voters of a nervous disposition, the leaflet went on to offer considerable reassurance under the sub-heading ‘What are the facts?’


Fact No. 1 played upon the same fears of isolation used to make the case for continued membership today.




In the modern world even the Super Powers like America and Russia do not have complete freedom of action… Since we cannot go it alone in the modern world, Britain has for years been a member of international groupings like the United Nations, NATO and the International Monetary Fund. Membership of such groupings imposes both rights and duties, but has not deprived us of our national identity, or changed our way of life.





At the time, the EEC was essentially an agricultural support and cross-border trade organisation. But neither the membership fees nor the obligations of any other international body are remotely comparable to those demanded by the European Union.


In contrast with today’s reassurance that Britain is still able to use its veto to protect several important areas such as taxation, Fact No. 2 in 1975 stated categorically:




No important new policy can be decided in Brussels or anywhere else without the consent of a British Minister answerable to a British Government and British Parliament. The top decision-making body in the Market is the Council of Ministers, which is composed of senior Ministers representing each of the nine member governments. It is the Council of Ministers, and not the market’s officials, who take the important decisions. These decisions can be taken only if all the members of the Council agree. The Minister representing Britain can veto any proposal for a new law or a new tax if he considers it to be against British interests.





Much has changed since these key facts were used to persuade the British electorate to cast their ‘Yes’ vote (67.2 to 32.8 per cent). Most strikingly, the national veto has long been negotiated away in many policy areas to facilitate decision-making, something that was simply not foreseen at the time. A minister representing Britain now has to work hard to build up a number of allies if he or she wants to block measures under the majority voting rules used for most decisions.


For good measure, the 1975 leaflet added Fact No. 3:




The White Paper on the new Market terms recently presented to Parliament by the Prime Minister declares that through membership of the Market we are better able to advance and protect our national interests. This is the essence of sovereignty.





Here again was the same reassurance as Macmillan and Heath, this time repeated by a Labour government, that the ‘essence’ of sovereignty would be preserved. In this case, sovereignty was defined as the ability to advance and protect national interests. With the Cold War at its height, the extra reassurance of closer alliance with democratic western neighbours was implicit in the benefits to UK as a sovereign nation.


Sovereignty would only become a more contentious point as the EU accrued more powers in successive treaties that at the same time reduced member states’ ability to stand in the way of decisions taken by the majority. At every turn, the British government of the day negotiated hard before accepting these changes, often participating actively in their formulation. An intense period of integration was about to take place, largely encouraged by Britain. Even the question put in the referendum of 1975, with its references to the Community and Common Market, would become obsolete within two decades as the terms were replaced by the Union and single market.


Five major treaties would revise the founding Treaty of Rome and transfer more powers from the member states. But first came a change to the European Assembly which showed dramatically how Brussels was acquiring attributes more akin to a government than an alliance. On 7 June 1979, a month after Margaret Thatcher’s first election victory, British voters went back to the polls to choose eighty-one directly elected members of the European Assembly. Until then, members had been seconded from the House of Commons and the House of Lords.


The impression of a new and significant European experience was enhanced by voting being held more or less simultaneously in the eight other countries. The European Assembly only had limited powers but the greater democratic legitimacy conferred on it by a direct election gave its members ambitions to wield ever more influence over the legislation proposed by the European Commission (the civil service of the European project, which formulates all its new laws and regulates the internal market). All the treaties that followed British accession extended the European Assembly’s powers to change legislation.


The first of these treaties, the Single European Act, came along in the mid-1980s when Thatcher was at the peak of her domestic powers. She was fresh from a notable victory in Europe – the Fontainebleau Summit of 1984, at which she had secured the British rebate, an annual cashback deal to compensate for the rising contributions that taxpayers were being asked to make to the EEC budget. Yet while a strong Prime Minister with a solid parliamentary majority was reshaping her nation, the process of the Single European Act showed that in Europe not even the Iron Lady could call the shots.


The fact that there was to be a treaty at all came as a rather nasty surprise to Thatcher and illustrated how by 1985 Britain was unable to get its way on the biggest reform yet contemplated to the EEC. Up until then, major changes such as the European Assembly direct elections were introduced by specific Acts. There had been no tradition of new wide-ranging power-building treaties. The Thatcher government thought that the blueprint for turning the Common Market into a single market, largely drawn up by a Conservative former Cabinet minister and European Commissioner, Arthur Cockfield, would simply be adopted and implemented by the member states.


But Thatcher was ambushed at a European Council meeting in Milan when the Italian Prime Minister proposed a formal intergovernmental conference to write a new legally binding treaty to enforce the single market – and much more besides. Britain, joined in its opposition to such a conference only by Denmark and new member Greece, was outvoted. Although treaties themselves required unanimity, calling a conference to debate a treaty only needed a majority vote. It was the first time that the UK had been overruled in this way and a sign of things to come. British officials, not for the last time, were ordered by their Prime Minister to ‘search for minimal, acceptable treaty change, avoiding risky isolation for Britain’.27 This would become a familiar refrain as treaty followed treaty, establishing a pattern of British resistance to the idea of ‘more Europe’ beloved of Brussels and politicians in some member states.


To get the single market that Britain coveted, Thatcher would have to consent to a whole raft of European social and political powers that were shovelled into the new treaty. The momentum towards ‘ever closer union’ was back. Although angry at what she saw as the Italian betrayal, Thatcher went along with the treaty as the price of progress. That was because the Single European Act set out the conditions for creating ‘the free movement of goods, persons, services and capital’ – the so-called four freedoms – by the end of 1992. This was the part of the treaty that Thatcher approved of, although Europe is still waiting for the completion of this goal, most notably in services such as banking, healthcare, insurance, maintenance and training. In the trade-off, the treaty also laid the ground for the coordination of foreign and security policy, for economic and monetary union, and for the Europeanisation of social and employment rights. It renamed the European Assembly the European Parliament.


The treaty also, crucially, ended the right of national veto in a dozen key policy areas in order to push through the reforms needed for the single market by switching from the unanimity rule to qualified majority voting (QMV). This meant that one or two recalcitrant nations could no longer stop a reforming measure, unless they gathered a ‘blocking minority’ of several allies around the table. Thatcher was initially reluctant to concede the formal loss of the British veto. She thought that there could simply be a general agreement not to insist upon unanimity for the adoption of European-wide standards. As Stephen Wall, then a Foreign Office adviser on Europe and later Britain’s ambassador to the EU, said: ‘We wanted improved decision-making but saw it happening by making better use of the existing rules.’28 But once the draft treaty emerged from the European Commission with proposals for QMV that would even extend to tax harmonisation, British officials concentrated on limiting it to the technical measures needed for the single market.


While QMV would eventually become a three-letter acronym synonymous with the erosion of national sovereignty, Thatcher accepted the concept, as she later explained to the House of Lords:




Yes, we wanted a common or single market but it was a long time before the Community got down to it. Eventually in 1985 we started to prepare for this single or common market and to get rid of the massive number of both tariff and non-tariff barriers that were needed. I was at the forefront of that campaign because I believed that we wanted it. At first, I thought that we could get it without any changes in legislation. I thought that if there was reasonable goodwill, we could have it. But there was not reasonable goodwill and we had to have an intergovernmental conference. And the point is this: we would never have got the single market without an extension – not the beginning, but an extension – of majority voting. We could never have got our insurance into Germany – where they promptly kept it out – unless we had majority voting. We could never have got a fair deal for our ships in picking up goods from other ports as others could pick up from ours. We could never have got a fair deal for our lorry and transport business because our lorries had to go over there full and come back empty as they were not allowed to pick up on the way back. Yes, we wanted a single market and we had, in fact, to have some majority voting.29





The potent combination of the single market, QMV and Margaret Thatcher kick-started some spectacular commercial successes taken very much for granted by consumers today. In May 2012, a leading eurosceptic commentator wrote: ‘Mine was the generation that was taught that Europe would be our oyster in a post-Soviet world. And it came to pass – not thanks to the European Union but to 1p Ryanair flights, email and text messages.’30 Yet the first of these owes its existence entirely to the EU, thanks to air transport liberalisation measures taken through the single market between 1987 and 1992, while the third has been facilitated by Brussels using its powers to limit the cost of texting.


Before EU intervention, it was impossible for private airline companies to offer cheap flights between European countries because of the carefully guarded and price-controlled monopolies of national flag-carriers. Ryanair is a case in point, as it was only able to start flights from Ireland to the UK under the EU’s market-opening ‘double disapproval’ regime, which stated that the governments of both countries had to object to prevent the service. The Irish government refused permission in order to protect Aer Lingus, but Ryanair got the go-ahead from the Thatcher government. It is now Europe’s largest low-cost carrier. The second-largest, easyJet, also used the EU framework to grow from humble beginnings to become not just a major employer but also a key supporter of European industry, buying more than 200 Airbus aircraft to date.


‘EasyJet is a child of the EU,’ said Paul Moore, its communications director.31 European open competition laws developed for the single market helped upstart new companies find their feet against national champions.




In the old days, if you were a British airline and wanted to fly between Britain and France, you had to rely on agreement between those countries. The flag-carriers represented their countries and until relatively recently were bankrolled by their countries. Essentially aviation was controlled by each sovereign state and easyJet broke down historic sovereignty-based aviation agreements.





Following liberalisation, the number of routes flown in Europe has increased by more than 60 per cent.32 This was one aspect of national sovereignty progressively dismantled by the EU – and, as it was done in the name of consumer-friendly commercial competition, the British government was behind it all the way.


But when it came to control over traditionally national levers of political power, the UK was far more defensive. Still today in the British popular imagination, fears of the federal European ambition to make the UK a vassal of Brussels are embodied by one man – Jacques Delors. The Socialist former finance minister served as President of the European Commission from 1985 to 1994. At the start of his tenure, Thatcher and Delors collaborated to fashion the Single European Act despite his political add-ons to the treaty. But the Frenchman became increasingly demonised in much of the British press as battles over Europe largely stemming from the ground-breaking treaty eventually proved fatal for Thatcher.


The Act included an aspirational clause on economic and monetary union (EMU), signed up to reluctantly by Thatcher, following a personal assurance from Helmut Kohl, the German Chancellor, that he was also against the idea of a single currency. Thatcher relied on the obvious economic fact that the countries of Europe were far away from the kind of economic convergence necessary for sharing a common currency. But she underestimated the political imperative. EMU became the cause célèbre of Delors. He would later be lampooned for his obsession in The Sun newspaper with its classic headline ‘Up Yours Delors’. But in early 1988, with Thatcher growing weary of the federal agenda in Brussels, she could do nothing to prevent her fellow leaders from reappointing Delors to his job as European Commission President and even tamely seconded his nomination. Any favour curried by this act of submission was soon destroyed, however, as the battle of wills between the two intensified dramatically over a familiar battleground – the fate of national sovereignty.


In July 1988 Delors told the European Parliament that within ten years he expected 80 per cent of economic legislation, and perhaps social and taxation legislation, would be made by the European Community. He called for the beginnings of a ‘true European government’. In September, Delors spoke at the Trades Union Congress – the hotbed of resistance to Thatcher’s domestic reforms – and promised social protections at a European level. Whatever one’s view of Thatcher and the direction she was taking the country, there was now a direct ideological challenge to the elected UK government from an alternative political powerbase in Brussels – one with the ability to affect the direction of policy in Britain. The sovereignty question vis-à-vis Europe had ceased to be something rather academic and suddenly assumed central importance in British political life.


Thatcher’s response was her infamous speech at the College of Bruges in September 1988 with its most quoted sentence: ‘We have not successfully rolled back the frontiers of the state in Britain only to see them reimposed at a European level, with a European superstate exercising a new dominance from Brussels.’33 The Bruges speech was not a statement of intent for Britain to withdraw from Europe – far from it. It was an appeal for a limited and practical British vision of Europe, based primarily on cooperating sovereign nation states rather than the giant protectionist social construct that Thatcher now feared. She also said:




On many great issues the countries of Europe should try to speak with a single voice. I want to see us work more closely on the things we can do better together than alone. Europe is stronger when we do so, whether it be in trade, in defence, or in our relations with the rest of the world.





The speech marked a Rubicon in the UK’s relationship with Europe. It set out an alternative vision of a more cooperative and less coordinated Europe that showed how the British approach differed from the mainstream continental view. This divergence was not yet irreversible, but the UK was now battling to prevent a superstate and the prevailing national mindset irrevocably shifted from cooperation to confrontation.


The impact on the Conservative Party of the Bruges speech was summed up by the Margaret Thatcher Foundation:




The speech began the transition by which the Conservatives ceased to be ‘the party of Europe’ in British politics, moving fitfully, by lurches, lunges and sidesteps, to a position now known as Euroscepticism. The term itself was invented in the process. These events proved deeply divisive within the party and did more than anything else to destroy the relationship between Margaret Thatcher and Geoffrey Howe, her Foreign Secretary. That, in turn, ended her premiership a little over two years later.34





Not for the first time or the last, Europe was driving the tectonic plates of national politics, to the point where it became a key factor in the downfall of the century’s longest-serving Prime Minister.


Thatcher’s final confrontation with Delors before her defenestration led to her most often quoted riposte to the Frenchman’s vision. Speaking in the House of Commons about a summit in Rome which focused on preparing for a treaty to follow the Single European Act, she said:




The President of the Commission, Monsieur Delors, said at a press conference the other day that he wanted the European Parliament to be the democratic body of the Community, he wanted the Commission to be the Executive and he wanted the Council of Ministers to be the Senate. No. No. No.35





While these three noes have not yet been overturned, subsequent treaties would greatly enhance the European Parliament’s powers and, across Europe, there are still plenty of cheerleaders in powerful positions calling for the completion of Delors’s European government dream.


The Single European Act acted like a slow-burning incendiary device at the heart of the British government, even as it boosted the economy by opening up the European market. In the rush to achieve economies of scale across Europe, there were 300 major company mergers in 1987 compared to just sixty-eight the year before.36 But all this was soon to be overshadowed by the destructive force of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) on the pound during Britain’s short-lived membership of the precursor scheme to monetary union. The ERM was a system that linked European currency exchange rates in bands with the aim of reducing volatile fluctuations. Thatcher resisted joining until the last weeks of her premiership, against the wishes of the Treasury and senior Cabinet members, as well as almost all of Fleet Street. She did not want the British currency restricted by being pegged to the Deutschmark. In the end, the pressure from Brussels and from within her Cabinet was irresistible – her Chancellor and Foreign Secretary both threatened to resign in the summer of 1989 if she did not set a date for entry – but by the time this happened the Deutschmark was too strong and the rate at which sterling joined sowed the seeds of disaster. The currency crisis would detonate under her successor, John Major, just as the second European treaty to amend the original Rome document was causing another existential fight in Westminster.


The Maastricht Treaty contained even more measures towards the goal of ‘ever closer union’ and made further claims on British sovereignty at the very moment when the ERM debacle completely undermined confidence in grand European schemes. Maastricht, the treaty that changed the name of the EEC to European Union, also made all Britons ‘Citizens of the Union’ with the formal right to live and work in any EU country. In historical terms, citizenship implied belonging to a state along with the democratic rights and responsibilities that the nation conferred, such as direct elections and taxation. No wonder it was seen in Britain as another step along the continuum to a European superstate and as a further grab for national sovereignty.


Suspicions were raised further by the introduction of EU citizenship coincidentally just as the traditional dark blue British passport was being phased out. In use since 1920, these distinctive hard-backed booklets declared on the front ‘British Passport’ and ‘United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’. The new, smaller, red travel document began to be issued in 1988 under a standardising measure signed off by EEC foreign ministers in 1981.37 The new passport had the phrase ‘European Community’ at the top of the front cover, soon to be superseded by ‘European Union’. The word ‘British’ was removed from in front of ‘Passport’. It was the most tangible example many people had yet had that British sovereignty was, literally, being erased.


Once again with Maastricht, as with the Single European Act, the UK government did not want a treaty but could not stop the momentum from its continental allies. Once again, Delors was behind it. Born out of a report by the Frenchman on monetary union, the initial draft of Maastricht caused a furore in the British press over the inclusion of the ‘f-word’ – the treaty proposed ‘leading gradually to a Union with a federal goal’. To the British government, federalism stood for the surrender of national sovereignty and rule from Brussels. To the continental mind, it was simply a description of the way in which functions of government were apportioned to the relevant level – local, regional, national or supranational. To the bemusement of some continental negotiators, British diplomats fought tooth and nail to replace the offensive word with the Treaty of Rome’s familiar ‘ever closer union among the peoples of Europe’.38


The Maastricht draft was also modified by an alliance of Britain and France to spell out the two distinct ways of doing business in Europe. Despite Delors’s fervour for federalism, France has generally always fought to protect its own national sovereignty and, like all member states, to advance its core interests in European negotiations. One way of doing business in Europe was the so-called Community method, which meant truly supranational control by the European Commission in consultation with the European Parliament, with ultimate arbitration by the European Court of Justice. This was used for policy areas such as the single market and agriculture. Other areas of European coordination, such as the new field of common foreign and security policy, would remain intergovernmental – essentially a matter for cooperation at European level between sovereign governments under the auspices of their own forum, the European Council, where ministers would meet and take the main decisions.


A third field of policy, in justice and home affairs, would remain primarily intergovernmental with decisions on asylum, immigration and visa issues, for example, based on consensus of national ministers. These three areas became the three ‘pillars’ of the Maastricht Treaty. The European project was getting more complicated and more far-reaching. The pillars, it turned out, would eventually crumble as federal forces exerted their gravitational pull on the intergovernmental policy areas. But that would be a few years down the road. Britain was enthusiastic about Maastricht’s rather confusing pillar system because it seemed to draw firm lines around certain areas of national sovereignty to protect it.


In all, national vetoes were reduced in the treaty by extending QMV in thirty policy areas. A trade-off here was to increase the powers of the European Parliament by giving MEPs the responsibility of signing off new EU laws in tandem with the European Council in some policy fields, known as the right of ‘co-decision’. Aware of fears of a European superstate, Delors also introduced the principle of subsidiarity into Maastricht, which declared that




in areas which do not fall within its exclusive competence, the Union shall act only if and in so far as the objectives of the proposed action cannot be sufficiently achieved by the Member States, either at central level or at regional and local level, but can rather, by reason of the scale or effects of the proposed action, be better achieved at Union level.39





But at the same time, the treaty also wanted to take further the EU’s responsibility, inherited from the founding Treaty of Rome, ‘to promote improved working conditions and an improved standard of living for workers, so as to make possible their harmonisation’. The Single European Act had committed the EEC to developing the ‘dialogue between management and labour at European level’. Delors believed that the Common Market should go hand-in-hand with a European Social Area that protected workers’ rights. After all, a completely open market could lead companies to relocate to cheaper areas, with uncompetitive firms going bust, leading to job losses.


‘The creation of a vast economic area, based on market and business cooperation, is inconceivable – I would say unattainable – without some harmonisation of social legislation. Our ultimate aim must be the creation of a European Social Area,’ Delors said in 1986. To this end he drew up a Community Charter of Fundamental Social Rights, signed by all members except Britain in 1989. It was a significant moment – the UK was starting to peel away from the European pack. While the British were still prepared to integrate with the others, the Thatcher government wanted the boundaries of the single market to be drawn some way to the right of those desired by its European allies. But the charter, which called for enhanced rights for workers and greater social protection, would not go away. It became the Social Chapter of the Maastricht Treaty and only stubborn resistance by John Major relegated it to an optional clause – again signed by every member except Britain.


Major had vowed in his first big foreign policy speech as Prime Minister, delivered in Bonn in March 1991, to put Britain back ‘at the very heart of Europe’ following the distance and suspicion that developed during the Thatcher years.40 However, rows about the f-word, the Social Chapter and the central goal of the Maastricht Treaty – the procedure for establishing Economic and Monetary Union – proved steps too far. EMU became the latest three-letter abbreviation to torture British governments.


Britain was at first treated as a special case with its own opt-out from the proposed currency union, although Denmark later also received an opt-out following its initial rejection of Maastricht in a referendum. A plebiscite was passed in Ireland and narrowly in France (the ‘Petit Oui’) but British voters were not polled. The Major government argued that parliamentary approval was sufficient, as indeed it had been for every other constitutional measure apart from the EEC vote called by Harold Wilson.


The Conservative Party was against referenda. Thatcher had counselled against one in 1975, saying that ‘perhaps the late Lord Attlee was right when he said that the referendum was a device of dictators and demagogues’.41 A year out of office, she reversed ferret and demanded a referendum on Maastricht. ‘We should let the people speak,’ she said in November 1991, after warning:




The history of our dealings with the European Community seems to consist of our conceding powers, of reassurances being given about their limits, of those limits being breached and then of the EC coming back with a new set of demands for a more powerful Commission. That is the conveyor belt to federalism.42





It took even Thatcher a while, but when she finally grasped that the Brussels machine was in perpetual motion towards ever closer union (the neofunctionalism adopted as far back as the 1950s by Jean Monnet), she turned on it bitterly.


But even without a referendum on his hands, the ratification process for Maastricht was debilitating and divisive for John Major’s government with a series of rebellions by backbench MPs that wrecked his authority. A second European treaty helped to break a second Conservative Prime Minister and he was not helped by another Brussels hurricane, in the form of Britain’s messy exit from the ERM on Black Wednesday, 16 September 1992. It was Major, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, who had finally persuaded Thatcher to take sterling into the Exchange Rate Mechanism. It was Major as Prime Minister who had to pull Britain out after a frantic government buy-up of the currency in a vain attempt to keep it in its narrow band with the Deutschmark. Treasury papers released in 2005 showed that the cost to the national reserves alone of devaluing sterling was £3.3 billion. Conservative poll ratings never recovered and the ERM debacle contributed to their huge election loss of 1997 – even though Labour had fully backed the government’s policy of joining in the first place.


It is tempting to see the ERM episode as a microcosm of Britain’s engagement with the EU as a whole. The UK joined late, rancorously and half-heartedly, on terms largely dictated by others. Membership was always divisive and controversial, and powerful forces drove the country to the exit door against the wishes of its political leaders. Although expensive at the time, departure sowed the seeds of a remarkable period of economic recovery and stability which lasted for years. Could there be a lesson there on the wide question of EU membership?


Maastricht came into force on 1 November 1993 and was undeniably a great advance for the European project. It marked a turning point in the process of integration, superseding the original goal of building a common market with the objective of political union. It was a turning point for Britain too. British voters had not signed up to political union or the removal of the national veto, which was being used in ever more policy areas. The era of the cuddly Common Market was over. The EU was now about so much more than its original mission to facilitate and regulate food production and commerce (even if the definitive regulation 2257/94 that banned ‘abnormal curvature’ in bananas would not be introduced for a couple more years).


In April 1992, Helmut Kohl, the federalist German Chancellor, who was fond of bombastic rhetorical claims for Europe, declared:




In Maastricht we laid the foundation stone for the completion of the European Union. The European Union treaty introduces a new and decisive stage in the process of European union which within a few years will lead to the creation of what the founding fathers of modern Europe dreamed of after the last war: the United States of Europe.43





Except that Maastricht did not create a superstate. It undeniably concentrated and enhanced the European Union’s powers. But its awkward pillar structure set down those areas of European policy decided supranationally and those decided by co-operating governments. Its inclusion of the principle of subsidiarity meant, at least in theory, that the EU would not take decisions best made nationally.


Maastricht also highlighted growing resistance to the European project in several national parliaments and among the EU’s newly claimed citizens – at least the minority who were directly consulted (three of the twelve member states, amounting to 20 per cent by population). The Danes ratified the treaty at the second attempt after being given four opt-outs from policies including monetary union and EU citizenship; the French supported it with just 51.05 per cent in favour; and even in Ireland, which had voted with 83.1 per cent in favour of joining the EEC in 1972, support for Maastricht was down to 68.7 per cent. These were early signs that the ultimate ambitions of the grand federalists epitomised by Kohl would never be realised – at least, not with popular consent.


By 1993, Europe was a very different place to the devastated post-war wasteland that gave the idea of the United States of Europe its real impetus. Most of the so-called Founding Fathers (a term deliberately chosen to echo that used in the USA), men like Schuman, Monnet, Spaak and De Gasperi, names barely known in Britain but celebrated above numerous door mantels and statue plinths in Brussels, were long since dead. The fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 had created a dozen potential new member nations looking forward to running at least some of their own affairs themselves for a change. Jacques Delors, unquestionably the most aggressively federalist European Commission President to date, retired at the end of 1994. The twelve member nations were joined by Austria, Finland and Sweden in 1995 and the bigger membership made deeper integration more difficult.


This was a moment when a pause to consolidate the real achievements of the single market and Economic and Monetary Union would have benefited the European project, especially for its acceptance in the UK. Deep suspicions in a country where two Prime Ministers had been mortally wounded by their battles to hold back European centralisation had created an indelible impression that a superstate was indeed the ultimate goal. It is an impression that has never been shaken off. Die-hard opposition movements sprang up like the Bruges Group, a dedicated band of anti-federalists inspired by Thatcher’s 1988 speech.


It was in 1990 that Lord Denning wrote a paper for the Bruges Group on the progress of EU law following his famous 1974 judgment. He concluded:




Our sovereignty has been taken away by the European Court of Justice… Our courts must no longer enforce our national laws. They must enforce Community law… No longer is European law an incoming tide flowing up the estuaries of England. It is now like a tidal wave bringing down our sea walls and flowing inland over our fields and houses – to the dismay of all.44





In 1994, the very same metaphor chosen by Denning was also deployed by Kohl to emphasise the new order created in Brussels. ‘The process of Union is like the Rhine flowing to the sea. Anyone who stands in its way is crushed against the river bank.’ Britain and the EU were becoming entrenched in opposing dynamics. One was trying to ward off a ‘tidal wave’ while the other was trying to expand a system where dissent would be ‘crushed’. The rhetoric was increasingly aggressive. The pro-European movement in Britain has never recovered from the treaty battles of the 1980s and 1990s because it never managed to allay fears of a superstate, even as the expansion of the EU and growing wariness in many member nations meant that there would be no such thing, let alone one that Britain could acquiesce to. This spectre, kept alive by a hostile media, would not die because pro-European politicians had never clearly explained what membership truly meant. As Thatcher’s experience showed, even she did not realise what it entailed at first.


The Maastricht Treaty also spurred the formation of the UK Independence Party (UKIP) in 1993, which campaigns for unconditional unilateral British withdrawal from the European Union. It has grown in support at every European Parliament and general election since, although it stands little chance of winning a Westminster seat in the first-past-the-post system and has been hampered by infighting. Notwithstanding a motley cast of maverick candidates, UKIP came second at the European Parliament elections of 2009 and threatens to do just as well, if not better, in the 2014 election. At both the 2005 and 2010 general elections, the Conservative Party blamed UKIP for taking votes that prevented more than a dozen Tory hopefuls from winning seats. Ironically, UKIP was even blamed by some for denying the Conservatives an outright majority in 2010, obliging the party to form a coalition with the pro-European Liberal Democrats in which manifesto pledges to repatriate powers from Brussels were dropped.45 Among Labour MPs whose winning margin was far lower than the UKIP vote in their constituencies were former senior ministers like Ed Balls and John Denham. It put the Conservative leadership under huge pressure to concede an in/out referendum on EU membership to neutralise the UKIP threat at the next general election.


John Major fought hard to ensure that the Maastricht Treaty could not force employment or social legislation onto Britain. But the sense of British indignation with the Brussels process was heightened when Delors simply bypassed the need for the Social Chapter by using a legal sleight of hand to propose the working time directive. Since the legal basis he used was health-and-safety policy, and not the Social Chapter, it was therefore applicable in the UK and subject to majority voting. It was duly passed in the European Council with eleven of the twelve votes in favour.


Not every European issue was a case of Britain versus The Rest, of course. Far from it. Most measures were subject to shifting alliances as each nation sought to defend its own red lines and win the best deal within the proposals on offer. But the working time directive was a clear-cut case where Britain felt hoodwinked. David Hunt, the Employment Secretary, fumed:




The UK strongly opposes any attempt to tell people that they can no longer work the hours they want. This measure is not about health and not about safety, it is a flagrant abuse of Community rules. It has been brought forward as such simply to allow majority voting – a ploy to smuggle through part of the Social Chapter by the back door.46





Britain had been bounced into a new era of involuntary integration with its EU partners. It added to suspicions that the QMV principle, advanced by Thatcher and consolidated by Major, would erode national sovereignty without British consent.


In Brussels, there was a sense of powerful momentum following the two significant treaties of the Delors years and this immediately spawned a third, the Treaty of Amsterdam. Its goal was ostensibly to respond to the perceived need for greater democratic accountability in Brussels by enhancing the powers of the European Parliament. MEPs would be given more ‘co-decision’ with the European Council on legislation, meaning that ministers and officials from the member states would need to thrash out the final wording of new laws with the parliament. The Amsterdam Treaty would also grab some more chunks of national sovereignty, notably from Britain on social legislation, thanks to a new Prime Minister who was keen to change the country’s approach to Europe. To the astonishment of his Conservative opponents, Labour’s new leader, Tony Blair, was making a virtue of his willingness to agree to more majority voting.


As the 1997 general election approached, Europe became a clear dividing line between the two main parties. In February of that year, Malcolm Rifkind, the Foreign Secretary, gave a speech in Bonn that showed how deeply the British distrusted the EU and feared for their sovereignty. ‘Part of what disturbs people in Britain, and many elsewhere, is that they see a constant transfer of power in one direction only,’ he said.




They see all the footsteps leading into the cave and none of them coming out. So they doubt whether it is wise to go any further inside themselves. Where does it end? The conclusion that many draw is that, logically, this process will end in a European state. Mistaken or not, that is a political fact. And this is associated especially with Germany. We hear political leaders in Germany tell us that after Maastricht II we should look forward to Maastrichts III, IV and V.





The German government was at the time proposing more QMV, more co-decision with the European Parliament and the creation of a European police authority and a common defence policy. ‘People in Britain ask: how does a United States of Europe differ from the proposals made by Germany and others for closer integration?’ Rifkind added. ‘All of these proposals seem to point the same way – a transfer of power from the member states to the European institutions.’ The Germans were furious. The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung created a diplomatic incident by dismissively referring to ‘the Jew Rifkind’. This had nasty echoes of the kind of xenophobic attitude witnessed first-hand by the young Edward Heath, the fear of which impelled him to take Britain into the European Community in the first place. Anglo-German relations were soon patched up after the unfortunate phrase was blamed on a junior reporter. And in the next two decades, all of the German proposals would come to pass.


Maastrichts II, III, IV and V turned out to be called the treaties of Amsterdam, Nice, the Constitution and Lisbon. None would be as far-reaching as the first two treaties negotiated under Thatcher but they would see further calls on national sovereignty to strengthen this unique and expanding European alliance. Formerly oppressed nations were queuing up to join the club, seeing it as a bastion of western democracy. The twin goals of peace and prosperity were still widely accepted across Europe as ample reward for the sharing of sovereignty that enabled barriers to trade and travel to be demolished in a continent renowned for its nationalistic protectionism and border squabbles.


But a different dynamic had developed in Britain. The European dream still had many champions but the British trajectory was defined by opposition and exceptionalism. Britain was already on another path, one that led away from its continental allies. All but one of the member states were committed to adopting the same currency in a giant experiment in shared sovereignty that was hard to imagine Britain joining even though it remained a live issue in domestic politics for another decade. The pace of European centralisation would falter with the ill-judged EU Constitution and growing public discontent in a number of member states, but the general direction towards ever closer union continued nevertheless. While it was welcomed by Tony Blair, who tried to set out a completely different tone on Europe, even he could not persuade the British to follow him into the embrace of the European Union.
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