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This book had its origins in a series of twenty-four lectures given at the School of Political, Social and International (PSI) Studies at the University of East Anglia (UAE) between January 2011 and November 2013. This perhaps explains why about a third of the contributors to this book have a strong Norfolk connection!


I am very grateful to Professor Edward Acton, the Vice-Chancellor of UEA, who invited me to take up a Visiting Professorship at the University after I lost my seat in Parliament at the 2010 general election. This type of appointment is relatively rare in British universities and I hope that it has proved worthwhile. It has certainly given me the opportunity to help develop the dialogue between academics and policy-makers which I believe is important for both. The Too Difficult Box series of lectures, culminating in this book, is one product of this approach.


Professor Hussein Kassim, then the Head of the PSI School, and I worked closely together in putting together this lecture series. It was an enjoyable and stimulating collaboration and without him the series would not have happened. I am grateful for his commitment.


A number of people helped the lecture series to come together and I owe a special thanks to Natalie Mitchell, Katie Konyn and Catrina Laskey in the UEA Humanities events office for ensuring that the lectures ran smoothly and also to the UEA students who helped out on the days of the lectures: Henry Allen, Vanessa Buth, Suzanne Doyle, Maja Simunjak, Susan Wang, Nick Wright, and Nansata Yakubu.


I am very grateful to Emma Anderson and the team at Political Quarterly for publishing earlier versions of a number of these lectures.


I would like to thank Iain Dale, Sam Carter and Olivia Beattie at Biteback, who have been a pleasure to work with as we have brought this book towards publication.


Finally I would like to thank my family, Carol, Christopher and Matthew, who have given me total support, not to mention many instructive and stimulating thoughts, while having to put up with my working on this even as we have been going through the strains and stresses of moving house.


 


Charles Clarke


April 2014
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Charles Clarke





This opening chapter is based on the inaugural lecture which I gave in the Too Difficult Box series on 20 January 2011.
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The idea of the ‘too difficult’ box is inspired by the recognition that all governments find it difficult to address a range of important issues, and indeed set aside some political problems as too difficult to solve. Indeed even after thirteen unbroken years of office, the governments led by Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, of which I was a part for some years, had that experience.


This happens for a variety of reasons, and the subjects chosen for the chapters in this book include many where hopes and expectations have been disappointed despite some substantial progress. I hope that the book will offer some explanation of the reasons why.


What all of these subjects have in common is that change is needed, change is difficult and that time is not on our side.


This assessment is not driven by pessimism. In fact I am one of life’s optimists and I deeply believe that the condition of the world is growing better not worse. Throughout the world people are living longer, more fulfilled lives than a hundred or fifty or twenty years ago. There are many examples to sustain that confidence. However, the fact that things are generally improving for most people in no way undermines the need to address the issues identified in this book, and many more.


This need creates an enormous challenge for democratic institutions and democratic politicians. They need to develop a long-term culture to deal with long-term problems. They need to promote genuine rational discussion and debate in place of populist sound bites. They need to find means of engaging politics far more directly with people. And they need to show that democratic politics really can make a difference and help people overcome the problems that they experience.


The dark and dangerous flipside of this coin is that if democracy fails to find the solutions that people are looking for they will listen to other voices, as we now see in the rise of ultra-populist and nationalist political parties across Europe. People will be impatient with possibly self-serving explanations of why problems could not be solved. The often false promises of those who peddle instant solutions will seem increasingly appealing.


The chapters of this book describe very clearly why democratic politics has to improve its performance. Though the discussion focuses mainly on the United Kingdom, the same is true of all countries. It is very striking, and certainly I did not predict this when we began, that a recurring theme of the chapters is the need for democratic renewal.


In the concluding chapter I set out a few ideas about the ways in which this renewal could be promoted, but I begin by describing the way in which so many pressing issues too easily find their way into the ‘too difficult’ box.


Change, indeed accelerating change, is central to the lives of everyone in the world today. These changes are scientific and technological, economic and social, constitutional and political. They are profound. Many are highly beneficial but others bring far-away decisions into the heart of local communities, sometimes with deeply negative consequences.


For all of us the impact of such changes is immense and growing.


Dealing with change


We have new forms of production of our food and energy, revolutionary change in industrial processes, almost eliminating traditional industries like coal-mining, steel production or shipbuilding, expanding conceptions of society through the development of entirely new communication and networking possibilities, altered composition of our communities and entirely new leisure activities for all of us.


Since 1945 the world order has been turned on its head. The bipolar US/Soviet world, which emerged from the Second World War, moved to a unipolar world after the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and has now become a world with no single pole of authority (despite the overwhelming military strength of the United States) and many competing interests offering an uncertain future and many challenges.


So we live in a climate of perpetual change, but in addition many of us also seek to promote change. We are dissatisfied with some aspects of the state of the world in which we live and so, for example, want to increase equality, reduce child poverty and social exclusion, promote artistic creativity, create greater security in old age and many other ambitions which spring from a deep set of human values.


While of course in practice individuals and families adapt their lives constantly to change, it is also necessary for the wider society, and so our governments, to handle this process of change in the best interests of us all.


The role of government is inevitably pre-eminent. It has the responsibility of leadership, both in overcoming the challenges of the present and in preparing our society to meet the challenges of the future. Indeed many of the changes are ones which only the government itself can make.


It is true that some parts of society, some elements of the media and some sections of political opinion simply want to halt this process of change, in a kind of ‘stop the world I want to get off’ reflex. They tend to argue for an isolated society and economy and for a return to past ways of doing things. Many simply deny that the world is changing as it is.


These views do have resonance because they gain the support of many of the people who fear what change might mean for their lives and livelihoods. However, I believe that they are potentially dangerous because they encourage the false belief that we can somehow by-pass or deflect change.


When faced with reality, all governments come to appreciate that it is indeed their responsibility to address the challenges I have described and so they need to establish how best to do it.


In any of the areas I have discussed, the starting point is to clearly identify the problem which needs to be addressed.


Once identified, seven further hurdles need to be overcome:


First, the solution needs to be clearly identified.


Second, the challenge of implementing that solution needs to be understood.


Third, a variety of vested interests need to be placated or overcome.


Fourth, a range of legal constraints, for example in international or European law, need to be circumnavigated.


Fifth, in many cases the international dimension of the problem has to be appreciated.


Sixth, the vicissitudes of the political process need to be undergone.


And seventh, underlying everything, the government needs to sustain the political energy and creativity which is so essential if change is to be successfully accomplished. The timing of proposed changes can be critically important.


This lengthy and complicated process can be loosely described as ‘politics’. Both the practice and the study of politics ought to seek to extend understanding about the ways in which these hurdles can be jumped. Further academic study and dissemination of the conclusions would bear fruit.


Identifying the solution


Whatever the problem, there will never be unanimity about the solution. The old jokes about the failure of economists ever to agree extend to just about every discipline and it is not dishonourable. Sentient and intelligent people will disagree and it is far better to live within a system where disagreement is fostered rather than suppressed. However, it doesn’t make it any easier to find the best solution.


Even problems which might be thought to be susceptible to pretty unambiguous scientific analysis, such as the benefits of vaccination against foot and mouth or the dangers of consumption of cannabis, turn out to be strongly contested.


At the University of East Anglia for example, where most of the chapters in this book were originally delivered as lectures, we are very familiar with the controversy surrounding what might well be assumed to be fairly uncontroversial scientific analysis, in the fields of climate change and genetic modification. In both cases a broad scientific consensus has been fairly successfully challenged by minority views which have been given substantial oxygen by a media which is suspicious of scientific certainty, always suspects the malign influence of commercial vested interests and whose default mode – not always negatively – is sceptical challenge and populism.


A good example of the negative impact of such challenges was the controversy around the MMR vaccine. It has subsequently been shown that the allegedly scientific challenge was false and did real damage.


We need better collaboration between the academic world and that of politics and government.


Both politics and government need to accept that proper scientific analysis is a better way of addressing things than prejudice and media platitudes. And the academic world needs to accept the challenge of presenting their work in the rough old world of media interrogation and political challenges, not all of which will be informed by peer review and the desire to seek academic truth. Criticism needs to be dealt with, not ducked.


The solutions to any of the problems I have mentioned come with a cost attached, and so there is a need for proper cost–benefit analysis and identification of how the costs will be met, which will certainly be controversial.


If it is difficult to find a good solution to the problem that has been identified, or if it does not seem cost-effective, it soon becomes tempting to throw the problem into the ‘too difficult’ box and so leave it for someone else to solve.


Implementing the solution


Once a solution is identified and agreed, it needs to be implemented.


Solutions vary enormously in their complexity. They are rarely capable of being implemented by a simple stroke of the pen even after a law is passed or an executive decision legally taken. I illustrate this by reference to a couple of recent political discussions.


At the simpler end of the spectrum might be a decision to permit prisoners to vote. This does not raise many practical problems. It is simply a question of including a particular group on the electoral register and then treating them like every other elector. Difficulties will arise, perhaps for example over the right of candidates to canvass their electors, but they should be relatively easy to overcome.


On the other hand a decision to allow general practitioners (GPs) to commission health services to the value of £80 billion raises practical problems of an entirely different order. These range from the competence of GPs to take such decisions to the provision of proper and full information about the quality of health services to be commissioned.


In the middle are tricky, politically sensitive issues like banning fox-hunting. While supported by the majority of the population, the decision raises practical issues which are still being worked through.


It is entirely possible for the potential long-term advantages of change to be outweighed by the short-term disadvantages, for example in terms of time taken or poor service delivery during implementation.


So, for example, whatever the merits of electing police commissioners or abolishing Primary Health Care Trusts, the reforms have been immensely consuming of time and energy and, at least initially, reduced the quality of these public services.


If it is difficult to find a straightforward way of implementing a solution, it soon becomes tempting just to chuck the problem away into the ‘too difficult’ box. Let someone else sort it out.


Dealing with vested interests


Once a solution is identified, and an implementation strategy established, the vested interests who are losers will start to organise. An iron rule of politics is that potential losers will organise against a change. Potential gainers will leave it to the government to make the case.


The losers may be the relatively well-heeled residents of the Chilterns, unhappy about a high-speed rail link from London to the north-west, relatively poor benefit recipients or students campaigning for state support for their personal future education. Whoever they are, they are likely to have at least some good arguments.


They will maintain that their concern is actually the public interest, not their own. They will seek to undermine the overall argument for the proposed solution. They will usually use pretty effective campaign techniques in the hope of mobilising hostile media and public opinion.


In fact many of the political controversies which preoccupy politics and the media result from the successful efforts of such vested interests to challenge the proposed changes and then to set the agenda for debate.


Classic recent examples of successful campaigns to stop government proposals were Joanna Lumley’s spectacular Gurkha offensive, the Communication Workers’ Union campaign against so-called Post Office privatisation, which was successful for many years, and the sporting organisations’ opposition to proposals to cut school sports partnerships.


Again, if the vested interests are too strong and effective, perhaps particularly if the government’s proposals are too ill-prepared, it soon becomes tempting to throw the problem into the ‘too difficult’ box and leave it to the next government to sort out. That is exactly what happened with Post Office privatisation under Labour. The eventual form of privatisation under the Conservatives was different to what it would otherwise have been.


Legal constraints


Ministers have to act within the law. This was brought home to me in spades the day after I became Home Secretary in 2004 when the Law Lords handed down their ‘Belmarsh judgement’. This ruled that the European Convention of Human Rights had been breached by the law, enacted by Parliament entirely constitutionally, under which a small number of individuals who were thought to seriously threaten terrorist attacks were detained in prison.


I of course accepted their judgement, which in turn led to the establishment of the controversial control order regime and, later on, the government’s defeat in Parliament on judicially approved pre-trial detention for up to ninety days.


Every piece of legislation now has to be certified as either compliant, or non-compliant, with the European Convention on Human Rights. In practice, judgements about the application of the European Convention are a significant part of legislation in many areas, particularly those relating to security and migration.


A different example is the probability that the requirements of the European Convention would prevent the abolition of private schools. They certainly inhibited proposals to prevent convicted criminals from benefiting financially from their crimes by being paid to write about them.


The United Kingdom is part of an enormous range of international legal regimes, many established soon after 1945 in circumstances very different to those which govern our lives today. These create a very real set of constraints within which Parliament and governments have to act.


If the legal complications are too great, the ‘too difficult’ box beckons and some other lawyer can find a way through.


The international environment and the European Union


The impact of the European Convention of Human Rights (which has nothing to do with the European Union, contrary to the beliefs of many people) is matched by a large range of European Union commitments.


The European Union is the main actor in many areas of our national life, for example the environment, agriculture, competition policy, consumer protection, employment law, health and safety, energy and international development. I think that this is entirely rational but others make it the reason to challenge Britain’s role in Europe at every juncture.


However, the impact of this is that a British government’s freedom of manoeuvre is significantly limited by European law.


The same is true, to a lesser extent, of our other international relationships and obligations, for example in the United Nations and the World Trade Organization. Some problems could only be solved by the very difficult and time-consuming process of changing European law or renegotiating international agreements.


If the international complications are too great, the ‘too difficult’ box looms and a new round of international negotiations lies in wait.


The political process


On the hypothesis that the solution to the problem has been identified, the process of implementation addressed, the opposition of the vested interests overcome and the legal and international complications circumnavigated, the proposal then needs to be enacted.


Most people believe that this is just a question of a clear statement or speech, that only determination is needed to carry a proposal through.


In fact the political process is far more complex. It travels from




	that first announcement and speech to


	a Green Paper, making general proposals, to


	a White Paper, setting out final proposals, to


	a Bill which will need approval from the rest of the Cabinet, including both the Prime Minister and, significantly, the Treasury, to


	amendments in the House of Commons, to


	amendments in the House of Lords, to


	Royal Assent.





And then to the reality of implementation.


At all points in this process, changes will happen, rethinks will go on, political theatre will emerge, parliamentary rebellions will happen and retreats will take place. The only exception is Royal Assent where the monarch has no constitutional ability to make changes, whatever their view, and even if provoked, for example on House of Lords reform or fox-hunting.


The opposition will normally retreat to opportunism, citing Randolph Churchill’s remark that the first duty of opposition is to oppose. This is a real power, since in most Parliaments the votes of the opposition, the minor parties and a rebellious section of the governing party are enough to make votes very tight in the Commons and frequently defeat government in the Lords. As Philip Cowley from Nottingham University has demonstrated, there is an increasing tendency to parliamentary rebellion in the governing party, which makes the blocking power of opposition even greater.


I experienced this power of opposition with university tuition fees, which the Conservatives opposed despite the fact that many of them agreed with us, as was demonstrated by reversal of their policy after the 2005 general election. On identity cards the Conservatives performed a 180-degree pirouette from total support to total opposition for reasons that were unrelated to a change in their beliefs.


And on counter-terrorism the Conservative opposition was decided more by the pressures of the Conservative leadership election between David Davis and David Cameron than by the merits of the subject.


The political process will throw up political problems for whatever solution the government prefers and every difficulty will be highlighted by the media, sometimes malevolently.


In the current government the constitutional legislation of the Deputy Prime Minister well illustrates the pitfalls the parliamentary process places for the unwary.


Unsurprisingly the ‘too difficult’ box became an attractive option for House of Lords Reform, political party funding, recall of MPs, a reduction in the number of MPs, equal-sized constituencies and a statutory register of lobbyists.


Political energy, creativity and timing


In 1872 Benjamin Disraeli famously described the Liberal government front bench as ‘a row of exhausted volcanoes’.


Even in those less hectic times the insight rang true. If a government is to carry reform it needs energy, authority and creativity.


For that timing is essential.


A government is in a much stronger position to act, and find its way through the thicket of problems I have described, after the mandate of a general election victory. At that time political credit has not been eroded by all the compromises and mistakes which arise in office.


Similarly there is truth in the perception that every crisis is an opportunity. It permits re-examination of a range of issues and winning public support for the appropriate action. For example more could and should have been done to reform banking after the 2008 financial crash.


The energy, authority and creativity comes when the government is not divided by ideology or ambition.


John Major’s European ‘bastards’ made it very difficult for his government to make significant changes throughout the whole of his second term. Gordon Brown’s running battle with Tony Blair deeply undermined the Labour government, particularly from 2003 to 2007.


In addition the individual ministers who have to carry these reforms through need their own energy, authority and creativity. They need to be activists who can manage change and have the personal strength to carry it through. Such individuals are relatively rare.


So when the government is running out of energy, lacks authority and can’t find creativity, it is easy to resort to the ‘too difficult’ box and leave the problem for another day.


Consequences of the ‘too difficult’ box


I have provided a list of reasons why governments consign tricky problems to the ‘too difficult’ box and of course there’s nothing new in delays of this kind.


None of them is in principle dishonourable.


Harold Wilson famously said that Royal Commissions take minutes and waste years. That is why this and similar devices were often used to avoid addressing such issues.


But what is new is the urgency of the pace of change which governments have to confront.


At the end of the day it is simply not good enough to leave too many big and fundamental problems in the ‘too difficult’ box. The real world problems are just too great.


First, and most importantly, the decision not to act, to delay or to postpone is a choice too, with its own consequences which may be serious.


It is now obvious that reform of the banking system, a classically difficult ‘too difficult’ box issue, was just such an example. Failure to reform across the world led to economic disaster which was worse than it needed to have been.


Had we not reformed university finance by introducing tuition fees in 2004, English universities would have continued on a path of steady financial decline, which would have been extremely damaging for our economy and society.


In 1969, the Labour government’s failure to reform the trade unions with its ‘In Place of Strife’ proposals was a classic failure which held Labour and the country back for over two decades.


This is even more true for some of the issues covered in this book.


Second, a perceived failure to make changes damages confidence in democratic politics.


If democratic politics fails to provide democratic means to address these matters, extremist, even anti-democratic political forces will be strengthened. These argue that the failures to make sufficient change are the result of ‘betrayal’ or dishonesty by democratic leaders. This slur enables them to make the case that only demagogic populism can make a difference.


We see these trends, particularly around issues of migration and crime across Europe. It is essential that mainstream democratic politics addresses these issues in persuasive, effective and intelligent ways.


It is important to emphasise that democracy offers the best means of addressing such challenges. Unlike authoritarian or dictatorial methods it attempts to take account of all factors and interests in a society, it seeks to be fairer, it offers stability and seeks to work in partnership with all sections of the community.


But democracy has to be effective. It must not surrender to the temptation to push away difficult problems because they are hard to solve. The core reasons for change won’t go away and democracy has to rise to the challenge.


The chapters which follow indicate, in a wide range of policy areas, the reasons why change is important, describe the obstacles which need to be overcome and offer suggestions as to ways forward.


In my conclusion I suggest a number of ‘Lessons for Democracy’ which we could learn from these accounts and I suggest ways in which our democratic society could equip itself better to tackle these issues.
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Britain in the World
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UK and Europe
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Stephen Wall





Sir Stephen Wall is an eminent career diplomat with intense experience of the relationship between the United Kingdom and the European Union. He served as the UK Representative to the European Communities from 1995 to 2000 after which he ran the European Secretariat of the Foreign Office. He was in the Private Office of several Foreign Secretaries and Prime Ministers, including Tony Blair, and was his principal adviser on the European Union.


Stephen’s knowledge of the UK/EU relationship at the very top levels of government is extraordinary, which is why we invited him to give the lecture, on which this chapter based, on 3 March 2011.


The relationship with the EU remains at the centre of British politics, with the rise of UKIP and a possible referendum on UK membership of the EU in 2017.
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The Conservative government of Harold Macmillan submitted an application for Britain to join the European Communities in 1961; De Gaulle cast his veto on membership three months later. In September 1962 Iain Macleod, the then Chairman of the Conservative Party, presented a paper on public opinion and the Common Market to the Cabinet. ‘Support for joining the Common Market’ Macleod noted, ‘rose fairly steadily from the time the government decided to apply for membership until the beginning of the negotiations, and then subsequently fell during the current year.’ Support peaked in December 1961 when 53 per cent of respondents said that they would approve of joining if the government decided it was in Britain’s interests. By August 1962, that figure had fallen to 40 per cent.


Macleod reported that the country was fairly evenly divided, with two small nuclei of enthusiastic supporters on the one hand and determined opponents on the other. The issue cut across party lines. The young were in favour of joining; the middle-aged and elderly against.


The vast majority of supporters gave economic reasons for their view, while the vast majority of opponents cited emotional or political motivations. The latter worried about the political consequences of joining and were anxious not to let down the Commonwealth, particularly where there were personal or family ties. (By ‘the Commonwealth’, as Macleod noted, they meant the white Commonwealth.)


By far the main ground for opposition was an expression of patriotism, or its negative counterpart, xenophobia. Conservative party agents, Macleod observed, were reporting increasing distrust of foreign political connections and fears that Britain would be made to surrender its independence, or be taken over and forced into the Common Market to serve American interests. Fear of losing sovereignty was often linked to the person of the Queen.


Macleod concluded that the country’s head was convinced, but its heart opposed. It followed that British entry required more than simply a convincing logical case. The pull of idealism or sentiment was also necessary. With young people in mind, he concluded: ‘We must present this issue with trumpets, as the next great adventure of our country’s history.’


This fifty-year-old text could still serve as a description of British public opinion on the European issue today. The question is why? In 1975, Harold Wilson’s government held a referendum on the outcome of the renegotiation of Britain’s terms of membership. It was won with two-thirds in favour. The country decided to stay in the Common Market, and everybody, including me, believed at the time that that would mark the end of the issue. The government thought so, while its anti-Marketeers, including Tony Benn, Peter Shore and Eric Varley, accepted the decision of the British people. Yet the issue has continued to rankle.


Part of this is due to Britain’s history. Partly, it reflects the influence of the media, which has moved from being largely pro-European in the 1960s to being largely hostile. Insularity is certainly a factor.


The Reformation was a political act in England. It was about establishing independence from continental encroachment. The former Catholic Cardinal Archbishop of Westminster, Cormac Murphy O’Connor, used to say that if the Treaty of Rome had been called the Treaty of almost anywhere else, British people would have felt rather differently about the Common Market. He has a point. In 1931, my father, a Methodist, got engaged to my mother, a Roman Catholic. In those days, the Catholic Church required the non-Catholic partner to give a written undertaking that the children would be brought up as Catholic. My Methodist aunt wrote to my father in more or less these terms: ‘Do not forget that in the graveyard of the church in Darley Dale in Derbyshire, there are generations of the Wall family going back hundreds of years. These were yeomen stock, the breath and backbone of England. Do not allow your children to be sold out to Popery.’ This was 1931, not 1631. She does carry on: ‘By the way, on a personal note, I hope you and Molly are very happy.’ The message is an illustration of something which I think is profound in a certain part of the British psyche.


We had been the authors of the Industrial Revolution and built an empire on resisting Napoleonic aggression and defeating the French in India and North America. And we constructed a rather simple national mythology, summarised in Palmerston’s famous dictum: ‘We have no perpetual allies; we have no perpetual enemies; our interests are eternal and perpetual.’


In 1964, Con O’Neill, who was later the senior official who led the Heath government’s negotiations leading to our accession, was the British delegate to the European Community in Brussels. In July that year, he sent a dispatch to Rab Butler, the Foreign Secretary, which was written in the knowledge that the Labour Party was likely to win the election later in the year and was at that stage highly critical of the terms that the Macmillan government had sought to negotiate.


O’Neill observed: ‘At one extreme, the European Community can be regarded as the most hopeful experiment in international relations embarked on for generations. At the other, it can be regarded as the kind of European structure which we have repeatedly, throughout our history, gone to war to prevent.’ For those who take this view, O’Neill said, ‘the Community has almost succeeded by stealth in achieving what Napoleon and Hitler failed to achieve by force: A Europe united without Britain, and therefore, against her. Yet even those who take this extreme view,’ he noted, ‘might conclude that our best way of averting such dangers is to get on board in order to try to change it.’


O’Neill thought that in Britain we underestimated the extent to which the European Communities were, and always had been, concerned with politics and power. Their economic focus blinded us to the fact that the Europeans aimed through union to revive the influence and power of their countries and peoples.


O’Neill observed that almost all Britain’s troubles over the last three hundred years, except for the last twenty, had come from France and Germany. The situation of 1945 suited British aims, therefore, since both those countries were powerless, and a new strong, friendly, English-speaking power was ready to assume their protection, and ours.


However, attitudes were about more than these historical and cultural factors. In the early 1950s there were good economic arguments for taking a different view of trade with the Commonwealth. Our trade with the old Commonwealth and the United States far exceeded that with the six founding members of the European Community. The pattern started to change in about 1956, the year before the Treaty of Rome. At that point the Treasury started to say that if this organisation succeeds economically it would be in our interests to join. The response of Harold Caccia, who became the Permanent Under-Secretary of the Foreign Office shortly afterwards, was: ‘But that’s all right, because it isn’t going to succeed, so we need not worry about it.’


However, it soon became obvious that economically, the European Community was doing far better, with growth rates that far exceeded our own. That was why Macmillan decided to change course. This took time since opinion was divided within his own party and only after he had won the 1959 general election did he feel strong enough to proceed.


Applying to join signalled that Britain recognised the weakness of its national economic strategy. That weakness made it easier for de Gaulle to cast his veto in January 1963, though this was not the only reason. Macmillan observed: ‘If Hitler had danced in London, we’d have had no trouble from de Gaulle’ – a point reiterated by Jacques Delors, who described de Gaulle as ‘one of those good Frenchmen raised on lifelong hatred of the British’. But there was also a sense, as Macmillan put it, that you cannot have two cockerels on the same dunghill. De Gaulle saw that, if Britain joined, the European Community would change radically, partly because of Britain’s interests, partly because other countries would join in Britain’s wake, and partly because Britain would aim to destroy the Common Agricultural Policy that de Gaulle was setting in place.


De Gaulle was candid when he came to power in 1958. He formed the view that an agricultural policy was a requirement for France, which had a huge and over-producing agricultural sector that needed a guaranteed export market. That new Common Agricultural Policy consumed 90 per cent of the European Community budget and set high tariffs to keep out products from outside the European Community, which was enormously disadvantageous to Britain.


That was the situation that Britain faced in 1963 and again in 1967 when de Gaulle cast his second veto against the application submitted by the Wilson government. Wilson was cleverer in a way than Macmillan. When de Gaulle had cast his veto Macmillan withdrew the British application. Wilson could see the second veto coming, and was ready. His position was: ‘I don’t accept this veto, and I won’t take no for an answer.’ He kept the application on the table.


So, three British Prime Ministers, Macmillan, Wilson and Heath, starting from very different sentiments towards Europe, all came to the same conclusion. From 1959 to 1972, their governments examined the United Kingdom’s options in excruciating detail. They considered the alternatives. They concluded that the Commonwealth relationship was inadequate. Developments evident in the late 1950s had accelerated in the 1960s. Commonwealth countries now expected that Britain would eventually join the European Communities, and so had sought alternative outlets for their exports. Meanwhile, the newly independent Commonwealth countries had already started to form advantageous trade and aid relationships with the European Community. The Commonwealth interest was more for Britain joining than staying out.


The second possibility was the European Free Trade Association (EFTA), but EFTA did not have the same capacity for economic growth as the European Community. In any case, a large number of the EFTA countries were also potential candidates to join the European Community, and Britain’s trade with those countries was not great, partly because after the 1964 general elections, Labour temporarily broke EFTA rules by imposing a surcharge on imports from EFTA countries.


The final possible recourse was the North American Free Trade Association (NAFTA) – an idea floated every decade since the 1960s and one that has continued to be mooted until the present day. Although the idea always had a small group of aficionados no serious politician in Congress or in any US administration wanted anything to do with it. They believed that the United States had done enough for Europe in two World Wars and with Marshall Aid. The political class in the United States were keen for Britain to join the European Communities.


So successive British governments scrutinised the options, and decided that there was no alternative but to join the European Community. They concluded that if we remained outside we could become a kind of larger Sweden, but if we wanted influence and, in particular, economic influence, we had to be a member.


Britain joined eventually in 1972, but on terms that were not entirely advantageous. De Gaulle had kept us out for ten years. His successor, Georges Pompidou, was persuaded by Willy Brandt, the German Chancellor, that the time had come to allow British entry. Pompidou agreed, but imposed one condition: that before negotiations with the British could start, the financing of the European Community and in particular the common agricultural policy had to be set on a definitive basis. The system instituted was based on relative prosperity. France was a major contributor to the budget, but was more than compensated by receiving huge agricultural subsidies.


Britain’s situation was different. We were as prosperous as France, so our budgetary contribution was comparable, but we got little back from the Common Agricultural Policy, and at that stage there were few other policies. Partly to address the budgetary problem, Health tried to persuade the other Member States to create a regional development fund, but ultimately failed. Wilson, mainly for reasons of party management, promised that if elected his government would renegotiate the terms of entry. Although Labour did not call for a referendum before the February 1974 election, soon after its victory it committed itself to holding one.


There was a sense that the 1972 Treaty of Accession was an unequal treaty about which something had to be done. Wilson negotiated a deal which attempted to remedy some of the inequity in terms of Britain’s budget contribution, but it did not deliver the expected results. In the end, Margaret Thatcher’s government did the deal that ended up with the abatement agreed at the Fontainebleau European Council in 1984.


We now tend to think that Margaret Thatcher came into office with all guns blazing, determined to do down the nasty foreigners. The issue was barely mentioned in the Conservative Manifesto in 1979, but when she became Prime Minister officials made it clear that this was the top item of the agenda. By the time she had had her first meeting of the European Council, and had been patronised by Helmut Schmidt and President Giscard d’Estaing, the guns started to go off. Could she have done it differently? Well, in style, possibly, but the fact is that we were asking all the other Member States of the European Community to get back a little bit less, so that we would pay a bit less. We were one of the relatively less prosperous members of the European Community at the time but, along with Germany, we were the only country paying a net contribution to the European Community budget. Some said that ours was a very mercenary way of looking at it, but newspapers in the other member countries, briefed by their governments, were pointing out that their country’s receipts from the community budget would be X per cent less if the British didn’t contribute as much.


The episode is important in understanding British perceptions of Europe. I contrast Portugal where I lived for two years not long after Portugal had joined the European Community. The Portuguese had real problems in adapting, but there at every point the government in Portugal could point to the fact that Portugal was measurably better off as a result of the money it received from the European Community budget. Similarly, at one point Ireland was receiving something like 7 per cent of Irish GDP through the European structural funds. Those kind of figures talk in terms of public opinion. By comparison, successive British governments were on the back foot and had to make the argument for membership on a broader basis.


Many people say: ‘I voted in favour of staying in the Common Market in 1975, but I didn’t expect it to develop in the way that it has. We thought it was going to be a common market, and not a political union.’ Though this perception is widely held, Britain was certainly not sold a pup in terms of what the Treaties say. Indeed, before we joined, in October 1972 Ted Heath publicly went to a summit of the existing and future European Community countries in Paris where they solemnly agreed to transform their relations into an economic/monetary and political union by the end of the decade, i.e. by 1980. Nonetheless, I do think that successive British governments underestimated the federalising nature of the Treaty of Rome.


The fact is, of course, that when the European Communities make agreements to share sovereignty on issues such as agriculture, transport, development, energy, or later the single market, control of those policies in political terms is self-evidently taken away from the direct say of the House of Commons and transferred into the tripartite European Community framework (Commission, Council of Ministers and European Parliament). Moreover, governments underestimated the power of the European Commission, as well as the way in which the European Court would interpret European Community law. In its early years, the Court was proactive in interpreting the law, because the majority of members wanted to make progress towards union. Little account was taken of the way in which the then non-directly elected European Assembly would be transformed into a directly elected and powerful institution, the European Parliament. None of Macmillan, Wilson, Heath, Major or Blair wanted a European Community that was simply a trading area. All these, and even Margaret Thatcher, wanted a union that developed politically, but they wanted it to be intergovernmental and run by Britain, France and Germany.


I think that Margaret Thatcher underestimated the drive to economic and monetary union (EMU). She reluctantly accepted treaty reform, in the form of the Single European Act in 1985, in order to achieve the goal of a genuine single market which she had championed. Thatcher had been worried about references to EMU in the draft treaty. She had a private meeting with the German Chancellor, in which Helmut Kohl said, first, that there was no need to worry as any move towards EMU would be subject to unanimity, and second, that he was not actually in favour of a single currency.


Subsequent developments, in particular German reunification and the need for a German accommodation with France whereby France agreed to accept a united Germany, changed Kohl’s perception, but Thatcher did not really take seriously what she later came to see as the threat of EMU. Indeed, she once said that she thought other European governments would want to do something fairly modest while dressing it up with a rather grand title. When a committee under Commission President, Jacques Delors, was set up to look at how EMU might be set in place, Thatcher only became concerned when it came up with findings that she found unacceptable.


There was in parallel another development. The declared belief of a majority of the Member States was set out by Delors in 1989 when he stated that the kind of construction the European Union needed was one where the Commission was the administration, answerable to the elected European Parliament, with the European Council or heads of government as a kind of second chamber. That speech led to Margaret Thatcher’s famous, ‘No, no, no,’ response in the House of Commons. Thatcher’s Bruges speech in 1988, addressed two themes. For the first, when she said, ‘Let us never forget that Prague, Warsaw, and Budapest are also great European cities,’ I think she deserves a lot of credit. At the time, she did not have wide support in the European Union. More controversially, she declared that she had not sought to roll back the power of the centralised state in Britain only to see it recreated in Brussels.


She had put her finger on a point. But when it came to EMU she rejected the advice of her Chancellor of Exchequer, John Major. He advised that Britain could not stop the process because those who wanted a single currency would, if necessary, make a separate treaty without Britain. We therefore had to let EMU go ahead while negotiating an opt-out for Britain which, equally importantly, needed also to be an opt-in as Major thought that there might come a moment when it was in Britain’s economic interest to join. Thatcher rejected that viewpoint, but she lost office. A British opt-in/opt-out was a main feature of the Maastricht Treaty negotiated the following year.


What I now find most interesting about Maastricht is that I think we were effectively witnessing the last gasp of the Monnet vision of a united Europe, although some consider the later, ill-fated Constitutional Treaty a better candidate.


The collapse of the Soviet empire had removed some of the glue which had held us all together and also those members who founded the eurozone were reluctant to go as far as what political union implied, for example in relation to fiscal transfers from wealthier countries to poorer.


I was in Brussels at the UK Permanent Representation at the time. We reported at the start of the single currency, saying that we thought that very soon the eurozone countries would extend their close collaboration to economic policy across the board, and the UK might be marginalised. That has not happened so far but will it change? It is extremely hard to read the future of the eurozone and its implications for us. The establishment of the European financial stability fund will probably have to address problems not only in Greece and Portugal, but also in Spain and Italy.


As that fund comes into force we will start to see the development of political governance. Fiscal policy in the eurozone member states will become a matter of concern to all members, which could bring back the fears that accompanied the advent of the single currency. At the very least, the eurozone countries will be discussing the economic policies that are of mutual interest to them and will bring to the general discussion an existing qualified majority which Britain, amongst others, will find it very difficult to negate. Britain will not have a blocking minority.


An objective assessment might suggest that such developments would not necessarily be contrary to Britain’s economic interests, with the possible exception of financial services. Domestic perception, however, will be another matter. It is difficult to assess whether the single market would be undermined. The 25 per cent devaluation of the pound sterling has not resulted in a noticeable improvement in Britain’s competitiveness, though some eurozone countries are concerned that we have given ourselves an unfair competitive advantage.


On the other side of all this is, of course, the fact that we do not really have a European polity and in a particular country the national political realities, following economic crisis, could move in any direction, whatever the economic logic. We should be watching developments in the eurozone very closely as unfortunately the chances of finding an informed and balanced analysis in a British newspaper are virtually nil.


I conclude by wondering whether there is an alternative. William Hague’s first speeches as Foreign Secretary suggested he was looking for one, and talking about developing British bilateral relations with other countries. But it has quickly become apparent to him that, though things may not end with the European Union as far as Britain is concerned, they certainly begin with it. If Britain wants a coherent policy on energy security, or the environment, then it has to work with its neighbours who happen to share broadly speaking the same economic interests, as well, of course, as the same democratic values. Another of the European Union’s huge successes has been to extend those values to those countries that escaped from Soviet rule and are now EU members with, hopefully, other countries, including the Balkan states and Turkey, to follow.


In a way, the extent of the decline of British independent power was disguised for two reasons until the 1990s. The first was the Cold War, during which we were a key member of NATO, and the second was the relic of empire. Throughout most of my time in the Foreign Office, we were dealing with issues like Rhodesia/Zimbabwe, Gibraltar, Cyprus, South Africa and Hong Kong. Britain was the key player in these very serious issues of decolonisation, but we are also a country of economic significance, which is still able to play a significant peace-keeping role. We could do none of those things, however, without starting at least with our European partners.


If there is a referendum, in 2017 or at any other time, on whether we should be in or out of the European Union, I would suggest that if, like me, you believe that the European Union is a good thing, you should certainly vote yes. But equally my view would be, if you hate the European Union, but are looking at British interests, you would also have, however reluctantly, to vote yes.
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Nuclear Disarmament
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Shirley Williams





Baroness (Shirley) Williams has had a roller-coaster political life from being a Labour MP and Cabinet Minister to a founder member of the Social Democratic Party in 1981, winning a famous by-election in Crosby for them in November that year. She became a Life Peer in 1993 and remains a very active member of the House of Lords. She is one of the most admired and internationalist of British politicians.


In recent years Shirley has devoted much of her life to campaigning for nuclear disarmament internationally and has travelled widely, discussing the issues with senior political and military figures in countries around the world. We felt that this understanding would enable her to analyse the problems that make nuclear disarmament so very difficult, which is why we invited her to give the lecture on which this chapter is based, on 7 April 2011.


Nuclear disarmament remains a terrifying, current and difficult conundrum. On 16 March 2014 Dmitry Kiselyov intervened in the discussion about Russia’s actions in the Ukraine by saying on his weekly news programme on Rossiya 1 TV, ‘Russia is the only country in the world realistically capable of turning the United States into radioactive ash.’
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When Dr Robert Oppenheimer, the scientist who is generally regarded as having been the godfather of the nuclear bomb, saw the very first nuclear explosion in Los Alamos in New Mexico, he is said to have looked at the extraordinary mushroom cloud and said under his breath: ‘I am come, Kali, destroyer of worlds, brighter than a thousand suns.’ This comes from the Upanishad, which are the religious scriptures of the Hindu religion. When those words were written several thousand years ago, who could have imagined that there would be something that was indeed brighter than a thousand suns? This is not a bad description of the very first nuclear explosion.


I mention this because our starting point should be the sheer scale of the threat that nuclear weapons still present. We have grown so accustomed to this threat that its political salience has dropped right down the agenda. We have largely forgotten those occasions when we were literally within minutes of the destruction of the world. Since the last such occasion was so long ago, and because people have got increasingly used to the idea that nuclear weapons are somehow safely locked up somewhere, one of our greatest problems now is finding inspectors of nuclear weapons systems who are sufficiently concerned about what would happen if things went wrong.


Complacency is one of the issues that arises constantly in the area of nuclear weapons inspection. We are used to them. We know what they can do. They have not been a problem for years. And we have now almost reached the point where the last of a generation that remembers the effects of nuclear explosions has passed – a fact that was driven home to me during the two-and-a-half years I spent on the International Commission on Nuclear Proliferation and Nuclear Disarmament (ICCND), founded and funded by the rather unusual combination of Australia and Japan. In 2009, before writing the final report, we went to Hiroshima where the last seven or eight survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki came to speak to us. They recalled how, in a nuclear blast, the skin is flayed off your back. They still remembered catching fire and, for decades afterwards, suffering from the effects of radiation. With the exception of this handful of survivors, that generation has passed into history. We now live in a world where we have to abstract the threat, because we know almost nothing about it first-hand.


In the world today there are 23,000 nuclear warheads, not including the hundreds of small-scale battlefield nuclear weapons scattered across Europe, Asia and elsewhere. I refer to warheads, meaning weapons that are of sufficient weight and scale to be used in substantial intercontinental warfare. These 23,000 nuclear warheads are very unevenly distributed. 22,000 of them are under the control of Russia and the United States. Russia has a few more, but not enough to make a huge difference. Fifty might well be sufficient to destroy civilisation globally, particularly if one gives credence to scientific speculation about a nuclear winter, where the sun is blotted out and, therefore, vegetables cannot grow and human life cannot be sustained for months on end.


The remaining 1,000 warheads are held by a varied group of countries. This includes some very old nuclear powers in the cases of Britain and France; some newer nuclear powers in the case of China; and some countries which may or may not be engaged in proliferation, the most famous examples of which are North Korea and Iran. In the context of North Korea we hear a great deal about what are sometimes called ‘rogue elements, rogue professions, rogue states’. However, what almost nobody has thought about in depth is how you deal with a paranoiac state such as North Korea where normal assumptions about psychological and human deterrence do not actually operate. The North Korean regime is just capable – I hope not more than that – of unleashing a kind of Götterdämmerung where, in order to defend itself, it is willing to destroy large parts of the world. Such states do not think about politics rationally. Incidentally North Korea is very different from Iran which, while it seems mysterious, strange and distant, is not a state where irrationality rules the way that people behave and where some discussions about extending a nuclear development programme acceptable to other nuclear powers seem to be beginning to occur.


The final thing I want to say about the nuclear situation before discussing the politics concerns developments over the last twenty or thirty years. Approximately 40 per cent of those 22,000 warheads – not including the final thousand – are on some form of very rapid alert. The average time between a warning and a decision about whether to use a nuclear bomb is estimated to be between four and eight minutes. The exact time depends upon the country you are in and the quality of their communications, which in turn depends on the effectiveness of their computers. For less developed states the time is eight minutes; for the relatively sophisticated it is four, though advanced states are more likely to have computer malfunctions.


Let me illustrate what this means in practice. In 1979, a time of some tension during the Cold War, the early warning systems in Norway, followed fairly quickly by ours in North Yorkshire, indicated that a major flight of aircraft in military formation could reach the East Coast of the United States in about two hours at most, or maybe less. These warnings were instantly flashed to Washington and the clock started to tick. However, those with responsibility did not have that long to make up their minds. They had to mobilise their own defences, decide whether to scramble aircraft, and warn civilians in the cities that might be the targets. They had between four and eight minutes, even though the actual explosions may be a good deal further down the road.


They had to think very hard about what to do, asking first if the threat could be substantiated. Nowadays they can get onto a hotline to Moscow to try to find out whether the threat can be corroborated, or get some indication as to what this is all about. By the time they reach somebody in Moscow they’ve probably got between two and six minutes. The particular flight that I am describing continued on its relentless progress and then, with about one minute left – the equivalent of a traffic light flashing amber before red – it emerged that the aircraft in question was actually a flight of geese. With one minute to go, Washington called off the alarm.


This is the most extreme example I know of what can happen on the basis of our present systems of early warning. Fortunately, at that time (1979) there was a hotline in place which got some way towards finding out what was going on. However, as far as I know, there is no such hotline connecting New Delhi and Islamabad, in what today is one of the most dangerous regions in the world in terms of a potential nuclear exchange. This illustrates well that the actual possibility of a nuclear conflict remains very real, despite its falling political salience. With the possible exception of climate change, nuclear conflict remains probably the only circumstance under which civilisation as we know it could come to a complete end.


The first great challenge came as early as 1948 in the shape of the siege of Berlin by the Russians. Just two and a half years after he had ordered the nuclear strikes against Hiroshima and Nagasaki, US President Harry Truman had to choose whether or not to threaten the Soviet Union with a nuclear bomb in order to break the siege. He decided instead – brilliantly, I think – in favour of the Berlin Airlift. For seven to eight months all the necessities of life in Berlin, then a city of two and a half million people, had to be flown in by the US, Britain and France, and all with the purpose of avoiding nuclear war. Though President Truman is sometimes seen as the author of nuclear war, it is also worth remembering that he made the decision, at huge personal expense and political risk, not to allow nuclear weapons to be used again on his watch.


At the time of that Berlin crisis – which ended with the Russians giving way – only the US possessed nuclear weapons. It had enjoyed a four-year hegemony (1945–9) where only it had the knowledge and ability to use nuclear weapons. In 1949 the Soviet Union developed its own and so there was the beginning of an understanding between the two great powers. This understanding developed into what we call Mutually Assured Destruction – which has the very appropriate acronym, MAD. The fact that both the USSR and US possessed nuclear weapons made it clear that a nuclear exchange would involve a cycle of retaliation, escalating to a level which would destroy a very large part of the world, particularly the main urban and built-up areas in both countries. In this way, deterrence became in-built, against both the other country and one’s own foolishness.


Crucially, two brilliant senior US Senators, Democratic Sam Nunn and Republican Richard Lugar strengthened the protection afforded by the MAD doctrine. They decided that nuclear material had to be properly secured and nuclear bases properly protected, to ensure that there could be no trade in uranium and plutonium, the two major nuclear weapon fuels. Thanks to them, a mutual inspections regime developed, although these were mainly of the Russians by the United States. Money was provided to ensure that the nuclear weapons storage facilities were safe and secure.


The result was a strange kind of nuclear balance which was underpinned by the first nuclear non-proliferation treaty (NPT) which, forty years on, remains the basis of our entire system of international control and inspection of nuclear weapons. It required that all nuclear powers – by the mid–1960s, all five Permanent Members of the UN Security Council were nuclear powers – were to move resolutely towards nuclear disarmament by achieving major reductions in the number of weapons in their arsenals. The non-nuclear powers, meanwhile, were required to commit to non-proliferation. They would not develop nuclear weapons themselves. This international understanding sought to prevent any drift towards nuclear warfare and up until 1989 it worked quite well. Prior to that, no one had envisaged the disintegration of either of the major nuclear powers. However, this happened to the USSR and highlights the way in which unexpected events can become one of the biggest challenges around control of nuclear weapons.


In this case, the events in question were the decisions by some other countries, which saw themselves as powerful but did not possess nuclear weapons, to develop this capability. After 1989 the new ‘nuclear kids’ arrived on the block. In 1999, I was invited to India to see how they were encouraging their troops to behave in a more citizen-friendly way in Kashmir. I was taken to the Line of Control, which separates Pakistan and India along the highest Himalayan peaks. I saw an astonishing array of defence preparations against terrorist suicide groups entering Indian Kashmir (India has suffered severely from terrorism in terms of numbers of victims, mainly as a result of certain Jihad groups in Pakistan). The year before India had broken the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, and by then had its own nuclear weapon. In the same year, Pakistan also managed to produce a nuclear weapon with a great deal of help from China.


Thus, all of a sudden, the five nuclear powers, which had been on their own for a long time, had become seven. And before long, the seven began to look as if they would increase further. Of course Israel is one of these additional nuclear powers, despite having never admitted to possessing nuclear weapons, never signing any treaty and never being part of the NPT regime. It is probably the third or fourth largest nuclear power in the world. Israel refuses even to discuss this subject, but it is certainly a serious nuclear power, bringing the number up to eight. The remaining two are Iran and North Korea, which is where we are for the moment.


I say ‘for the moment’ because there are major concerns regarding the development of planning for civil nuclear power projects. Much of this is driven by fear of the impact of climate change. The irony is that climate change and nuclear proliferation – arguably the two most urgent problems facing the world today – are, at least to some extent, in direct conflict with one another. The number of such proposed nuclear projects is greater than the total number of civil nuclear power stations currently in existence globally. About a third have gone beyond the planning stage, very often in countries which have made no commitment to, or joined, the NPT.


Meanwhile we can see that if Iran – a great Shiite state – turns out to have a working nuclear weapon, some Sunni states will feel obliged to start developing nuclear weapons themselves. At the head of this queue is Saudi Arabia, with the United Arab Emirates not far behind. In addition, there is a real question mark as to whether or not nuclear weapons development has begun in countries like Syria. The impact of the Arab Spring in this field is still unclear.


I think it is fair to say that to an extraordinary extent we have managed to restrain nuclear proliferation, certainly in the context of what was expected by the administration of John F. Kennedy. They posited at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1963, that by now there would be something like twenty-five nuclear weapons states. Yet there are still a maximum of ten, so that efforts to create an international structure have had greater success than could have been expected. The fact that we have had neither nuclear war nor even a major nuclear explosion is something few would have believed possible. The question is: how long can we continue to evade the huge menace that is still there?


In considering civil nuclear power, which is completely legitimate and embedded in the NPT, scientists know that one curious characteristic of uranium-235 is that it can be used for both electricity generation and nuclear weapons. Therefore you follow the same basic track to develop both. If you imagine the uppercase letter ‘Y’, the same stalk is used for both branches. The question comes, when you reach the top of the stalk and you have to decide which of the two branches to follow. If you are pursuing the route of civil nuclear power, you need only a 5 per cent level of refinement. However, if you are going down the weapons route, you need between 90 and 95 per cent. This is why so much alarm is caused when we hear that a country is refining uranium, even though much of it is quite innocent and used for a variety of things, including medical isotopes. But the point is that we have no real way of knowing at the beginning what the ultimate intentions are of the country seeking to enrich.


Let me turn, then, to the two countries that are of particular concern at the moment. With North Korea, the great concern is that, while almost everything else is secret, the one thing it is quite open about is its willingness to let large numbers of its population die without making any serious attempt to save them. In an effort to prevent nuclear materials going there, Western governments have imposed stringent sanctions – almost a semi-blockade. We believe North Korea has eight or nine functioning nuclear weapons. The fact that it seems to care so little about its own people is deeply worrying because we are facing a state which is predominantly concerned with the survival of the regime and very little about the country. This challenges our notion of deterrence, where a country is itself deterred by our deterrent capacity.


There is then a huge question mark over North Korea, and I do not think anybody really knows how to deal with it. South Korea previously went to extraordinary lengths to reconcile itself with the North, offering all kinds of incentives, such as food and huge amounts of money for civil development, but none of it was taken up. For someone like me, who believes in conflict resolution on a rational basis, this has been, to say the least of it, disturbing.


Iran is a much more complicated case. To be frank, I still cannot make my mind up about it. I have travelled all around the country, and one of the most surprising things is that Iran is a country many of whose young people are in love with the United States. Half the population are under the age of twenty and have sophisticated internet and musical exchange. So amongst other things this new generation adores American pop music and American films. In such polls as have been taken in Iran, asking ‘Which country do you admire most?’ the country that comes top is the US.


This is a great puzzle. Iran is a country which longs to join the outside world, and its recently elected President, Hassan Rouhani, has indicated his desire to do so, but his country has an extraordinary governmental structure, which I still do not fully understand. The Committee of Guardians makes proposals, but at the top are the Ayatollahs, in particular the Chief Ayatollah Ali Hosseini Khamenei, who makes the final decision. The nearest comparison I think I could draw is with the Holy Roman Empire.


What I suspect drives a lot of this is fear of the United States. For thirty-nine years Iran has not had diplomatic relations with the United States. Since President Carter broke off relations after the hostage crisis in 1979, there has been no relationship between the US and this country whose population loves it. This is extremely unfortunate, because it means that there is a huge gulf of understanding and I think that Iran lives in perpetual fear that the United States wants to wipe it out. The cultural and personal exchanges which can help overcome fears like that are not happening.


What, then, do we do? At the last nuclear proliferation review in 2010, there was a serious attempt to try to shore up the powers of the NPT. There is an urgent need to strengthen the International Atomic Energy Authority (IAEA). This includes finding the money it needs to train enough inspectors and to put them in touch with the very last generation of inspectors who remember the time when nuclear weapons were a real and constant fear – and so have a much stronger sense of what nuclear weapons can do than almost any of the present ones, who are much more like civil engineers.


What we really need now is the additional protocol which enables the IAEA to simply walk into any place that it fears might possibly be involved in the development of nuclear weapons – a laboratory, factory or anywhere else – without giving any advance notice. Only a few countries have accepted this so far, and it is not yet the international norm. This is absolutely crucial because, only if you can see the moment when development moves from 5 per cent to a much higher percentage can you estimate whether a country is intending to move towards nuclear weapons development and not stick with civil nuclear development.


The final thing we need is treaties that hold. The only truly international treaty we have at present is the NPT. The others include the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty, the CTBT, which stops countries testing nuclear weapons – and you cannot use them if you cannot test them – but it is not yet ratified by the United States. Another is Fissile Material Cut-Off, which if agreed would end the trade in fissile materials, uranium and plutonium, and put them under very strict trade controls. The final component, which we really badly need, is a treaty that would enable us to begin the process of internationally agreed reductions in the size and scale of the stock of warheads and of nuclear materials.


The UK record is not bad on this list of four crucial treaties. We strongly support the Nuclear Proliferation Treaty. We have reduced our own nuclear deterrent to the absolute minimum and we have delayed the replacement of Trident for the longest possible time, which takes us up to 2025. There will be no new Trident until then, if there is a new Trident at all. Overall, the number of weapons we carry has been reduced from forty-eight to forty, and the number of warheads has been similarly reduced.


While every nuclear state has kept its deterrent, the UK has come closer than any other nuclear power to reducing its deterrent capacity. We have been, on the whole, pretty good citizens. The bad citizens include, I am sorry to say, India and Pakistan. They have enabled some of the most important safeguards to be bypassed, in the case of the former largely because of help from George W. Bush. The Nuclear Suppliers Group, which controls the supply of nuclear materials, was simply bypassed by an agreement between India and the United States, which was then exactly followed by one between Pakistan and China. If one can do it, the other can do it. Thus, we have much weaker controls over the trade in nuclear weapons materials than we used to.


The other treaties – the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty and the Fissile Material Treaty – have both been obstructed, but by two different countries. The first of those is the United States, where Congress will not seriously consider bringing in a comprehensive nuclear test ban, although it has been on the table for all of twenty years. The other is Pakistan, which has refused to even discuss the possibility of negotiating a fissile material cut-off treaty. Pakistan argues that India has bigger stocks already and if you cut off production, this disparity will be locked in forever.


I turn finally to the role and position of the United States. The US finally, after immense efforts, managed to agree to the new START (Strategic Arms Reduction) Treaty, which came into force last year. Under this, the number of warheads will fall to 1,500 on either side. Russia and the US together have about 20,000 warheads. So a drop to around 3,000 is really quite dramatic. One reason that it got through the Senate was because of heavy pressure from some other countries including Britain, where an all-party group made up of former Foreign and Defence Secretaries wrote to every Republican senator asking them to sign the START Treaty because of the urgent need to stop proliferation. It finally got through when five Republican senators changed their minds.


This is an example of the complexities that beset the issue. You can see that there is a very long way to go. I pointed to the complacency that has been borne out of the miracle that there has as yet been no disastrous accident involving nuclear weapons. There are the difficulties in knowing which countries possess nuclear weapons or have the technology to develop them, and whether there are some that do not or will not understand the logic of deterrence. There are also the apparently irresolvable regional and local rivalries, which have led some governments to develop the nuclear capability that they believe is the only means to deliver security. Resolving the nuclear issue is at one level a question of science, but the central issues which have to be addressed are political, as I have described.
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“CHARLES CLARKE KNOWS THE POWER OF POLITICS TO MAKE A
DIFFERENCE - AND HOW HARD IT IS TO DO SO. HIS COMMITMENT TO
GROWN-UP POLITICS IS MUCH-NEEDED AND RUNS THROUGH THIS BOOK.”






