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INTRODUCTION





‘This is perhaps the most important decision the British people will have to take at the ballot box in our lifetimes.’


With these words, David Cameron introduced his detailed plans for a referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union. He set out four main goals for a renegotiation of Britain’s relationship with its nearest neighbours ahead of the momentous vote. Ten years after he called on his fellow Conservatives to stop ‘banging on about Europe’, the referendum on whether to remain or leave was dominating the government’s domestic and international agenda. This book looks at the main aspects of Britain’s dealings with the 28-nation organisation, the achievements and the aggravations, and asks in each case what it would mean to walk away. The pros and cons are explained in ten themes including democracy, prosperity and sovereignty, and in ten sectors where the EU most impacts everyday life in Britain such as finance, farming and fishing. In his speech in November 2015, delivered at Chatham House in London, Cameron made clear that if he judged his renegotiation to be a success, he would campaign ‘with all my heart and all my soul’ to keep Britain inside a reformed European Union. This would be ‘unambiguously in our national interest’. The Prime Minister said that the central reason for continued engagement with the EU was ‘security’ – both economic and national. This marked an important evolution of his approach from the speech almost three years earlier in which he announced he would hold a referendum on the EU if the Conservatives won power in 2015. Speaking at the Bloomberg financial news agency in London in January 2013, it was the Single Market that formed his core reason for staying in the EU and security was mentioned just twice. But in the Chatham House speech, which mentioned security thirty-one times, he argued that the worsening global security picture also made a strong argument for EU membership:




In 2015, our membership of the European Union is not just a matter of trade and commerce, of pounds and pence. It is about our national security as well as our economic security. The world is undoubtedly a more dangerous place than when I made my speech at Bloomberg three years ago. Then, ISIL didn’t exist. Now it controls substantial territory in Iraq and Syria and directly threatens our country. Then, Ukraine was at peace. Now it is in crisis, after Russia invaded Crimea and Eastern Ukraine. And of course the war in Syria has unleashed a wave of migration towards Europe which we see night after night on our television screens. Britain has never joined the Schengen border-free zone, so we retain our border controls. This, and our geographical status as an island, means we are less directly affected than other European countries by this crisis. Our agreement with France, as a fellow EU member, means that our main border control with continental Europe effectively operates now at Calais, not Dover. And our decision to admit 20,000 Syrian refugees from the camps was a British national sovereign decision. But our membership of the EU does matter for our national security and for the security of our allies, which is one reason why our friends in the world strongly urge us to remain in the EU.





It was a powerful argument. Three days later it was undermined in the most spectacular and appalling fashion when terrorists killed 130 people in a series of coordinated attacks in Paris. Over the following days, it emerged that several of the attackers had travelled from Syria, using the massive influx of migrants into Europe as cover. Of the suicide bombers who struck at the Stade de France, two used fake Syrian passports to enter Greece in October 2015, while the third was known to be fighting in Syria but had somehow slipped back. All the terrorists were able to move freely around the continent thanks to the Schengen system of open borders between twenty-six countries, which abolished internal passport checks. Despite Cameron’s point that Britain had retained its border controls by staying out of Schengen, it was not only the Belgian authorities that Paris ringleader Abdelhamid Abaaoud had evaded after being sentenced to jail in absentia in his native Belgium for earlier terrorist activity. A phone belonging to him was found to contain photographs of locations in Birmingham and it was discovered that he travelled by ferry to the UK a few months before the Paris attacks to meet fellow jihadists. Questioned on this security lapse in the House of Commons, Theresa May, the Home Secretary, refused to comment on individual cases. Nevertheless, security remains Cameron’s central argument for EU membership. He explained in his Chatham House speech that the EU amplifies Britain’s ability to act on the world stage:




The EU, like NATO and our membership of the UN Security Council, is a tool that a British Prime Minister uses to get things done in the world and protect our country. When Russia invaded Ukraine, and European leaders met, it was Britain that pushed through sanctions to penalise Russia and ensure a robust response. On Iran, it was Britain that helped impose the tough sanctions which got Iran to the negotiating table. These things were done through the EU. The point I am making is this – if the British Prime Minister was no longer present at European summits, we would lose that voice and therefore permanently change our ability to get things done in the world.





Yet Cameron put this position at risk himself, even though he never really wanted to have a referendum at all.


The Prime Minister was pushed into announcing it by a large group of eurosceptic MPs in his own ranks, as well as by pressure from the media and a popular mood of disenchantment with the EU that saw a dramatic increase in support for the UK Independence Party, a political party founded to campaign for British withdrawal from Brussels. The rise of UKIP was not just down to anger at Europe, although this was the reason it was formed at the time of the Maastricht Treaty which created the European Union. UKIP also thrived on popular concern at high levels of immigration and discontent with a political class that seemed out of touch with parts of the electorate. Many Conservative Party MPs felt that a referendum on EU membership would be a good way of pleasing their grass roots as well as neutralising UKIP’s appeal in the run-up to the 2015 general election. A referendum could also win support from voters across the political spectrum who had not had a say on Britain’s relationship with Europe for four decades.


Labour refused to match Cameron’s referendum promise. But in 1975 it was the Labour government of Harold Wilson that set the precedent with the country’s first ballot on Europe, when the UK decided by an overwhelming two to one to stay in the European Economic Community (EEC), the forerunner of today’s EU. In the depths of the Cold War and with Britain plagued by high inflation and the Three-Day Week, there was a powerful case for linking up with our continental allies. Much has changed since then. Globalisation, the fall of Communism and the emergence of developing powers like Brazil, China and India have given Britain a range of international economic options unimaginable in the 1970s. The EEC itself has been transformed, most notably by the Maastricht Treaty of 1993 that turned it into the European Union and set up the euro.


The six-nation group expanded to nine members when the UK joined in 1973 along with Denmark and Ireland, and the organisation kept growing, with the historic enlargements of 2004, 2007 and 2013 bringing eleven former Iron Curtain countries into the club. Britain was the driving force behind both the expansion and the creation of the Single Market in the 1980s which entailed abandoning the right to veto European laws in many policy areas. Further concessions of national sovereignty were made to extend EU legislative power over employment and social conditions, as well as judicial and police cooperation. The Lisbon Treaty of 2009 added the European External Action Service – the EU’s own version of the Foreign Office – with branches in almost every country of the world. Public consent for these steps towards broader and deeper continental integration was never sought in a referendum – although Ireland held popular votes every time a major treaty transferred new powers to Brussels.


Frustration among the public, politicians and the media grew as the referendum option was seemingly promised by British political leaders only to be cancelled or avoided. Tony Blair said that there would be a public vote on the proposed EU Constitution in 2005, only to call it off after the French and Dutch had both voted against the document and effectively sent it back to the drawing board. Most of the proposed changes were repackaged into the Lisbon Treaty but the Labour government under Gordon Brown refused to put it to a referendum, arguing that there was no tradition for a public vote on a treaty that simply updated EU rules. Labour’s argument was undermined when Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, the former French President who oversaw the drafting of the ill-fated Constitution, welcomed the Lisbon Treaty by declaring: ‘The text is, in fact, a rerun of a great part of the substance of the Constitutional Treaty.’ In an article in The Sun newspaper in 2007, David Cameron, while Leader of the Opposition, said: ‘Today I will give this cast-iron guarantee: if I become PM a Conservative government will hold a referendum on any EU treaty that emerges from these negotiations.’ Two years later, after the Czech Republic became the final EU country to ratify the Lisbon Treaty, Cameron, still in opposition, abandoned his referendum pledge. The changes were ‘set in legal cement … sadly our battle to stop this EU treaty has come to an end’, he said.


David Cameron instinctively felt that a fight over Europe would be a diversion from his core tasks as Prime Minister. That is why he told the Conservatives’ annual conference in 2006 that the party needed to drop its obsession with the EU.




For too long, instead of talking about the things that most people care about, we talked about what we cared about most. While parents worried about childcare, getting the kids to school, balancing work and family life, we were banging on about Europe.





That warning seems a long time ago now. In the same article in which he dropped his cast-iron guarantee of a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty, he admitted the real reason why he did not want to bang on about the EU: ‘The to-do list for the next government is long and daunting. That is why I know that if we win that election, we cannot afford to waste time having a row with Europe.’ For Cameron, Europe was not a core issue. It was a time waster. Many in his party felt differently, however, and bit by bit he was pushed into the position of announcing a referendum, even if his coalition with the pro-EU Liberal Democrats meant that he could only deliver it once re-elected in 2015 with a Conservative majority. Cameron said that he needed time for a renegotiation of the UK’s terms of membership before a public vote by the end of 2017. The reason to play for time was clear – opinion polls suggested that an immediate in/out referendum would be too close to call, while a successful renegotiation could win round decisive numbers of voters.


Cameron’s renegotiation was based around the four policy areas of economic governance, competitiveness, sovereignty and immigration which he believed would address the concerns of many voters, and which he set out in his Chatham House speech:




Objective 1: protect the Single Market for Britain and others outside the Eurozone.


What I mean by that is a set of binding principles that guarantee fairness between Euro and non-Euro countries.


Objective 2: write competitiveness into the DNA of the whole European Union. And this includes cutting the total burden on business. 


Objective 3: exempt Britain from an ‘ever closer union’ and bolster national parliaments. Not through warm words but through legally binding and irreversible changes.


And objective 4: tackle abuses of the right to free movement, and enable us to control migration from the European Union, in line with our manifesto.





The fine print of the four goals was subject to intense diplomacy by British officials and individual meetings Cameron held with the heads of the other twenty-seven member states. The most delicate changes were boosting the power of national parliaments and disapplying the EU’s commitment to ‘ever closer union’, as discussed in this book’s chapters on Democracy and Sovereignty, and attempting to reduce the ‘pull factor’ of welfare payments by stopping child benefit payments from being sent overseas and banning EU migrants from in-work benefits for four years, as discussed in the Immigration chapter. For some in his own party, the entire renegotiation was not ambitious enough, while others argued that it would change Britain’s relationship to protect it from the continental goal of political union. There were some things that were simply not up for discussion, however, such as the principle of free movement of people – regarded as one of the founding principles of the Single Market. Even if Britain were to leave the EU, it could still find itself subject to the freedom of movement of EU citizens from the twenty-seven other member countries. That is because if an independent Britain wanted to retain full trading relations with the EU, it could follow non-EU member Norway into the European Economic Area. This special category, also used by Iceland and tiny Liechtenstein, allows full access to the Single Market but requires acceptance of its ‘four freedoms’ of the movement of capital, goods, services and people, without allowing any decisive say over how the rules are set.


The referendum exposed a lack of clear vision about what should be the UK’s precise future relationship with the EU among some who wanted to see a Brexit (British exit). If not the Norway option, should an independent Britain go back to the European Free Trade Association, which it originally helped to form in 1960 as an alternative to the EEC, and seek a series of bilateral policy agreements with the EU like Switzerland, even though the Swiss financial services sector does not enjoy complete access to the Single Market? Or should it settle for a Free Trade Agreement like a more distant partner such as South Korea or Canada? UKIP and other campaigners for Brexit were very good at harnessing anger at the interference of the EU in everyday British life but not so good at explaining what would really happen if Britain left. The chapters of this book on the sectors most affected by the EU relationship will assess the impact of the various ways of leaving the club described above.


This book can be used as a scorecard to weigh up membership and assess whether it still works for Britain, although none of the topics exists in isolation and there are many areas of overlap. Not all the subjects will carry equal weight when it comes to judging the best path for Britain to follow. For some voters, the fate of British sovereignty will be far more important than the impact upon life in the City of London, while for others concerned above all about the country’s balance sheet, the opposite might be the case. Nor is Britain’s relationship with the EU a static one. It has changed dramatically over four decades of membership and it will keep on changing, not least as the nineteen countries in the single currency share more of their economic sovereignty to shore up the euro.


I worked for five years in Brussels covering the EU for The Times before moving to Berlin to report on Germany. I confess to approaching the EU from a sceptical viewpoint – a journalistic scepticism of any system of government which spends billions of pounds of taxpayers’ money. I have endeavoured to analyse the facts and test the arguments of those trying to persuade us one way or the other to stay or to leave the EU. My first book Au Revoir, Europe, published in December 2012, looked at how Britain reached the point of departure from the European club. This book, fully revised and updated for this second edition after it was first published in 2014, contains the essential information and arguments for assessing what is best for Britain when it comes to deciding on Europe: in or out?
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DEMOCRACY







IN Britain, like every EU member state, has one appointed European Commissioner and one judge at the European Court of Justice. It has seventy-three out of 751 elected Members of the European Parliament (MEPs). Ministers who take decisions in meetings of the European Council must win allies to get their way under Qualified Majority Voting but have a veto in some sensitive areas like treaty change, tax, defence and foreign policy.


OUT Britain will regain control over EU policy areas but companies trading in Europe will still have to abide by standards and rules set in Brussels with no representation from UK ministers or MEPs. If the UK wants to stay in the Single Market, it must follow all the laws on the free movement of capital, goods, people and services without having a vote on them.


KEY STATS Britain’s voice in the European Parliament diminished from 18.2 per cent of MEPs to 9.7 per cent as more nations joined the EU. It has the joint third highest number of MEPs with Italy after Germany (ninety-six) and France (seventy-four). Turnout in the 2014 European Parliament elections was 35.6 per cent in the UK compared to 66.1 per cent in the 2015 general election.





One week a month, the 751 Members of the European Parliament (MEPs), up to 2,000 staff and all their paperwork make the 250-mile trip from their offices in Brussels to their other offices in Strasbourg. Under the Treaty of Amsterdam, agreed by Sir John Major and ratified under Tony Blair, the European Parliament must meet twelve times a year in the capital of Alsace, a German-speaking region of France chosen to symbolise the post-war reconciliation between Europe’s two great foes. But because the parliament has a summer holiday and does not sit in August, the whole travelling circus by road, train and plane must take place on two separate occasions in October to make up the dozen sessions ‘of equal duration’ enshrined in EU law. The whole exercise costs at least €180 million a year, meaning that the European Parliament’s seven-year budget for 2014–20 has set aside £1 billion for shuttling back and forth between its two homes.4 And when the European Parliament moves, the twenty-eight members of the European Commission also hold their weekly ‘college’ meeting in Strasbourg, accompanied by their key staff. ‘The current arrangements are indefensible – ludicrously expensive and impractical. And one of the best adverts for EU waste,’ said David Lidington, the UK’s Minister for Europe. Roland Ries, the mayor of Strasbourg, has a different view: ‘The legitimacy of Strasbourg is derived not only from law but, more importantly, from history. As a city that symbolises Franco-German reconciliation, it is the European capital of peace, democracy and human rights.’ Holding the parliament full time in Brussels would save 19,000 tonnes of CO2 a year, which would contribute to EU emissions targets.5 MEPs voted in 2011 to merge two of the sessions to save a bit of money but this was immediately challenged at the European Court of Justice by the governments of France and Luxembourg (the Grand Duchy hosts a third site of the European Parliament, its secretariat employing 2,432 officials). The court ruled in favour of France and Luxembourg. Then in November 2013, the democratically elected MEPs voted by 483 to 141 to base the parliament in a single location. It was a symbolic gesture. A treaty agreement can only be changed by the unanimous agreement of all member states and France would assuredly veto any attempt to end Strasbourg’s special status.


Even though the European Parliament has gained new powers to amend laws with every treaty that has been passed over the last four decades, its impotence in deciding where it actually meets shows that true power in the EU machine still lies elsewhere. The member states, whose ministers and leaders meet in the European Council, remain more powerful where decisions must be made by unanimity. But their agenda is usually set by the body that proposes EU legislation – the European Commission, made up of an elite cadre of civil servants and overseen by twenty-eight nationally appointed commissioners, giving it a uniquely important role. A fourth institution, the European Court of Justice, with one appointed judge from each member state, has also become a law-making power through its many judgments over the years that have not just clarified but extended legislation. These are the four main bodies contributing to the making of EU law in a complicated system often criticised for suffering from a ‘democratic deficit’ and, whether the MEPs are sitting in Brussels or Strasbourg, being remote from voters.


The democratic deficit accusation partly stems from a lack of direct consultation on the relentless development of the EU with ordinary voters who feel that they should have been offered a say through a referendum on some of the important changes, such as the creation of the European Union itself in 1993 from its predecessor, the European Community. It also arises from the system of law-making in Brussels that is hard to follow and not well understood. Senior EU figures are very touchy about claims that they lack democratic accountability, however. José Manuel Barroso, President of the European Commission from 2004 to 2014, used to say that he was doubly democratic because first he was elected as Prime Minister of Portugal and then he was ‘elected’ by the other European leaders (possibly the world’s smallest constituency) to be head of the EU’s bureaucracy. Every country appoints a member of the European Commission and usually it is someone who has held high political office. The two most recent British commissioners, Baroness Ashton of Upholland and Baron Hill of Oareford, had both been Leader of the House of Lords, although they were never elected to parliament, having been created life peers.


But democracy can be in the eye of the beholder. It is worth pointing out that none of the 750 or so members of the House of Lords has been elected to the chamber by the public and ninety-two hereditary Lords remain on the red benches. So the UK, with its hereditary head of state, could also be said to suffer from a democratic deficit because the House of Lords has an important role in revising legislation, although the main offices of government are usually held by MPs from the elected House of Commons. The European Parliament was created to add a democratic element to a bureaucratic EU system. When Britain joined in 1973, it was a European Assembly, with thirty-six British members seconded directly from the House of Commons and House of Lords. In 1979, it held its first direct elections. Across the EU, turnout has decreased at every subsequent election from 62 per cent in 1979 to 42.6 per cent in 2014 (in the UK it actually went up slightly from 34.7 per cent to 35.6 per cent) suggesting that voters feel detached from a body that is poorly reported in the British media and only has the right to revise, not to propose, legislation. Few MEPs have significant recognition in Britain and it has been used as a training ground for up-and-coming Westminster politicians like Nick Clegg, who was an MEP from 1999 to 2004. The EU’s own Eurobarometer poll for spring 2015 found that only 61 per cent of British respondents even knew that Members of the European Parliament were directly elected.


As the EU has more than tripled in membership since 1973 from nine to twenty-eight nations, Britain’s relative ability to influence its decisions has steadily declined – another factor in the perceived democratic deficit. The UK, especially under Tony Blair, was a champion of recruiting more Eastern European countries but the result was a reduction of Britain’s voting strength in the European Council from 17.2 to 8.4 per cent and in the European Parliament from 18.2 per cent of MEPs to 9.7 per cent. Even more worrying from the point of view of British influence has been the sharp drop in British officials working in the EU institutions. In 2014, only two candidates from the UK passed the tough entrance exams to work at the EU compared to fifteen from France and sixteen from Germany. While Britain has 12.3 per cent of the EU population, the proportion of UK staff at the European Commission – the body that proposes and monitors EU laws – was down to just 4.3 per cent in 2015 compared to 8.3 per cent from Germany and 9.7 per cent from France.6 Even Poland, which only joined the EU in 2004, supplied 4.9 per cent of EU staff. It was another aspect of Britain’s growing alienation from Brussels. Bright graduates are either put off from working there by their inability to speak foreign languages or by the poor image of the EU as a place to build their careers.


Various plans have been suggested to try and address the EU’s democratic deficit and to help it connect with voters. One was dreamed up by MEPs to try to boost voter turnout in the 2014 European Parliament elections – each political group agreed to nominate one prominent politician as their candidate for President of the European Commission. The theory was that linking the campaign to recognisable figures would inspire voters. There were a couple of obvious flaws in the argument – the first was the choice of uninspiring figures little known outside their own country and the second was the fact that much more recognisable figures currently running national governments were reluctant to be named as candidates for an EU position while supposedly staying focused on their day job. ‘Opponents see a vote for a Commission President via the parliament as illusory, misleading and irrelevant,’ wrote The Guardian. ‘Will a Swede vote liberal because of a Flemish contender? Or a Greek vote social democrat in support of a German? … Or will all of them vote because of what they perceive to be going on in their own countries and politics?’ In the event, most of the big political groups in the European Parliament did nominate a so-called ‘Spitzenkandidat’ and when the main centre-right alliance won the most seats, their top candidate Jean-Claude Juncker became the next President of the European Commission. A precedent was set for a more direct democratic mechanism for the choice of president but, as a way of boosting turnout, it was a flop. The number of voters in 2014 was down slightly on the 43 per cent recorded in 2009.


Another plan proposed by senior German politicians was to hold a direct Europe-wide election for the post of EU President, a combined role to run both the European Commission and European Council. This could see hustings held by two or three rivals in every country and would create a figure with a very powerful personal mandate to lead the EU, much like an American President. The extra authority that this would bestow on such a person makes it likely that Britain would block the proposal, as it has done in the past – not least because it would appear like a move towards a United States of Europe. That is the core issue with some of the plans to enhance the EU’s direct democratic accountability – they also tend to increase its power. Besides, voters have drifted away from European Parliament elections over the years even though more responsibility has steadily been given to MEPs. It is national parliaments that should be given more say over EU legislation, according to an idea first floated by William Hague while Foreign Secretary to extend the little-used ‘yellow card’ for MPs to send legislation back to the European Commission for further consideration. ‘Trust in the institutions is at an all-time low. The EU is facing a crisis of legitimacy,’ Hague told a conference in Germany in May 2013.




We should explore whether the yellow card provision could be strengthened or extended to give our parliaments the right to ask the Commission to start again where legislation is too intrusive, and fails the proportionality test. And we should think about going further still and consider a red card to give national parliaments the right to block legislation that need not be agreed at the European level.





The ‘yellow card’ was introduced by the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 but is viewed as weak because it only allows national parliaments to ask the Commission to ‘reconsider’ a proposal. The rules also allow only eight weeks to reach the requisite total of one third of national parliaments objecting to a particular European Commission proposal. Partly because of these onerous conditions, it was only used twice up until the end of 2015. In the first case, the Commission withdrew its proposal, which sought to place limits on the right to strike, but in the second case, on the proposed European Public Prosecutor, the Commission decided to go ahead regardless, despite the opposition of eleven national parliaments. This prompted the Fresh Start group of Conservative MPs, which campaign to curtail EU powers, to propose that ‘a real game changer for democratic accountability’ would be for a red card to apply to existing rules and not just new proposals.




This would at last provide a mechanism for national parliaments to tackle existing, poor legislation and would provide a permanent means to reverse the ongoing EU power-grab. The Dutch Parliament recently proposed a similar mechanism. A red card on existing legislation should trigger a one-year sunset clause after which the legislation would expire unless particular member states decide to retain it under enhanced cooperation among themselves.





The EU, however, relies upon all member states agreeing to honour past agreements – even when the governments that made those agreements change. Nevertheless, David Cameron made a form of ‘red card’ for national parliaments a key part of his renegotiation ahead of the referendum. He did not seek retrospective powers to throw out existing laws but the right to block future proposals, explaining in his letter to Donald Tusk, President of the European Council: ‘I want to enhance the role of national parliaments, by proposing a new arrangement where groups of national parliaments, acting together, can stop unwanted legislative proposals.’ Tusk proposed a red card could be shown to new EU legislation provided at least 55 per cent of parliaments agreed within a twelve-week period. This did not go as far as some of Cameron’s own MPs wanted. Ninety-five of them were said to have signed a private letter in January 2014 calling for national parliaments to have the individual right of a red card veto over EU laws. William Hague spelled out why giving single parliaments the right of veto was incompatible with membership of the EU:




If parliaments all around the EU were regularly and unilaterally able to choose which bits of EU law they would apply and which bits they would not, the European Single Market would not work and even a Swiss-style free trade arrangement with the EU would not work.





It was a sign of how strongly the ninety-five Conservative MPs felt about returning the UK Parliament’s democratic supremacy that they proposed a measure which would wreck the Single Market created by Margaret Thatcher, seen as the most important part of the EU by other Conservatives.


Leaving the EU would not necessarily resolve the democratic deficit felt by many in Britain. Under one scenario, it could even get worse. An option for Britain if it took the democratic decision in a referendum to leave the EU would be to follow non-members Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein into the European Economic Area (EEA) to preserve full access to the Single Market. Unlike full EU members, the EEA countries make their own policies on farming, fishing, justice, overseas trade and regional funding but are duty bound to accept every EU law relating to the four freedoms – the movement of capital, goods, people and services – that underpin the Single Market. That includes accepting all the EU’s social and employment legislation along with state aid, competition and consumer protection laws which are regarded by Brussels as integral to the Single Market system, as well as many of its environmental laws. As an EU member, Britain has been able to block the full force of the EU Working Time Directive by finding allies to support an opt-out from its 48-hour week. If Britain left the EU, the blocking alliance could crumble, leaving the UK legally required to implement the directive in full if it joined the EEA to stay inside the Single Market. Open Europe has estimated the annual extra cost to employers of losing the opt-out at between £9.2 billion and £11.9 billion a year.7 The EEA members also accept the free movement of workers on the same basis as EU members and with the same access to national welfare systems.


An independent review for the Norwegian government concluded in 2012 that a democratic deficit was inevitable if Norway took part in the Single Market but not the EU:




The most problematic aspect of Norway’s form of association with the EU is the fact that Norway is in practice bound to adopt EU policies and rules on a broad range of issues without being a member and without voting rights. This raises democratic problems. Norway is not represented in decision-making processes that have direct consequences for Norway, and neither do we have any significant influence on them. Moreover, our form of association with the EU dampens political engagement and debate in Norway and makes it difficult to monitor the Government and hold it accountable in its European policy. This is not surprising; the democratic deficit is a well-known aspect of the EEA Agreement that has been there from the start. It is the price Norway pays for enjoying the benefits of European integration without being a member of the organisation that is driving these developments.





Norway’s Conservative Prime Minister, Erna Solberg, warned Britain against following her country into the EEA relationship with the EU. Ahead of talks with Cameron in 2014, she said:




I don’t believe that Great Britain, with its old empire mind-set, should consider becoming a member of an organisation which basically means that laws and rules which are made in other countries are implemented directly. I think those in the British debate who look at Norway’s association underestimate how closely connected we actually are with many of the laws and rules they are annoyed with.





Switzerland also refused to join the EU and rejected the EEA in a referendum in 1992 to stay in the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) outside the Single Market. It has a Free Trade Agreement for goods but not for services, and has agreed around 200 technical bilateral agreements on different aspects of cooperation, from research to transport. Nevertheless, it effectively adopts large swathes of EU law to maintain its strong trading links (62.8 per cent of total Swiss trade was with the EU in 20148) and its involvement in the Schengen borderless travel zone which means Switzerland has done away with passport checks for those entering from the EU. ‘In order to make its economy as EU-compatible as possible, Switzerland has adopted a policy of “voluntary adaptation” whereby Swiss law is aligned with the EU’s acquis communautaire [body of law],’ said the Centre for Swiss Politics at the University of Kent, in a paper for MPs’ Foreign Affairs Select Committee.




Recent research shows that around 55 per cent of the laws passed by the Swiss parliament concern transposition of international, including EU, law. The bilateral treaties and the country’s voluntary adaptation have led to Switzerland being much more deeply integrated with the EU than suggested by its formal status as a non-member. Indeed, in certain respects such integration is deeper than that of EU members such as the UK, as the case of Schengen shows.





The Swiss system offers a more democratic solution than the Norwegian model because all new laws are scrutinised by its parliament, although many are of EU origin. Switzerland does retain, on paper at least, full legal decision-making powers over the laws it passes. It does not fall under the jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice. Another attraction of the Swiss model for those who want Britain to withdraw from the EU is the fact that it does not have to implement Single Market legislation relating to social and employment law.


Senior figures in the EU are painfully aware that they are regarded as remote, unrecognised and undemocratic. Precisely a quarter of British people told the spring 2015 Eurobarometer poll that they had not heard of the European Commission and 16 per cent said they had not heard of the European Parliament. In both cases, these were by far the highest levels of ignorance of all twenty-eight EU member nations. If nothing else, it was an indictment of schools, the media and politicians themselves for failing to communicate the basic structures of the EU.


Faced with growing levels of discontent across the EU, the Lisbon Treaty proposed a measure called the European Citizens’ Initiative to try and make a direct connection with voters. This requires the European Commission to consider proposing legislation if called upon by a petition signed by at least one million people from at least one quarter of the member states. It was partly inspired by the earlier petition to end the European Parliament’s travelling circus, which gained 1.27 million signatures (although it has not yet achieved its aim). Introduced in 2012, by the end of 2015 there had been more than fifty attempts to raise a petition for a new EU law, but only three made it through the vetting and signature collection process to receive a formal response from the European Commission. The successful initiatives called for ‘water as a human right’, a ban on human embryo research and an end to animal vivisection. None resulted in new legislation, although the first was taken into account during a review of the EU’s Drinking Water Directive. One of the initiatives rejected by the European Commission, a petition to stop the proposed EU trade deal with the US, received more than 3.2 million signatures.


György Schöpflin, a Hungarian Member of the European Parliament and author of a report into the initiative in October 2015, warned that it was failing to encourage involvement in the EU legislative process. ‘To my knowledge, there have been fifty-one initiatives launched, but not a single one has attained its goal: legislative action. I have talked to many people in civil society who say this whole thing is useless, because the Commission will simply not accept any initiatives,’ he said.




The Commission has been very legal, rather than political. I don’t think they understand that this is a way of involving people. It takes a lot of time to get a million signatures, but it means that there are a million people that get involved in some way. Every time they reject an initiative which has collected a million signatures, it creates a million eurosceptics.





The European Citizens’ Initiative was placed under review by the European Commission to try to make it more user friendly. It remains to be seen whether this form of direct democracy can do anything at all to improve the popular legitimacy of the institutions in Brussels and Strasbourg. It seems like a tiny sticking plaster on the very real sense of detachment felt by many voters between themselves and the EU.

















DIPLOMACY AND BRITAIN’S PLACE IN THE WORLD







IN Britain uses its influence in the EU to try and make it more competitive, while foreign policy goals can be enhanced through the collective strength of the twenty-eight member nations in trade talks or other ‘soft power’ actions such as aid or sanctions on rogue regimes and the response to crises and natural disasters.
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