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            INTRODUCTION

            Lord Ashcroft KCMG PC

         

         I supported Brexit. In an article two days before the referendum, I argued that history has shown the European Union to be not so much an organisation as a process. By deciding to remain, I felt, Britain would not be opting for the status quo but tying itself to a body whose ambitions were very different from our own.

         But this book is not about my views. Nor is it an inside account of the campaign and its protagonists.

         Instead, we have tried to tell the story of the EU referendum from the point of view of its most important participants, the voters. And it is a remarkable story. A question that was of only passing interest to most people in Britain turned into what David Cameron called “a once in a generation moment to shape the destiny of our country” and, ultimately, perhaps the most momentous political decision of our time.

         For many people, this was an uncomfortable journey. As I argued in Pay Me Forty Quid and I’ll Tell You: The 2015 Election Campaign through the Eyes of the Voters, there is a wisdom to the electorate that should not be underestimated. But large numbers of people found it harder to decide between leaving and remaining in the EU than to choose a government at a general election. Picking a group of people who more or less look as though they are up to making big policy decisions is easier, they quickly realised, than making those decisions themselves. Many found they were floating voters, a role to which they were unaccustomed.

         I think there are three main reasons why so many found the choice so taxing. The first is that the two options did not come with convenient party labels. Though people grumble about partisan politics, the parties’ competing brands – their familiar character, principles, policies and personalities, and their history in or out of office – help voters make decisions. With their usual party divided, or with politicians they would usually disagree with suspiciously backing the outcome they felt most drawn towards, many felt at sea.

         The second reason is that people hoped they would be furnished with a battery of useful facts to guide their thinking, but no such facts arrived, or, at least, none they could rely on. Voters questioned every forecast about the consequences of Brexit, good or bad. But if predictions about the future were inevitably up for debate, so, to their exasperation, were statements about the present, such as how much Britain paid into the EU budget each year. The decision seemed more important than those they made at elections, when they could change their mind after five years, but voters felt much less equipped to make it.

         The third reason is that the rival campaigns, by indulging in hyperbole, obscured rather than clarified the issues at stake, making it harder for voters to get to the bottom of what really mattered. Warnings of the catastrophe that would ensue from making the wrong decision (especially from the remain campaign) seemed overblown, and the motives of the main players (especially on the leave side) seemed mixed, at best.

         For two and a half years, Lord Ashcroft Polls looked in depth at how British voters saw their country’s relationship with Europe, and how they would approach the question in a referendum. In the weeks leading up to David Cameron’s Brussels renegotiation – an episode which arguably did as much to draw attention to the drawbacks of membership as it did to highlight the UK’s new “special status” – we polled people in the twenty-seven other member states on their attitude to Europe and, crucially, to Britain. In a unique exercise, we visited ten EU capitals to report in more detail what voters throughout the continent made of the UK’s attitude to Europe and what concessions, if any, they were prepared for their leaders to make to keep us on board. For nine weeks leading to polling day, we conducted focus groups in every region of the UK to see what undecided voters were making of the campaign, its personalities, its claims and counterclaims, the barrage of figures (if not exactly facts) and the battalions of experts wheeled out to enlighten them. Finally, on referendum day itself, we surveyed more than twelve thousand people to find out who had voted to stay and who had voted to go, and what had persuaded them.

         All of that research is collected here. It reveals a number of important things beyond what people thought about Britain’s relationship with the EU. One is that both the remain and the leave camps were coalitions of voters, not monoliths. Each side attracted people with different backgrounds and priorities. On the leave side, the affluent Global Britain segment of the electorate we identified from our polling had little in common with those in the Nothing to Lose group; among remainers, the paths of the I’m Alright, Jacques and If It Ain’t Broke voters would rarely cross.

         Another is that, for many voters, the decision was only tangentially related to Europe at all. At least as powerful were how people saw the world, and their place in it. Some did not want the question put before the country in the first place, and to many the answer came as a surprise or a rude awakening. Many were shocked to find that such huge numbers had such a different outlook on life from their own.

         The referendum did not cause divisions; it just laid bare those that already existed. They are as significant for the future of our politics as Brexit itself. But to consider properly what the result means, we first need to understand how it came about.
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            PROLOGUE: A NATION SHRUGS

         

         
            “I don’t want to be the sort of person who has views about Europe.”

            FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT, LONDON, MARCH 2014

         

         On 23 January 2013, David Cameron announced that he would, were he returned to Downing Street at the general election, hold an in–out referendum on his country’s membership of the European Union.

         
            The next Conservative Manifesto in 2015 will ask for a mandate from the British people for a Conservative government to negotiate a new settlement with our European partners in the next parliament. It will be a relationship with the Single Market at its heart. And when we have negotiated that new settlement, we will give the British people a referendum with a very simple in-or-out choice. To stay in the EU on these new terms; or come out altogether.

         

         The announcement that a great national question will finally be put to the people usually represents a major accomplishment for a political leader. Two years earlier, the country had given its verdict (albeit a decisively unfavourable one) on electoral reform. The vote was the culmination of decades of campaigning by the Liberal Democrats and their predecessors – a personal achievement, if not exactly a victory, for the Deputy Prime Minister, Nick Clegg. Two months later, Alex Salmond, the First Minister of Scotland, would announce the date of the referendum on Scottish independence to which he had devoted his political life.

         But for Cameron, the declaration was not an achievement but a concession. Only fifteen months earlier, Conservative MPs had been whipped to oppose a motion, proposed by the Tory backbencher David Nuttall, calling for a referendum in which the public would choose between the status quo, reforming the terms of the UK’s membership, or leaving altogether. Eighty-one Tories defied the whip, making it the biggest rebellion ever against a Conservative Prime Minister over Europe. Some argued that Tories should have been allowed a free vote, since opposition from Labour and the Lib Dems would ensure there was no danger of the motion being carried, but Downing Street was unrepentant. As a spokesman for the PM put it after the result:

         
            The government has to do what is in the national interest. The easy thing to do would have been for us to have avoided expressing a view. It was important to take a strong lead – because Britain’s best interests are served by being in the EU.

         

         In June 2012, more than one hundred Conservative MPs signed a letter demanding legislation for a referendum after the following election. Questioned by reporters at a summit in Brussels, Cameron said that he wanted to see powers returning from Brussels, that Europe was evolving and that he was “an optimist about getting this relationship right”. The problem with an in–out referendum, he added, was that “it actually only gives people those two choices: you can either stay in, with all the status quo, or you can get out”.

         Now the Prime Minister had pledged the referendum that it had been “in the national interest” to oppose. In doing so he made a virtue of necessity – the necessity of keeping together his parliamentary party.

         For some Conservatives, the preoccupation with Europe that brought John Major’s government to the brink of collapse in 1993 had never really gone away, and Cameron had never been able to satisfy them. A number of his MPs resented the decision, made in opposition in 2009, to admit that a future Tory government would be unable to hold a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty since it had by then been ratified by every EU member state. In October 2012, after the European Commission proposed a 5 per cent increase in the EU budget, Tory MPs publicly demanded that Cameron secure a cut, while the PM himself thought a freeze was the best that was likely to be achieved. Fifty-three Conservatives defied the whip when the matter came to a vote in Parliament.

         The fixation with Europe was bolstered by the “UKIP threat” which had, by this time, come to obsess many Tories. Despite coming second in the European election of 2009, at the general election of the following year the UK Independence Party won just 3 per cent of the vote. But two years into the coalition government, UKIP had drawn level in the polls with the Lib Dems, and by the autumn of 2012 was regularly scoring into double figures. UKIP came second in two parliamentary by-elections, in Rotherham and Middlesbrough, prompting its leader Nigel Farage to declare that his party was “the new third force in British politics”.

         Surveys at the time suggested new UKIP supporters were coming disproportionately from the Conservatives. With Labour ahead and many Tories wondering whether they would keep their seats, let alone remain in government, demand grew for Cameron to do something that might stifle UKIP’s appeal. A referendum on Europe was, for some, the obvious response.

         Yet, despite the party’s name, people’s attraction to UKIP owed more to their outlook and their distrust of mainstream politicians than to any policy. As Lord Ashcroft Polls found at the end of 2012, only just over a quarter of voters saying they were considering UKIP said that resolving Britain’s future relations with the EU was among the top three issues facing the country; only 7 per cent of them said it was the most important of all. Economic growth and jobs, welfare reform, immigration and the deficit all mattered to them more.

         For those reasons, whatever its merits as a policy, the pledge to renegotiate Britain’s relationship with the EU and put the result before the people in a referendum was never likely to halt the rise of UKIP: within weeks of Cameron’s announcement UKIP had moved comfortably into third place, regularly recording poll shares in the mid or even high teens. The party won 23 per cent of the vote in the May 2013 local elections, just two points behind the Tories.

         Whether this surprised those who argued for a referendum as a way of shooting UKIP’s fox is unclear. There was, after all, a convenient link between apparent electoral expedience and the policy they wanted anyway. It was perhaps notable that in the mid-1990s, with Tory councils and parliamentary seats toppling to the Lib Dems, the argument was seldom to be heard that the Major government should take a leaf out of the Lib Dem book and promise to join the euro or put a penny on income tax. Either way, by the end of 2012, Cameron had decided that a continuing row over Europe would distract from his wider mission and the task of winning a majority: clearly, the rebels would not give him a moment’s peace until he gave them what they wanted.

         When it came to Europe, the real distinction between Cameron and many others in the Conservative Party was not his position but his fervour, or lack of it. Part of this was deliberate. In standing for the leadership, Cameron had set out to modernise his party, which, more than a decade after the rebellions over the Maastricht Treaty, had never completely expunged its reputation for “banging on about Europe”, as he often put it. (Not that it had tried very hard: as recently as 2001 its general election campaign had been dominated by its call to “keep the pound”, a rallying cry often, literally, issued through a megaphone from the back of a truck. Tony Blair, meanwhile, was seen every day in a school or hospital. The public interpreted the parties’ priorities from these visual cues and voted accordingly. The fact that Labour had in any case promised a referendum on any decision for Britain to join the euro made the Tories’ choice of theme all the more eccentric.) Cameron was determined to change the subject.

         But there was a second reason why Cameron never showed much zeal on the European question: he simply didn’t think it was very interesting or, in the great scheme of things, all that important. Iain Duncan Smith, his Work and Pensions Secretary and a predecessor as Tory leader, observed:

         
            If you asked him instinctively, how much of what the EU does do you think is good, I think the answer would probably be not much. Does he think it’s worth having huge bust-ups and fights over? No.

         

         Cameron himself had always considered himself a Eurosceptic. As a prospective Conservative candidate in 2000, he insisted in a series of emails to Sean Gabb, proprietor of the Candidlist website that classified Tory hopefuls according to their stance on Europe, that he should be identified as a sceptic. Gabb was initially unconvinced, musing that Cameron might more accurately be labelled a Europhile. He eventually relented and designated him a “sceptic” after Cameron protested that his views were clear:

         
            No to the single currency, no to further transfer of powers from Westminster to Brussels and yes to renegotiation of areas like fish where the EU has been a disaster for the UK. If that is being a Europhile, then I’m a banana.

            For the last thirty years politicians have given up far too much sovereignty and explained far too little about the true nature of European institutions. This issue is one of the reasons I want to stand for Parliament in the first place.

         

         As Tory leader, Cameron withdrew the Conservatives in the European Parliament from the European People’s Party grouping because of its federalist tendencies, and promised that under his premiership no further transfer of power from Westminster to Brussels would take place without a referendum – a pledge which became law in the 2011 European Union Act. In government, he rejected proposals for EU-wide fiscal union, becoming the first British Prime Minister ever to veto a proposed European Treaty.

         Cameron, then, certainly had a view on Europe; he just didn’t think it mattered as much as other things mattered, or as much as some of his colleagues thought it did. In other words, he felt the same way about the EU as the voters. In recent history, Britain’s relationship with Europe has been one of those questions on which a relatively small number of people feel very strongly indeed. They also tend to assume that others must think the same way.

         Similarly, a number of MPs, most of them Conservatives, quite honourably and sincerely believed that Britain’s relationship with Europe was the pre-eminent political question of our time. Some of them claimed their devotion to European questions reflected their constituents’ wishes; whether they really believed this, or just pretended to, is a debatable point. What is unarguable is that, for most people, the issue has always come rather a long way down their list of priorities.

         Ipsos MORI’s Issues Index contains more than forty years of monthly data showing people’s answers when asked, ‘What are the most important issues facing the country?’ Respondents are not prompted with possible answers, and can name as many as they like. For most of the 1980s, the percentage mentioning Europe stayed in the low single figures, and climbed only as high as 18 per cent in late 1990 as Britain entered the European Exchange Rate Mechanism. In November 1991, as debate raged over the proposed new treaty ahead of the Maastricht summit, just under one third mentioned the subject, leaving it still well behind unemployment and the NHS in the priority list. The proportion reached only 22 per cent in September 1992 amid the financial turmoil that saw sterling leave the ERM. At the height of the July 1993 Maastricht rebellion, culminating in a confidence motion which could have precipitated a general election, just 19 per cent of voters named the subject that was so exercising their elected representatives (the same proportion, incidentally, that mentioned education; a quarter mentioned crime, one third mentioned the economy and the NHS, and two thirds mentioned unemployment).

         In the later 1990s, Europe rose higher up the public agenda alongside the question of whether Tony Blair would try to take Britain into the euro: more than two fifths named the subject during the election campaign of April 1997. The numbers drifted steadily down to just 14 per cent at the 2001 election, when one third mentioned education and two fifths the NHS (helping to explain the failure of the Tories’ Europe-dominated campaign), and hardly registered thereafter except for mini-peaks spurred by specific events: 26 per cent in June 2003 on the news of the accession of ten new member states, and 19 per cent on the French and Dutch rejection of the proposed new constitution in June 2005 (the figure fell by half the following month and remained in single figures for the next nine years).

         In the summer that followed Cameron’s arrival in Downing Street, the proportion of voters naming Europe as a priority fell as low as 1 per cent. At the time of the backbench referendum bill, introduced to give the people the say for which they supposedly clamoured, just four in a hundred people told Ipsos MORI that Europe was one of the issues that mattered most.

         The announcement of an in–out referendum, then, marked the victory of a relentless campaign, but not a popular crusade. Indeed, in January 2013, shortly after Cameron’s historic speech, only a bare majority – 58 per cent – told YouGov they supported the plan. While fewer than a quarter were opposed, nearly a fifth said they didn’t know whether they wanted a referendum or not.

         If the voters were ambivalent towards the promised plebiscite, this was not just because of the lowly position they thought it occupied on the country’s to-do list. Many also found the subject dull, confusing and wearyingly complicated.

         Early in 2014, Lord Ashcroft Polls conducted a major piece of research entitled Europe on Trial,1 which comprised a 20,000-sample poll and a day-long discussion event involving eighty members of the public. This uncovered plenty of complaints. People associated the EU with excessive immigration, pointless rules and regulations, and having to pay for other countries’ economic problems. Many thought that other member states seemed to get more out of the EU than Britain did. There were upsides too: free trade, unrestricted travel and, at least in theory, better relations between European countries and the comfort of being part of a team – not an insignificant point, with Russia making its presence felt on the union’s borders. 

         But on some of the most contentious points in the European debate, people were uncertain. Did being in the EU help Britain’s trade with countries outside Europe by letting us negotiate as part of a bloc, or hinder it by preventing us from hammering out free-trade deals of our own? And, if we left, would we be able to do as much trade with Europe as we do now (since the French would still want to sell us their wine and the Germans their BMWs), or would we suffer from being out of the club? Britain was divided on these things, and large numbers did not know what to think. Though two thirds thought what happened in the European Parliament had an impact on life in Britain, three quarters said they had little or no idea what went on there.

         The fervent Eurosceptics thought the EU appealed most to a remote and privileged few, while many of its advocates thought their opponents narrow-minded and jingoistic. For the majority who regarded European questions with a combination of doubt and indifference, those who were ardently committed to one side or the other seemed a bit odd. As one of the participants put it, “I don’t want to be the sort of person who has views about Europe.”

         But before long, the country was going to have to decide on one.

         
            1. Europe on Trial, Lord Ashcroft Polls, March 2014.
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