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IntroduCtIon

‘For us, the European Union is a means to an end 
– prosperity, stability, the anchor of freedom and 

democracy both within Europe and beyond her shores 
– not an end in itself. We insistently ask: How? Why? To 
what end?’

With these words, David Cameron introduced his 
plan for the next chapter of Britain’s turbulent rela-
tionship with its nearest neighbours – a referendum on 
membership of the European Union. 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. Cameron proposed to 
reform the EU to return some of its powers back to the 
national level, in the hope of making it more acceptable 
to the British public before holding a popular vote. He 
made clear that his preference was to stay in the club 
because of the central importance of the Single Market 
for British businesses and British jobs. But his choice 
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of words betrayed the ambiguity that has always char-
acterised British involvement in Europe. The questions 
‘How? Why? To what end?’ are a common reaction on 
these islands to the seemingly remorseless momentum 
towards further continental integration. They suggest a 
baffled detachment, a heavy dose of reluctance and more 
than a hint of suspicion.

In his announcement of Conservative plans for a 
referendum in 2017, known as the Bloomberg speech 
because it was delivered at an American financial news 
agency, Cameron went on to say that the EU needed to 
change to become more ‘flexible, adaptable and open’ by 
ditching ‘spurious regulation which damages Europe’s 
competitiveness’ and to prove ‘that some powers can in 
fact be returned to member states’. Those who suggested 
that meaningful reforms would simply be blocked were 
being ‘defeatist’ despite the requirement for unanimous 
agreement by the other twenty-seven nations for any 
fundamental change of the EU’s ruling treaties. It was 
one of the most anticipated political speeches of the year 
and potentially one of the most significant of Cameron’s 
premiership. It was delayed for months as the precise 
wording, the balance between support and criticism of 
the EU, and even the venue were endlessly haggled over. 
It was not a speech he ever wanted to make.

The Prime Minister was pushed into announcing a 
referendum 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 
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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 popu-
lar anger at high levels of immigration and discontent 
with a political class that seemed out of touch with parts 
of the electorate. Nevertheless, 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. 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 avoided rushing to match Cameron’s referen-
dum promise. But in 1975 it was the Labour government  
of Harold Wilson that set the precedent with the coun-
try’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.
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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 bring-
ing eleven former Iron Curtain countries into the club. 
Britain was the driving force behind both the expan-
sion 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 inte-
gration 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 
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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 task as Prime 
Minister of rebuilding the economy. 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 
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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 posi-
tion of announcing a referendum, even if his coalition 
with the pro-EU Liberal Democrats meant that he could 
only deliver it if 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 immedi-
ate in/out referendum would be too close to call, while 
a successful renegotiation could win round decisive 
numbers of voters.

For many years, the pro-Europeans in Britain were 
on the back foot as an increasingly hostile media 
focused relentlessly on the annoyances and absurdi-
ties of the unloved bureaucracy in Brussels. The EU 
gave its detractors plenty of ammunition. For the nine-
teenth year in a row, auditors gave an ‘adverse opinion’ 
on its accounts due to multiple ‘errors’ resulting in  
€6.7 billion being misspent in 2012 alone.1 The crisis 
in the eighteen-nation eurozone highlighted the design 
faults in the single currency and contributed to job-
destroying austerity policies in Greece, Spain, Portugal 
and Cyprus. These countries were all cruelly labelled 
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‘peripheral’ as the northern eurozone countries closed 
ranks and sought to save the currency. All the while, 
generous spending continued on building projects for the 
eurocrats, with the price tag for a gleaming new head-
quarters in Brussels for the President of the European 
Council increasing from €240 million to €327 million 
and the cost of the new European Central Bank building 
in Frankfurt doubling to at least €1.15 billion (although 
the bill for this one was picked up only by member states 
of the eurozone).2 With the euro crisis driving several EU 
nations to the brink of social breakdown, there has not 
been much for the europhiles to shout about in recent 
years. In the EU’s own Eurobarometer opinion poll 
conducted in autumn 2013, just 42 per cent of British 
respondents agreed that they felt ‘a citizen of the EU’ 
(the joint lowest of all twenty-eight member states along 
with the Greeks); only 24 per cent of the British thought 
‘things are going in the right direction’ in the EU (joint 
twenty-third with the Spanish); and just 19 per cent said 
that they trusted the EU (only Cyprus polled lower).3

Nevertheless, after Cameron’s Bloomberg speech in 
January 2013, there was a concerted pro-European fight-
back. This was notable among big multinational businesses  
which prefer the certainty of common EU rules to facili-
tate trade but which had kept a low profile for years in 
the political debate. Some of Britain’s allies also voiced 
concerns because they value the liberalising influence of 
the UK upon EU rules as well as its location as a gate-
way to do business with the other twenty-seven member 
nations. New campaign groups sprang up to defend EU 
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membership and take on the opponents of British partici-
pation who had dominated the public debate on Europe 
for years. There was life in the pro-EU cause after all. A 
real argument started about the impact of withdrawal on 
important areas of national life, especially immigration, 
trade and the City of London, as well as the environ-
ment, investment and international relations. 

It was the anti-EU withdrawalists who wobbled after 
Cameron’s speech. The prospect of a referendum exposed 
the lack of a clear vision about what an independent 
Britain would do with its new-found freedom following 
Brexit (British exit). Should it emulate Norway, and stay 
in the European Economic Area to keep full membership 
of the Single Market and its four freedoms of the move-
ment of capital, goods, services and people, even though 
it would have no vote over the rules anymore? 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 was 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.
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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, most obviously between 
investment and jobs or democracy and sovereignty. 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 member-
ship and it will keep on changing, not least as the  
eighteen countries in the single currency share more of 
their economic sovereignty to shore up the euro. Whoever 
wins the 2015 election, Cameron has entrenched expec-
tations for a renegotiation of Britain’s relationship and 
this will also change things. Some of the most important 
and controversial topics for the potential repatriation 
of powers from Brussels to the UK are discussed in the 
sections on immigration, employment and social condi-
tions, justice and solidarity (regional funding).

I worked for five years in Brussels covering the EU 
for The Times before moving to Berlin to report on 
Germany. Angela Merkel’s own arguments with Brussels 
and her reluctance to hand a blank cheque to the euro-
zone showed that Britain was far from alone in battling 
with the EU. Until recently, however, Germany was the 
one big member state where the national consensus 
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over the fundamental necessity for a European Union 
meant that there was not even a single eurosceptic 
political party. That changed in the 2013 election with 
the founding of ‘Alternative für Deutschland’ which 
called for the break-up of the euro, although not the EU 
itself. I confess to approaching the EU from a sceptical 
viewpoint – a journalistic scepticism of any system of 
government which spends billions of pounds of taxpay-
ers’ 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 contains the essen-
tial information and arguments for assessing what is 
best for Britain when it comes to deciding on Europe: in 
or out?
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