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THE CASE FOR EUROPE  
Building bridges in an uncertain world 

A. Dangers from Brexit: 

(a) HISTORY  

• A decision to leave the EU would be serious, far-reaching and irreversible. 

• There is likely to be a long and acrimonious renegotiation drawn out over years. 

Divorcing couples often intend an amicable settlement, but the details promote distrust 

and conflict. 

• Advocates of Brexit have a duty to admit that the consequences of leaving the EU are 

unknown. Without a clear idea of the outcomes of any renegotiation, it is a step in the 

dark. It is irresponsible to assume that they will all be to Britain’s benefit, and accuse 

those who highlight the dangers of scaremongering. 

• The historic interest of British foreign policy was to maintain a balance of power in 

Europe, to prevent the emergence of a dominant power across the Channel. If we leave 

the EU in order to be independent of a so-called super-state dominated by France and 

Germany, we will have realised our own historic nightmare. 

(b) SOVEREIGNTY, SUBSIDIARITY AND SIZE 

• The claim that “our original intention was only to join a free trade area” is disproved by 

the following statements from British leaders at the time: 

Harold Macmillan, 1961: “(Membership of the Common Market) is a political as well as 

an economic issue…Although the Treaty of Rome is concerned with economic matters, it 

has an important political objective, namely to promote unity and stability in Europe.” 

Harold Macmillan, 1962: “We in Britain are Europeans. We have to consider the state of 

the world as it is today and will be tomorrow, and not in the outdated terms of a vanished 

world.” 

Alec Douglas-Home,1971: “The only way to preserve our independence for the future is 

to join a larger grouping…our application is a step of the utmost political significance.” 

1971 White Paper: “What is proposed is a sharing and enlargement of individual 

sovereignties in the general interest.” 

• We need to challenge the deeply entrenched notion of “parliamentary sovereignty” which 

many British politicians and newspapers assume to be synonymous with “democracy”. 

Examples from America, India, Australia and other parts of Europe suggest that more 

federal arrangements may better suit our future needs within both the UK and the EU. 

• Absolute national “sovereignty” is in any case a fantasy. Political movements which 

promise radical change on the assumption of sovereignty frequently find that their 

freedom of action is curtailed by economic realities, currency fluctuations, social or 

international resistance, or unintended consequences. The ability to share sovereignty 

with others in reliable partnership is vital even in national defence.  



2 

 

• The perception that “Europe/Brussels/the EU” overrides our national sovereignty needs 

to be addressed by a vigorous promotion (and no doubt also a reformed practice) of the 

notion of subsidiarity, which is little understood in Britain.  

Subsidiarity means taking decisions at the right level. In principle decision-making should 

be kept at as low a level as possible, with the higher levels playing a subsidiary role –ie 

intervening only when necessary. Thus, the state should not take away from individuals, 

families or local communities the decisions which are appropriate to those levels, and a 

supra-national authority should not usurp decisions which can be left to nations. By the 

same token, there are decisions which require agreement and action at the higher levels 

in order to safeguard common interests or cross-border issues such as environmental 

protection, international crime or standards across the single market. The British 

discussion focusses loudly on the balance of competences between Westminster and 

Brussels, but much less so on the balance between the nations, regions and local 

authorities that make up the UK. 

 Article 5(3) of the Lisbon Treaty states: “Under the principle of subsidiarity, in areas 

which do not fall within its exclusive competence, the Union shall act only if and in so far 

as the objectives of the proposed action cannot be sufficiently achieved by the Member 

States, either at central level or at regional and local level”. 

• The British Government’s “Balance of Competences Review” (which has not been 

debated) concluded, after widespread consultation, that the balance between national and 

EU legislative and regulatory powers, far from being biased towards “Brussels”, is about 

right. 

• The widespread British perception that the EU legislation is imposed on us by faceless 

and unelected bureaucrats is far from the truth. EU legislation is proposed by the 

Commission and decided in principle by the Council of Ministers (representing the 

national governments) by whom the Commissioners themselves are appointed. The 

legislation is debated, and can be vetoed, by the European Parliament, and must in 

addition be put into effect by each separate national legislature. 

• For the sake of comparison the European Commission is about the same size as the 

Scottish Office, one third the size of the Department of Work and Pensions, and three 

times larger than Shropshire Council.   

(c) IDENTITY OF THE UK  

• The sovereignty issue is closely bound up with our sense of the identity of the UK. Some 

commentators refer to Britain’s “double sovereignty problem” – (a) the relationship 

between Westminster and the European institutions, and (b) the sovereignty of 

Westminster over the UK. These two aspects are interwoven. 

• Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have greatly benefitted from EU Regional Funds, 

and EU membership has mitigated the historic sense of grievance in the Celtic nations 

towards Westminster.  
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• A vote for Brexit in the referendum is likely to depend heavily on English votes. If there 

are pro-EU majorities in Scotland, Wales and/or Northern Ireland, this is bound to call in 

question the legitimacy of the outcome, and to fuel the demand for independence. 

• English complaints about payments to the EU are paralleled by a similar resentment 

towards the “costs” of the UK in terms of support to Scotland, Wales and Northern 

Ireland. Any policy to reduce these subsidies would add to the pressures for break-up. 

• The Brexit campaign is fuelled by xenophobia and unwillingness to compromise. It is also 

accompanied by hostility to the notion of universal human rights overseen by an 

international authority. Coupled with the increasing divisions between the rich and the 

poor, and the tensions between the different parts of the UK, it bodes a retreat into tribal 

and class identities.  

• The USA, China, Japan and India all want the UK to remain in the EU. Within the EU our 

diplomatic and economic ties with the rest of the world are of much value. If we leave the 

EU, the European mainland will inevitably continue to be the theatre of our greatest 

interests, but the major powers will by-pass us in dealing with it.  

(d) PEACE AND STABILITY 

• Maintaining peace inevitably requires us to work closely and effectively with 

international partners.  

• NATO is one such organisation, about which many of the same accusations of 

bureaucracy and inefficiency can be made as are levelled at the EU. But peace-building 

requires more than military deterrence, which is only a last resort. 

• From the beginning the purpose of the EU has been to overcome the legacy of conflict in 

Europe by interlocking our economies and our societies so closely together that we 

cannot again go to war with each.  

• The machinery of the European Commission provides a vital means of negotiating 

differences and resolving conflicts of interest. 

• Peace in Europe cannot be taken for granted. To remain in the EU is to remain committed 

to international negotiation and compromise in the interests of peace. To leave the EU is 

to increase unpredictability in a world where tension can flare up into hostility very 

quickly. 

• With the loss of commitment to the common EU negotiating machinery, interests are 

likely to diverge increasingly over the years, with increasing tensions – eg over fishing 

rights. 

• No less than peace-making, threats such as terrorism, people trafficking, international 

crime and cybercrime require us to work closely, reliably and effectively in international 

partnership. 

• The money we pay to the EU should be regarded as an insurance policy which helps to 

keep the peace in these various ways. 

(e) NORTHERN IRELAND 
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• There would be a real danger of the Northern Ireland peace process collapsing, and of 

communal strife being re-ignited. EU membership by both Britain and Ireland has made 

it possible to defuse the age-old conflict of loyalties between the Nationalists and the 

Unionists, and motivated the mutual commitment to the common good.  

• If Britain leaves the EU, the Nationalist community in Northern Ireland will again 

perceive itself as subject to an alien state, and any reduction in subsidies from the UK 

government would risk further increasing communal tension. 

• The internal Irish boundary will become an EU border – with incalculable consequences. 

 

 

 

(f) ECONOMY 

• Trade with the EU accounts for 62% of our imports and 56% of our exports. Our 

economy benefits from EU membership by around £90 billion annually, or £3,300 per 

household. 

• There would be serious consequences in terms of unemployment, with no guarantee that 

any losses in EU trade would be made up by the rest of the world. 

• EFTA/EEA membership for the UK cannot be a substitute for the EU. It would mean that 

the UK would face more barriers in trading with major partners. The examples of 

Switzerland and Norway demonstrate that we would still have to contribute substantially 

to EU funds (Norway’s contribution is 90% of the UK’s!), accept free movement of 

people, and abide by EU Single Market legislation (including for financial services), 

whilst having no effective say in their formulation. 

• The benefits of our membership of the EU include cheaper mobile charges, cheaper air 

travel, improved consumer protection and food labelling, Europe-wide patent and 

copyright protection, and freedom from paperwork or customs for exports throughout the 

single market. 

• The Eurozone has given member countries price transparency and the removal of 

commission on currency exchanges.  

• The following statements were among many given to the British Government’s “Balance 

of Competences Review”: 

Japanese Government: “The UK, as a champion of free trade, is a reliable partner for 

Japan. More than 1300 Japanese companies have invested in the UK, as part of the 

single market of the EU, and hae created 130,000 jobs, more than anywhere else in 

Europe.” 

BT: “We would be concerned if the benefits – particularly in terms of market access and 

competitiveness, and valuable EU-level action on trade and competition policy, and the 

single market – were to be jeopardised by a re-negotiation of competences where this 

substantially risked unravelling the existing balance.” 
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Engineering Employers’ Federation: “The current balance of competence over trade 

policy is integral to the functioning of the internal market and would therefore be difficult 

to change while remaining part of that market. Trade negotiations are a point where 

influence and success are achieved by acting as a collective unit, and so competence at 

the EU level remains in the interest of the UK.” 

TheCityUK: “Maintenance of UK membership of the EU is a critical factor in the 

continuing ability of the UK financial and professional services to generate foreign 

exchange earnings. Withdrawal from the EU would not only throw the UK’s trade 

relations with the rest of the single market into doubt, but would also lead to the loss of 

trade and investment benefits in current EU trade agreements with third markets.”  

British Bankers’ Association: “The BBA firmly believes that the single market is 

Europe’s biggest asset; within the single market the City is as much an asset for Europe 

as it is for the UK. The pre-eminance of London – and the UK more broadly as a global 

financial centre – is intrinsically connected to the UK’s access to the single market. 

Without maintaining that access, London could be at risk of losing this status.”  

Scotch Whisky Association: “The SWA is a strong supporter of maintaining the UK’s 

active involvement within the EU. In the field of EU enlargement, we see no issues which 

require subsidiarity, or to be repatriated to national level.” 

EasyJet: EasyJet is a product of the EU’s deregulation of Europe’s aviation market. 

Without deregulation we would not exist. EU legislation ensures that passengers have a 

consistent set of consumer rights and increasingly a common set of safety rules as well.” 

(g) AGRICULTURE 

• A post-Brexit government would be unlikely to support British agriculture at present 

levels – Government papers indicate the likelihood that the total would be cut from 

current £3+ billion under CAP by two thirds to around £1 billion. 

• Outside the EU, the government would be likely to abolish the direct income subsidy 

system currently providing 30-40% of the average UK farmers’ income. 

• UK farmers would lose free access to their current most important export market – the 

EU. Farmers and the food industry would face import tariffs of up to 40% to maintain 

these exports. 

• UK farmers would face greater competition from low-cost world producers with the 

removal of EU protection. 

• Small and medium sized farms would be forced out of business. 

• There would be further growth in large industrialised farming units to the detriment of 

the environment and the rural social fabric. 

• Any post-Brexit UK government would be expected to maintain almost all of the so-called 

‘red tape’ binding the agriculture and food industries on food safety, animal welfare and 

protection of the environment. 

• About 70% of the NFU’s members have indicated that they wish to remain in the EU. 
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B. Challenges best faced in common with European partners: 

a) ENVIRONMENT 

• On the subject of climate change, Britain has been an erratic partner within the EU. 

First, British coal-fired power stations caused damage to the Black Forest through acid 

rain, then Gordon Brown claimed to “lead” Europe on climate change, and now the 

British derogation of 15% renewable electricity by 2020 (from the EU norm of 20%) is 

prompting the current government’s premature abandonment of renewable subsidies.  Yet 

climate change is a prime example of an issue requiring internationally agreed standards 

of both legislation and enforcement – now re-inforced by the outcome of the 2015 Paris 

Summit. Unlike more contentious issues such as the Euro and migration, climate change 

is surely one where to be a fully engaged member of the EU’s top table is unquestionably 

in Britain’s interests. 

• EU legislation has provided cleaner air, cleaner beaches and rivers, led free petrol, 

restrictions on landfill dumping and a recycling culture. It has strengthened wildlife 

protection and improved animal welfare in food production 

• All forms of environmental protection, including water standards, dealing with hazardous 

waste, atmospheric pollution, etc, require common standards as part of the Single 

Market. In the absence of internationally agreed legislation and enforcement, the fear of 

uncompetitiveness generates a race to the bottom. 

(b) SOCIAL POLICY 

• The inclusion of social policy as an element within the Single Market is based on the 

conviction that long-term prosperity depends on social peace and justice as much as on 

economic success. Social cohesion and the willing co-operation of the social partners 

require a balance between market freedoms, wealth creation and enterprise on the one 

hand, and the redistribution of wealth, legal rights and protections and social security on 

the other.  

• The EU Social Chapter provides for common standards of social legislation, consumer 

protection, toleration and the acceptance of difference. Such protections are essential to a 

humane society.  

• EU legislation has delivered smoke-free workplaces, equal pay legislation, improved 

holiday entitlements and the right not to work more than a 48-hour week without 

overtime. 

• Our membership of the EU enables us to contribute British experience, common sense 

and pragmatism to the debates about EU social legislation, and its relation to global 

competitiveness. 

• The commitment of all EU members to pay the associated costs ensures a level playing 

field. No-one has explained why our EU partners would wish to continue giving us 

unrestricted access to the Single Market if we leave the EU and insist on the right to 
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undercut these commonly adopted social and environmental standards. Any likely 

alternative trade deal is bound to insist on the maintainance of these common standards. 

(c) HUMAN RIGHTS 

• Within the EU Britain is committed to international standards of human rights. The idea 

of re-patriating human rights, while separate from the structures of the EU, is open to the 

same objections.  

• If we leave the EU and repudiate the European Convention on Human Rights, we would 

be left with “British rights” instead of the universal human rights which are an 

expression of our common humanity. Instead of respecting the need for an international 

tribunal on human rights (on which Britain is represented) there would be an implication 

that anyone who tried to appeal beyond their own borders was disloyal. “British rights” 

would be vulnerable to the changing whims of British governments acting with 

unrestricted sovereignty. This would amount to a weakening of the rights of the individual 

against the state.  

• The international credibility of Britain in criticising human rights abuses in regimes 

around the world would be gravely damaged. 

(d) MIGRATION 

• Rising concern about migration needs to distinguish carefully between four different 

issues which become confused in the media and popular discussion: Commonwealth 

immigration; freedom of movement within the EU; displaced persons and asylum seekers; 

and terrorists.  

1. Commonwealth (ie non-EU) immigration: This issue has been around for many decades, 

and is closely connected with deprivation and racism. Experience in British cities shows 

that good relations between the various ethnic and religious communities can be built 

through resolute voluntary action backed by economic regeneration and legislation. Some 

sections of white British opinion do not welcome this progress, and use more recent 

migration concerns to re-open old wounds. 

2.  EU migrants: The freedom of movement which is guaranteed by the EU has enabled 

people from Eastern Europe, notably Poland and Roumania, to find employment here. 

The anti-EU lobby plays on fears that millions will exploit this aspect of the EU Single 

Market to come and live on benefits. Experience shows that the amounts involved in 

benefits payments are relatively small, and these economic migrants contribute 

substantially to the economy. Especially in rural areas many can be found working in 

agriculture and care homes.  

Britain strongly supported the enlargement of the EU through the membership of Eastern 

European countries following the end of Communism. This development, made in 

Britain’s strategic and military interests, rightly entailed a shift of EU Regional Fund 

payments (from which the areas hit by industrial decline in the UK had greatly benefitted) 

to the poorer new members.  

It is shameful that the opponents of the EU are now turning this  



8 

 

historic achievement into a grievance, complaining that the UK has inevitably become a 

net contributor to the EU budget, and stigmatising the peoples of Eastern Europe as 

unwelcome immigrants. 

Freedom of movement within the EU has given UK citizens greatly improved freedom to 

travel, live and work across the continent. It has given us access to European health 

services, and funded opportunities for young people to undertake study or work 

placements abroad.  

3.   Displaced persons and asylum seekers: Until recently these involved relatively small 

numbers, but the huge increase in those risking the passage to Europe from Syria and 

Somalia, and the prospect of many more in the future coming as victims of climate 

change, has presented all countries with new challenges to which no-one has an easy 

answer. 

4.   Terrorists, including Islamic extremists: This is another new problem whose origins lie 

partly in social alienation, and partly in the history and politics of the Middle East. It 

raises very serious security issues, but it is vital to treat it as a separate and specific 

phenomenon, and not allow it to become part of a scapegoating of immigrants in general 

or Muslims in particular.  

• It has to be admitted that migration is now taking place on a scale which demands new 

approaches and solutions. But this issue, as much as any other, will not be resolved by 

retreating into isolation and imagining that this will make it easier to deal with either the 

effects of migration or its global causes. This is a classic instance of the principle of 

subsidiarity requiring us to work in partnership within the EU in order to solve a common 

problem. 

• A likely result of withdrawal from the EU is that France will refuse to continue carrying 

out British border controls at Calais, requiring the construction of concentration camps 

for migrants at the British end of the Tunnel and ferry crossings. 

(e) EUROPEAN IDENTITY 

• There is a need to foster a sense of European identity and loyalty alongside our national 

and local loyalties. Fresh energy needs to be put into the teaching of European history 

and languages , into programmes like the Erasmus scholarships and other forms of 

exchange for students and young people, and into civic and other twinning arrangements. 

• Part of our common European cultural heritage is the hard-won tradition of freedom of 

expression, and of  safeguarding the diversity of ethnic, religious and other human 

identities through a shared, value-based legal culture. The urgent need to uphold these 

standards in today’s world is best met by remaining committed to our European partners.      

• The universities depend heavily on international collaboration, cultural exchange and 

funding streams for research, and are strongly in favour of continuing to develop these 

within the context of the EU. Universities UK launched a “Campaign for Europe” in July 

2015, and its President, Professor Dame Julia Goodfellow, stated that “The UK’s 
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membership of the EU makes our outstanding universities even stronger”, and that 

“There is strong support across universities for EU membership”.  

• EU-funded projects led by consortia of partners from the academic, clinical and 

industrial sectors from across Europe have brought about advances in clinical medicine 

and new market opportunities for companies large and small. 

• There are examples of good practice in promoting reconciliation by schools and churches 

holding shared Remembrance events and joint Battlefields visits. 

• There is an urgent need for Britain to play a greater role within the EU, not least by 

Westminster MP’s taking a more proactive and informed interest in what is going on, by 

the British Government playing to its diplomatic and defence strengths within EU policy 

making, and by taking up our full share of appointments to policy-making posts within the 

EC institutions.  

• The slogan “Ever closer union” in the Treaty of Rome refers to the peoples of Europe, 

not the governments. Whatever reforms are necessary, it remains true that, as was said in 

the Scottish referendum, we are “better together”. 


