III. 1990-2016: opt-outs and Euroscepticism

A. John Major and Europe: a list of exemptions (1990-1997)

In 1992, the UK obtained an « opt-out » (= the possibility to be exempted from something) from the social chapter of  the Maastricht Treaty and the creation of the single currency (the €).

They actually obtained several exemptions from the Treaty because they didn’t want to obey Brussels in many fields (for example: the Schengen area, the Eurozone), and they wanted to keep their sovereignty. 

Later, the relationship between the EU and the UK was still not at its best. In 1994, John Major (British PM) vetoed the candidacy of Jean-Luc Deheane for the presidency of the European commission because he was too “federalist”. (This scenario happened again under Tony Blair and David Cameron). 

B. Tony Blair’s U-turn (1997-2007)

In the 1980s, the UK was a declining country. But in the 2000s, it had become one of the most prosperous of the 'continent'. That’s why the European Union proposed to cancel the rebate of the UK. Tony Blair (British PM, Labour Party) said he would only agree if the entire CAP was renegotiated, which French President Jacques Chirac refused. So the UK kept its rebate. 
 At first, Tony Blair was quite in favor of the EU and didn’t want to take the risk of asking the population again about the UK’s membership of the EU. 
Questions: 

1. Present the source

Article published in the Guardian on 20 April 2004 by Matthew Tempest about Tony Blair’s decision to organize a referendum on the EU constitution. 

2. Comment on the title: why is it a U-turn
 ?

It’s a U-Turn because before that date, Tony Blair had always said that he would stay in the EU and accept the project of the new constitution without asking the people’s opinion. 

3. Why do you think Tony Blair changed his mind (remember the atmosphere during Thatcher’s term…)?
Because the next general election was coming soon, and because of the pressure of powerful people and Eurosceptic media. 

Source 1: 

Tony Blair confirmed the biggest u-turn of his premiership today, conceding a referendum on the EU constitution and declaring defiantly: "Let the battle be joined."
In a statement to a packed Commons chamber, the prime minister said he would "let the people have the final say" on the proposed constitution.

But, in his opening statement, he gave no clue to the likely date of a referendum. Mr Blair confirmed that the UK parliament would debate and vote on the issue first, putting the earliest possible date for a plebiscite at early 2005, close to a likely general election.

Ridiculing Mr Blair for his change of heart, the Conservative leader, Michael Howard, welcomed the fact that the prime minister had "at long last seen sense on this issue".

But he demanded to know what had happened to Mr Blair's declaration at the Labour party conference that he "had no reverse gear
".

Matthew Tempest (political correspondent), “Blair confirms EU referendum u-turn”, in the Guardian, Tuesday 20 April 2004

In April 2004, Tony Blair announced his will to organise a new referendum about the future constitution of the EU. He was actually influenced by powerful eurosceptic people such as Rupert Murdoch, who owned the Sun and The Times. 

This is a U-turn because Tony Blair had promised a few weeks earlier not to consult the British population on this question. But he wanted to appease the British public opinion (“Let the people have the final say”).

In the end the referendum never occurred as the constitution was rejected in other countries before a vote could be organized (in France for example).

In 2006, a new anti-European party was created : the « Better Off Group ». 

In 2008, Nick Clegg (leader of the Liberal Democrats) asked again for a referendum on EU membership. 

The same year, facing disapproval in several European countries, Brussels proposed the Treaty of Lisbon. Prime Minister Gordon Brown (2007-2010, labour party) signed it without organizing a referendum, fearing the population’s disapproval. 

C.  Cameron facing the rise of UKIP and Euroscepticism (2010-2016)

Question: 

Knowing that UKIP (the United Kingdom Independence Party) is a nationalist a populist Party asking for a referendum about EU membership, comment on its results in the European elections of 2009 and 2014. 

UKIP experienced an unprecedented growth of its score between 2009 and 2014 (from 17 to 26%). It was the second biggest growth. 

What does it reveal about Euroscepticism in the UK at this period of time?

Euroscepticism increased a lot between 2009 and 2014 so a lot people voted for the party which was the most openly Eurosceptic. 
People were worried about the UK losing its sovereignty. And they didn’t like the fact that some of the treaties of the European construction were signed without asking the population’s opinion. 
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In the European elections of 2009, the UK Independence Party (=UKIP), which asks for a ________________ on membership, got the second highest result with 16% of the votes. This populist party improved its score by 10 points in the elections of 2014. _____________ was rapidly rising in the UK.

Meanwhile, David Cameron (PM 2010-2016), the new star of the Conservative party, had to choose his side: 

· at first, he admitted that he couldn’t organize a referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon. But he promised to limit the transfers of powers to Brussels. In 2011, as he wanted to protect the British financial sector, Cameron said no to the new European treaty aiming at reinforcing the budgetary rules of the member states. 

Questions: 

1. What did PM David Cameron announce on February 20, 2016?
He announced a referendum about the UK’s membership of the EU for June 23rd, 2017. 

2. Was the decision easy to take for him? Quote the text to justify your answer. 

No, because not all of his government agreed with him. 

3. Did he intend to campaign for or against Brexit? Quote the text. 
He intended to campaign against Brexit. 

4. Did any of the people mentioned in the text change their minds about Brexit after this article was published? (you may search on the internet to find the answer)
In the end, Boris Johnson both decided to campaign FOR Brexit. 

“David Cameron has called for his referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU to take place on 23 June, after the cabinet formally agreed to campaign to stay in despite several ministers openly supporting Brexit. 

Speaking from outside Downing Street, the prime minister said he had secured a good deal with Brussels to give the UK a special status and leaving the EU would “threaten our economic and national security”. […]

Six cabinet ministers gathered for a photograph at the headquarters of Vote Leave, signalling their intention to back the main Brexit campaign.

Cameron confirmed they would all be able to campaign freely and said there would be many passionate arguments over the months ahead, but the ultimate decision would lie with the British people. […]

“I do not love Brussels. I love Britain. I am the first to say there are many ways the EU needs to improve. The task of reforming Europe does not end with yesterday’s agreement. I will never say our country could not survive outside Europe … That is not the question. The question is will we be safer, stronger and better off working together in a reformed Europe or out on our own. […]

Cameron has most of the prominent cabinet ministers on his side, including Theresa May, the home secretary, Philip Hammond, the foreign secretary, and George Osborne, the chancellor.

However, Boris Johnson, the London mayor, is still undecided and could be a huge coup for the leave campaign if he decides to back Brexit, given his popularity with voters.”

Rowena Mason, Nicholas Watt, Ian Traynor and Jennifer Rankin, “EU referendum to take place on 23 June, David Cameron confirms”, in the Guardian, Sat 20 Feb 2016 

·  But with new elections coming soon, Cameron changed his speech and declared that if the Conservatives won the general election, he would renegotiate the relationship between the UK and the EU. He also announced a date for the referendum before the end of 2017.  

Conclusion: “Brexit” and its consequences

The referendum was actually organized on June 23 2016. British voters had to decide about what everybody now calls “BREXIT” (=British Exit). 

The “LEAVE” vote won with 52%.

The first political consequence of the “Brexit” was that David Cameron - who had campaigned for Remain - announced his resignation the day after the referendum. He was replaced by Theresa May (PM 2016-2019). Boris Johnson, who led the campaign to leave the EU, was made foreign secretary.

Between 2016 and 2019, Theresa May failed to find a deal with the EU members about Brexit. She made several attempts, but none of them was accepted by both the EU and the British Parliament so she gave up. She resigned on June 7, 2019. She was replaced by Boris Johnson (new PM since 2019) who managed to set up a temporary agreement for Brexit. 

· The UK officially left the EU on January 31st, 2020. But the negotiations are still going on, as many issues aren’t solved yet, such as: 

· The Irish border

· The trade relationship between the UK and the EU and Britain's access to the common market

· …

� A U-turn= un demi-tour, un revirement


� Reverse gear = marche arrière





