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If the overwhelming majority of informed opinion is of the conclusion that Britain would be better 

off remaining in the EU that does not mean that the British people will necessarily follow that advice.   

What matters is not the truth but what voters perceive to be the truth. That perception is usually 

woolly and frequently quite erroneous.  It is based on impressions gained from tabloid newspaper 

headlines, soundbites of politicians, campaign slogans, pub conversations and half-digested news 

items – rarely from an informed analysis of the facts. 

 

Taking back control 

The perception of most voters in the Brexit camp is that, by leaving the EU, Britain will “take back 

control”.  The British government will no longer be subject to the dictates of “Brussels bureaucrats” 

or the European Courts, British businesses, especially small businesses, will not be swamped by 

costly, very onerous and often silly regulations, British taxpayers will not have to pay vast sums to 

subsidize inefficient farmers in southern Europe and, perhaps most importantly, Britain will be able 

to control its borders and stop the flood of immigrants taking British jobs and exploiting British Social 

Security benefits.  These are the themes constantly re-iterated by UKIP and those on the 

Conservative Right such as Liam Fox, Michael Gove or Ian Duncan Smith.  It is a very seductive 

scenario.   It is also a delusion. 

 

Despite all the economic studies and the probability that Britain would be worse off outside the EU, 

nobody can say for certain exactly what the net effect would be. The “Leave” campaigners are 

therefore right in saying that David Cameron’s doom and gloom scenario about a “leap in the dark” 

is scaremongering.    A view shared by many in the stay campaign including Scottish Frist Minister 

Nicola Sturgeon and the new London Mayor Sadiq Kahn.  The reality is that things will probably not 

change significantly.  The UK will not collapse.  Deals will be done on trade and travel.   UK 

pensioners living in Europe will not lose their acquired rights to healthcare etc.  Even if families are 

two or three thousand pounds worse off per year,   the effect will be scarcely noticeable since 

everyone will be in the same boat.    

 

Free Trade 

The exit campaigners do not want the EU but they do want free trade with Europe.  That means 

membership of the European Economic Area (EEA) like Norway or at least accepting the single 

market rules as Switzerland does and that includes free movement.  That is not a bad thing.  Most EU 

immigrants to the UK are young, often well qualified in a trade or profession and dynamic.  They 

come to the UK because they want to work and English is the language they know best after their 

mother tongue,  Because wages are  so much higher in the UK compared to their home countries 

they are willing to work hard, often in difficult and unsociable jobs which UK citizens distain.  Indeed 

the much vaunted surge in the UK growth rate in recent year is very largely due to their impact.  

They make minimal demands on the UK Health Service or Benefit System and all the studies indicate 

that they make a net contribution to the UK economy and to public funds.  So far from placing a 

burden on the Health Service they are actually helping to sustain it. Even if Britain could stop the 

flow of EU immigrants that would simply cut off a vital source of labour for UK businesses and 

income for the UK exchequer while doing nothing to stem the larger flow of illegal immigration from 



countries like Afghanistan Syria, Libya or sub Saharan Africa.  Indeed, without the cooperation of 

other EU member states, it may make that flow even more difficult to control than at present. 

 

Regulation 

Access to the single market also means accepting the vast bulk of EU regulation.  It stands to reason 
that the EU will not accept lesser standards from importers that it demands from its own members.  
We should not deplore this. There is no doubt that much EU regulation is very onerous and costly for 
small businesses and that entrepreneurs dislike it.  They dislike it in the way that Victorian 
industrialists disliked the Factory Acts which prevented them from employing small children in 
dangerous jobs for up to 12 hours per day with no health and safety provisions and no compensation 
in the event of accidents.   Those laws too were onerous and costly.  For the factory owners they 
were an interference with the free market and their right to maximise their profits.  We tend to see 
things differently today.  In the same way, EU regulation on such things as packaging, health and 
safety or working hours and conditions are designed to improve the quality of life for citizens across 
the whole EU and have already delivered enormous benefits to British citizens.  For individual 
countries to introduce such measures unilaterally would risk making their exporters uncompetitive 
vis à vis their neighbours but when introduced across the whole internal market competitively is 
maintained and standards improved for millions of workers and consumers.  That can only be a good 
thing. 
 

Any legislation or regulation is always subject to the law of unintended consequences and it is not 

difficult to find anecdotal evidence of regulations which appear silly or unnecessary.  But careful 

investigation usually reveals that the truth is otherwise.  When British Pension Funds reduced the 

level of compensation paid to pensioners in the event of the failure of one of their members “to 

come into line with EU regulations”   the Daily Telegraph railed indignantly about the EU removing 

protection from British Pensioners.  In fact the protection only existed because of an EU regulation, 

but as the minimum level of compensation was set in Euros and since the pound had risen against 

the Euro, British pension funds were quick to reduce their exposure by lowering the sterling amount 

to the Euro equivalent.  The reality was quite the opposite of what the Telegraph claimed; it was the 

EU that was protecting the interests of British Pensioners against o British Pension Funds! 

 

The courts 

All international agreements like any normal contracts require a mechanism for the settlement of 

disputes so access to the single market will also mean accepting the jurisdiction of the European 

Court of Justice (ECJ). The ECJ does not “dictate” to member governments but, like any Court, is 

there to determine   what the law actually means - specifically European laws passed by the elected 

Council of Ministers and the European Parliament.  The British Government can and does, lose cases 

in the British High Court so it is not surprising if it occasionally loses cases in the European court as 

well but these cases are rarely very controversial.   

 

The real bugbear for most anti-Europeans, particularly in the wake of the Abu Qatada case, is the 

European Court of Human Rights (ECHR).  Not surprisingly many voters confuse the two Courts and 

even well informed people are often unaware that the ECHR is not part of the EU and that  Brexit 

would not affect our membership of the ECHR.  The Court was set up under the auspices of the 

Council of Europe (a quite separate organisation) to deal with cases under the European Declaration 

of Human Rights.  Of course we could, as the current Justice Minister, Chris Grayling has proposed, 

withdraw from the ECHR as well and scrap the UK Human Rights Act which put the provision the 



Declaration into effect in the UK sending a clear signal to other European States that Britain would 

no longer guarantee the basic Human Rights set out in the Declaration for its own or other European 

citizens.  That would be a very serious step.  

 

The great delusion 

So if Britain wished to continue trading freely with Europe (as even UKIP say they do) then Brexit 

would change little except in one important respect.  Britain would no longer have a voice in the 

shaping of EU legislation and the future development of the EU.  It would lose its seat on the Council 

of Ministers where, a s a major European country, the qualified voting system gives it a much 

stronger voice than most other member states.  It would lose its representation in the European 

Court and European Parliament and its participation in official level meetings in Brussels. It would 

also lose its veto on the accession of new member states such as Turkey.  It would in fact have less 

control over its own future, not more.  That is the reality of the Brexit delusion. 

 

 

 

 


