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One of the most dispiriting aspects of the Referendum campaign has been the dismal quality of the 

campaigning.  The best that David Cameron seemed able to offer was that Brexit would be a “Leap in 

the dark” or that families would be a couple of thousand pounds worse off or that holidays on the 

Continent might cost more none of which is necessarily true and which has rightly been castigated as 

scaremongering.  By contrast the exit camp seemed to be the ones with the big ideas – in particular 

the by leaving Britain would “regain its sovereignty”.  The UK, it is argued, joined a Common Market 

but is now being sucked into a supra- national and undemocratic state losing control of its own 

destiny.  It is an idea which resonates with many ordinary British voters perhaps most neatly 

encapsulated in the UKIP slogan of “Give us back our country”.  But like other claims by the Leave 

campaign the idea that Britain would   have more control by regaining its sovereignty is illusory. 

 

The democratic deficit. 

Certainly the EU could and should be more democratically accountable.  That means strengthen the 

role of the democratically elected European Parliament, something which British Governments and 

euro sceptics have always vigorously opposed.   Or increasing domestic parliamentary scrutiny of EU 

legislation as is done in other EU countries but not in the UK as British governments have always 

preferred to keep a free hand in their negotiations in Brussels.  That is a British, not an EU, problem 

and the hypocrisy of Boris Johnson, who proclaims the EU to be “anti-democratic” while opposing 

any proposal for real democratisation, speaks for itself. 

 

Stronger together 

In reality the EU countries are not so much giving up their sovereignty as pooling it to make it 

stronger and more effective.  When George W Bush sought to impose import tariffs on European 

(including British) steel exports in contravention of international trade agreements he was forced 

into a humiliating U-turn by EU threats of punitive retaliatory sanctions against the US.  By contrast, 

when the US invaded a Commonwealth country (Grenada) without even warning the UK 

government, Margaret Thatcher might have fumed but despite the “special relationship” and her 

close friendship with President Reagan she was powerless to do anything.  The same impotence was 

evident over the arrest and detention without trial of UK citizens in Guantanamo Bay in clear 

contravention of international law.  Sovereignty without power is empty.  

 

The idea that the UK could independently, negotiate better deals with India, China or the US than it 

does as a member of the EU is naive  as is the idea that it could obtain special terms  of trade from 

the EU.  The “rebate” on the UK contribution to the EU budget negotiated by Margaret Thatcher is 

not a  precedent as the Leave campaign has argued.  At that time the UK was paying a 

disproportionately high percentage of its national income into the EU, a fact recognised by the other 

9 member states and who were willing to make concessions to keep the UK on board.  Today the UK 

pays proportionally less than any of the 27 other current member states.  Not surprisingly this is 

seen as unfair and there are increasing calls for the rebate to be ended.  Certainly there would be no 

more special deals for the UK especially if it had already left the EU. 

 

Any country entering into an international agreement or even just wanting to do business 

internationally must accept some limitations on its sovereignty.  Even the Swiss, so famously  jealous 

of their sovereignty that they have never even joined the UN, have been obliged to accept the single 



market rules i(including free movement), to relax their cherished banking secrecy laws and to accept 

the circulation of the Euro as a de facto second currency.  One could of course withdraw from all 

such agreements.  In that respect the most sovereign country in the world at the present time is 

probably North Korea!   

 

The political case for remaining  

While the sovereignty offered by the Leave campaign is largely illusory there are good political 

reasons why Britain should remain within the EU.  The political raison d’être of the European project 

has never been a secret. The Europe which emerged from the First Wold War with its patchwork of 

independent sovereign states with their economic, military and ethnic rivalries proved incapable of 

withstanding the pressures of the economic crisis of the 1930s and the subsequent rise of fascism. 

Within a generation Europe was again torn apart by a bloody and destructive war.  Britain is one of 

the very few European countries which did not experience land fighting and the presence of foreign 

troops on its own territory nor a communist, fascist or military dictatorship or occupation during the 

first half of the twentieth century.  The founding fathers of the European project had themselves all 

experience first-hand the most widespread and destructive conflict in human history.  They believed 

there had to be a better way forward based on cooperation and collaboration between the states of 

Europe rather than competition.  It was an ideal which Winston Churchill applauded and encouraged 

 

An ever closer union. 

The founding fathers did not have an ultimate blueprint for a united Europe nor did they know how 

fast or how far the process of integration could be taken forward,.  But they did know that the more 

closely integrated the states of Europe were, the less likely it would be that Europe would again be 

torn apart, hence the concept of an “ever closer union” – a concept to which David Cameron and his 

colleagues are resolutely opposed. They are wrong. If other EU countries are more willing than 

Britain to accept the constraints and costs of EU membership it is because for them it is a guarantee 

of peace, freedom and prosperity.   That such peace and prosperity is not inevitable may be seen 

from what happened in the Balkans following the collapse of the communist system when national 

and ethnic rivalries again resurfaced with catastrophic consequences for the people of the region.   If 

one considers  the relative peace and harmony of Western Europe in the years  since the signing of 

the first European Coal and Steel Community Treaties in the 1950s compared to what went before 

then, irrespective of its economic achievements, the EU can be seen as the most spectacularly 

successful experiment in international cooperation in recorded history. 

 

Today, Europe needs the EU more than ever.   With the economic slump in the wake of the financial 

crisis and the Immigration crisis exacerbated by the wars in Syria and Afghanistan the peace and 

harmony of Europe is again under strain.  Fences are again going up across Europe and far-right and 

neo-fascist parities are again on the rise in many counties including the UK.  The EU needs to 

maintain its cohesion in the face of these threats and the exit of a major member state such as 

Britain would be very damaging to both parties.  In a world where modern communications and 

transport means an ever increasing flow of ideas , money, goods and people across national frontiers 

the countries of Europe are becoming  steadily more integrated and interdependent whether we like 

it or not.   It is futile to try and reverse this process and Britain should not do so. The old Europe of 

independent sovereign states is no longer fit for purpose.  The EU represents the future.  It is a 

better future and the people of Britain should embrace it wholeheartedly. 


