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In its attempt to ratify the European Constitution, the British government faces obstacles that may well be insuperable. Its failure even to call, let alone to win a referendum on the euro , suggests that the New Labour government does not understand how to attain its European goals through referendums. The delays and ambiguity of governmental policy on Europe since 1997 have discouraged its potential allies and supporters. It will not now be easy to reassemble a winning coalition for the referendum on the EU Constitution which is envisaged for 2006.

From 1997 to 2003, the British government constantly postponed any serious attempt to make a strong case for joining the euro. This was because it had concluded that systematic ambiguity was electorally profitable to the Labour Party. A similar calculation led to the decision in April of this year to hold a British referendum on the Constitution. It was not a decision taken on the basis of any serious political or social analysis. It was a short-term decision designed to bolster the position of the Labour Party in the European Elections of June.

It is entirely clear that the British government will now postpone any energetic campaigning on the European Constitution until after the General Election which is expected in May of 2005. Since the referendum is expected in the course of 2006, this will leave it at most just over a year to win around a British electorate which is profoundly hostile to the Constitution. The Constitution’s opponents are losing no time. Already, they are organising and gathering in funds. Business interests in Britain are no longer as favourable to the European Union as they used to be. A number of prominent businessmen feel themselves personally betrayed by a government which urged them until recently to make publicly the case for joining the European single currency and then did not support them in their campaigning. It is widely believed that the government hopes to avoid a referendum on the EU Constitution because another country (such as France) will already have voted against it. This is a further disincentive to campaigning for the Constitution in Great Britain.

If and when the British government starts to campaign for the European Constitution, its rhetoric will probably lack enthusiasm and conviction. It will stress what the Constitution is not, rather than what it is. This is unlikely to suffice to persuade the British public, which is profoundly doubtful about the need or desirability of further European integration, doubts which the government has itself fuelled. A recurrent feature of the past seven years of New Labour government has been the use of typically Eurosceptic arguments and analyses by Gordon Brown, Chancellor of the Exchequer and would-be successor of Mr. Blair. The personal animosities between the two men have often been fought out over the terrain of European policy. There is little reason to believe that this division within the British government will become less acute between now and the EU Constitution referendum.

The outlook for winning a European referendum in Britain in 2006 is infinitely worse than was the position in 1975, when a referendum was won to reaffirm British membership of the European Community. In 1975, Britain was voting to preserve the status quo, an argument much more difficult to make in regard to the European Constitution, which contains a number of new elements, even if it is less innovatory than some European governments would have wished. If the British government is to have any chance of winning a referendum in 2006, it will need to find a way of plausibly arguing to the British electorate that the best way of preserving the status quo is, despite first appearances to the contrary, to vote for the European Constitution. The European Constitution, so the argument might run, largely codifies existing practice and its rejection would destabilise Britain’s continuing position within the European Union. The capacity of the British government to advance this latter proposition will depend crucially upon what its partners say and do before the referendum. A credible threat by most or all the other twenty four member states to “refound” the European Union without the United Kingdom would certainly make an impact in the United Kingdom. A vague or imprecise threat of unspecified negative consequences would be highly unlikely to do so. Groucho Marx once said he did not wish to join any club that might be prepared to have him as a member. The British electorate, by contrast, might only come to value its membership of the European club when threatened with expulsion.
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