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Preface

The IIEA hosts a long-running project, chaired by the former Taoiseach Dr. Garret FitzGerald and led 
by Dr. Paul Gillespie, dedicated to analysing the UK’s policies towards the EU and their implications 
for Ireland, Britain and Europe. The project group has so far published two major reports on the 
subject in the form of the books Britain’s European Question (1996)1 and Blair’s Britain, England’s 
Europe (2000).2 These studies analysed Britain’s dual sovereignty problem arising from the end of 
its imperial role, concluding that, since the end of the Cold War, it has faced a crisis of state and 
national identity concerning both its external position – in Europe and the world – and its internal 
constitutional structure. 

They drew five scenarios for the possible development of the UK’s relationship with the EU. They ran 
from the loosest in which it would be an outsider from several core EU competences such as the euro, 
Schengen or the social chapter; through an opportunist role in which it would choose on self-interested 
grounds to be in or out of them; through being a late joiner forced by circumstances once certain EU 
integration initiatives had succeeded; through a gambler role in which it would join major initiatives 
and then seek to change or adapt them to its own needs; finally the UK could adopt a leadership 
role by exercising the full strength of its position as a large European state. These scenarios are not 
necessarily exclusive of one another, since they can change or overlap as circumstances dictate. They 
remain relevant in assessing the UK’s European role.

In 2009 and early 2010 the group has focused on the European policies of the Conservatives under 
David Cameron. Group members travelled to the UK in the summer of 2009 and engaged in a series 
of meetings and interviews with members of parliament, peers and shadow cabinet ministers, as well 
as with senior officials, journalists, think tank directors and policy analysts. The conclusions of this 
delegation, updated in light of subsequent events, were published in November of that year in an 
interim assessment, David Cameron’s European Strategy, which is available for download on the 
IIEA website. 

The IIEA also invited a number of British experts to Dublin. Damian Green MP, Lord William Wallace 
and Professor Robert Hazell delivered keynote addresses before the May 2010 election. Lord Andrew 
Turnbull, Professor Simon Hix and Lord Nigel Lawson visited us soon after to share their analysis 
of the result and to join in a discussion on the challenges which the coalition now faces. On 30 June, 
the Minister for Europe, David Lidington, delivered a keynote address on “UK Policy in Europe” 
and met members of the group. Conversations with all these experts provided invaluable material.1

 
The present paper updates previous IIEA analyses in light of what we have learned since about 
Conservative and Liberal Democrat policies, and what we know now about the circumstances under 
which the government will operate at a time of great upheaval in the European Union.

a          Video of these presentations can be accessed on the IIEA website at www.iiea.com. 
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Background – Britain’s european Question

Tony Blair came to power in 1997 saying that one of his key goals was to secure Britain’s destiny 
within the EU. He left office ten years later frustrated by the dilemma facing a British Prime Minister 
over Europe, which he described as acute to the point of ridiculous. Basically, he said, you have a 
choice: “Co-operate in Europe and you betray Britain; be unreasonable in Europe, be praised back 
home, and be utterly without influence in Europe. It’s sort of: isolation or treason”.3 

Even at a time of widespread prosperity, Tony Blair, adept of the centrist ‘third way’, could not 
find a way to transcend this dilemma. What hope then for David Cameron at a time of resurgent 
Euroscepticism at home and strain on the Union abroad?

Before the election, the prediction was: precious little. At home and abroad, observers worried that 
this cool-headed pragmatist, the self-described “heir to Blair”4 who had made “not banging on about 
Europe”5 a badge of pride for a newly modern and moderate Conservative party, had been caught on 
the horns of Blair’s dilemma well before he took over at Downing Street. Pre-election, Cameron’s 
problem was that he made a pact with the more radically Eurosceptic wing of his party when he won 
their support in the 2005 party leadership contest. He fulfilled some of his side of the bargain in June 
2009 by removing the Tory delegation to the European Parliament from its traditional grouping (the 
EPP-ED) and starting up a controversial new anti-federalist coalition, the European Conservatives 
and Reformists (ECR) Group.2 But having taken such flak for that preliminary manoeuvre, and having 
committed his party to a series of battles with Europe in its election manifesto, Cameron must not 
have been looking forward to the scrutiny and censure that would have followed him from Council 
summit to Party conference throughout his government’s term. 

Initial reactions to the election result are that with the agreement of a coalition government by the 
Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats, David Cameron may have found a powerful third way 
of his own. Before the election, he did not want or expect to be in coalition government with the 
Liberal Democrats but, pragmatist that he is, we can be sure he now plans on fully exploiting the 
political benefits that accompany the costs of coalitions. Prime among these are burden-sharing and 
blame-avoidance. Fulfilling Cameron’s bolder pre-election promises was always going to be a tricky 
proposition; relief of the obligation to pursue them allows the new government to focus on more 
important issues in the UK’s relations with its European partners.

b          For more information on the ECR, please see: David Cameron’s European Strategy – An Initial Assessment, 
IIEA, Nov 2009. 1
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Bolstering those relations has been a priority of the coalition since day one. The new Prime 
Minister has been keen to demonstrate his political affinities with European leaders such as Nicolas 
Sarkozy and Angela Merkel. These are both wide and deep, including general orientations on such 
crucial international issues as economic and trade policy, climate change, the US-EU relationship, 
Afghanistan, Iran and China. Closer to home, however, there are significant differences of opinion 
that will not be easily smoothed over. What is worse, these differences relate to fundamental questions 
now hanging over the future of the European Union, meaning that other countries and institutions 
will complicate their resolution. As once-radical propositions such as a comprehensive overhaul 
of Eurozone governance – involving budgetary coordination, further bail-out agreements and even 
perhaps treaty change – enter the mainstream of political debate, Cameron’s position as the head of a 
Eurosceptic country, unwilling to countenance membership of the common currency and opposed to 
any further political integration, is likely to become more problematic. 

The Coalition Deal

The final coalition agreement was published in May 2010. For the purposes of this analysis it is 
worth reproducing in full the section on relations with the EU:

We agree that the British government will be a positive participant in the European Union, 
playing a strong and positive role with our partners, with the goal of ensuring that all the nations 
of Europe are equipped to face the challenges of the 21st century: global competitiveness, 
global warming and global poverty.

We agree that there should be no further transfer of sovereignty or powers over the course of 
the next parliament. We will examine the balance of the EU's existing competences and will, in 
particular, work to limit the application of the working time directive in the United Kingdom.

We agree that we will amend the 1972 European Communities Act so that any proposed future 
treaty that transferred areas of power, or competences, would be subject to a referendum on 
that treaty – a "referendum lock". We will amend the 1972 European Communities Act so that 
the use of any passerelle would require primary legislation.

We will examine the case for a United Kingdom sovereignty bill to make it clear that ultimate 
authority remains with parliament.

We agree that Britain will not join or prepare to join the euro in this parliament.

We agree that we will strongly defend the UK's national interests in the forthcoming EU 
budget negotiations and that the EU budget should only focus on those areas where the EU 
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can add value.

We agree that we will press for the European parliament only to have one seat, in Brussels.

We agree that we will approach forthcoming legislation in the area of criminal justice on a 
case-by-case basis, with a view to maximising our country's security, protecting Britain's 
civil liberties and preserving the integrity of our criminal justice system. Britain will not 
participate in the establishment of any European public prosecutor.6

Although this statement does not differ much in tone from the Conservative European policy announced 
by David Cameron in November 2009 in the wake of the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty, and all of 
the issues raised there feature here, a number of key Conservative goals have been dropped.3

We now discuss each of these issues in turn before evaluating the extent of the Liberal Democrat 
influence in the government’s European policies and analysing the key tensions that are likely to 
emerge in the UK-EU relationship over the course of the parliament. 

The Referendum Lock

In his November 2009 announcement, Cameron described the proposed “referendum lock” as 
a “commitment very similar to that in Ireland”.7 While perhaps superficially similar, the proposal 
could have profoundly different implications to those which obtain in Ireland. Ireland’s Supreme 
Court found in 1987 that any major amendment to an EU treaty entails an amendment to the Irish 
constitution, which requires a referendum. Ireland’s European partners may find such a requirement 
frustrating but they understand that the government is legally bound by it. A politically motivated 
innovation such as that proposed by the Conservatives and endorsed by the Liberal Democrats would 
be viewed entirely differently. In the scenario that a treaty which had secured broad support across 
the Union was rejected by a UK referendum, continental voices would be far quicker to condemn 
British recalcitrance than they have been in the Irish cases. Such a scenario could lead very rapidly 
to a crisis in British-European relations, and even potentially to the disintegration of the Union in its 
current form. 

But this is to assume that the lock could be made to work in the first place. There are significant 
conceptual and legal issues relating to the proposal which are as yet unresolved. 

c          On the website of The Spectator, Fraser Nelson lists 190 Conservative manifesto pledges which are not in the 
coalition agreement: http://www.spectator.co.uk/coffeehouse/6114768/190-tory-sacrifices.thtml 3
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In a recent publication, The Conservative Agenda for Constitutional Reform, Professor Robert Hazell 
of the Constitution Unit at University College London carefully examines these issues, arguing for 
example that “[t]he comparison with Ireland is misplaced” not just because of the political issues 
described above but because: 

Ireland has a written constitution and a constitutional court which has the right under the 
Constitution to hold government activity to be unconstitutional. Under the UK’s doctrine of 
parliamentary sovereignty, a government can always invoke the current sovereignty of the 
current Parliament to repeal the legislation of a previous Parliament.8

Hazell argues that it would therefore be very difficult for such a law to become legally entrenched and 
that the best Cameron could hope for would be that it might become politically entrenched. The courts 
would be unlikely to enforce a referendum requirement because they are reluctant to issue orders that 
they cannot enforce, and they cannot supervise the organisation of a referendum. 

Another unresolved question is: to which EU treaties would the lock apply? Who should decide, 
especially in a potentially fragile coalition, which treaties transfer power to the EU to the extent that 
the referendum lock should be triggered? 

The UK sovereignty Bill

To complement this new commitment, Cameron wanted to pass a United Kingdom Sovereignty 
Bill, to “provide ultimate constitutional safeguards against any attempts by EU judges to erode our 
sovereignty”. He compared this proposal to the situation in Germany, where the Constitutional Court, 
in a ruling on the compatibility of the Lisbon Treaty with German law, asserted that sovereignty 
in the European Union must remain at the national level. But Germany has a written constitution 
from which this ruling was derived. For the same reasons that an EU referendum bill could not be 
entrenched, a later parliament could easily repeal any British sovereignty bill. 

The Conservative manifesto was firmly committed to such a bill but the coalition partners now say 
only that they will “examine the case” for it together. In the now unlikely scenario that over the course 
of the next parliament such a bill manages to get through the Commons, it is likely to face strong 
opposition from the House of Lords, the judiciary and the European Commission.

The coalition agreement has also mitigated the possible connection between a running external 
sovereign battle between the UK and the EU and its internal constitutional rearrangements. The 
prospect that a Conservative government with a large Eurosceptic majority would antagonise Scotland 
and Wales as the bearers of an English nationalism impatient with overspending and assertive Celtic 
peripheries – thereby provoking separatist sentiment – has been made much less likely by the election 
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result and its governmental outcome. The Liberal Democrats bring their 11 parliamentary seats in 
Scotland to the coalition and provide its Secretary of State. Elections results and polling evidence 
show a decisive shift away from support for independence that is expected to influence next year’s 
Scottish Parliament election, which will be held on the same day as the referendum on the alternative 
vote. 

Thus the UK’s dual sovereignty problem looks more easy to manage as it makes the transition 
towards a more long term coalition politics – assuming this coalition government does not fall apart 
on economic policy or expenditure cuts before it can reap the advantage of pioneering such a political 
change. 

The ‘Ratchet’ Clause

The Conservative manifesto commitment to changing the law so that using any ‘passerelle’ or ‘ratchet’ 
clause in the Lisbon Treaty to expand the powers of the EU would require the Government to pass 
an Act of Parliament has also survived the coalition negotiations. But in practice, writes Hazell, this 
was already covered. The European Union (Amendment) Act 2008, which gave effect to the Lisbon 
Treaty, requires parliamentary approval for further changes in powers under the Treaty (they are 
enumerated in a long list in section 6).9 These add to pre-existing locks relating to economic and 
monetary union contained in sections 2 to 4 of the European Communities (Amendment) Act 1993.10

So, to summarise: whilst the significant referendum lock survives, as does the largely cosmetic ratchet 
provision, the idea of a sovereignty bill is now merely to be examined in partnership with the junior 
coalition partners.

The ‘British Guarantees’

Apart from its proposed constitutional reforms, a second group of Conservative policy goals related 
to ‘British Guarantees’, which, if pursued, would have required approval from every Member State. 
The menu comprised a full opt-out from the Charter of Fundamental Rights, an additional protocol 
in the area of Justice and Home Affairs ensuring that only British authorities could initiate criminal 
investigations in the UK, and a restoration of control over “those parts of social and employment 
legislation which have proved most damaging to the British economy”, referring in particular to the 
Working Time Directive. 

It was always clear that a majority Conservative government would have had to make major concessions 
in negotiations with other member states in order to gain the necessary unanimous approval for any 
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of these measures. The coalition agreement lets them off the hook to a large extent, committing 
only to non-participation in the establishment of a European Public Prosecutor while saying that the 
new government would “work to limit the application of the Working Time Directive in the United 
Kingdom.”11

Even without the difficult renegotiations originally sought by the Tories, important issues loom on 
the EU agenda later this year which will demand hard choices for the government. Some of these will 
demand a great deal of compromise and finesse. The new Chancellor, George Osborne, has already 
accepted a directive on hedge funds which few in London welcomed. He and his government partners 
can now look forward to a tough renegotiation of the EU budget; a big push towards enhanced 
economic governance in the Eurozone and perhaps the broader EU; the roll out of an EU diplomatic 
corps in the form of the European External Action Service (EEAS); controversy over developments 
in the arena of defence procurement and cooperation; and the possible establishment of a European 
investigation order consolidating agreements already reached on terrorism, serious crime and illegal 
immigration.12 

A Climbdown in the Parliament?

Cameron will also face renewed pressure to abandon the fringe ECR group in the European Parliament. 
Since the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty, the Parliament has been increasingly assertive in deploying 
its new powers to influence legislation. Its growing might has been evident in recent battles over the 
EU-US terrorist finance tracking programme, the formation of the European External Action Service, 
financial supervisory and regulatory reform, and nutrition labelling for pre-packed food. In each 
instance, the Parliament substantially altered the Commission’s original proposals. 

A recent report by Votewatch.eu, an independent website dedicated to analysis of the political 
decisions and activities of the European Parliament, found that European political groups have 
increased their internal cohesion, that MEPs increasingly vote along transnational party lines rather 
than in accordance with national priorities, that the EPP remains the largest group in the Parliament 
but that when the Parliament splits along left-right lines, the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats in 
Europe (the group to which Nick Clegg’s party belongs) are the ‘kingmakers’.13 

The Conservatives explain their pull-out from the EPP in terms of a principled objection to the group’s 
formally federalist aspirations. Besides, they say, the EPP stands only to “lose a bad tenant and gain 
a good neighbour”.14 But Votewatch.eu’s analysis indicates that this might not be the case, as the EPP 
is now on the winning side of votes less often than before. 

We should also ask what the Conservatives stand to gain and lose. We know that forming the ECR 
cost David Cameron political capital with his European counterparts, but apart from some peace and 
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quiet from his Eurosceptic party base, it is not yet clear what he has gained from the manouevre. 
Votewatch.eu notes that his party “has been in a minority inside the ECR particularly on budgetary 
control votes: the voting line of the UK Conservatives has matched that of the rest of ECR only 58% 
of times.”15

In the shifting political context outlined above, the Conservatives’ continued isolation from the 
parliamentary mainstream affects their ability to shape crucial laws. In addition, it deprives them of 
useful networks of affiliation and communication with potential allies across the continent. Many of 
these sympathetic counterparts are hopeful that the moderating tendencies of the UK’s ‘new politics’ 
will help Cameron move away from the ECR – if not back to full membership of the EPP, then at least 
to some sort of closer working relationship. 

The Liberal Democrat Influence

Though the Liberal Democrats did not secure any of the key ministerial portfolios that would allow 
them to shape the UK’s European policies directly (with the possible exception of Chris Huhne as 
Energy Secretary), their dampening effect on certain Tory tendencies is likely to be dramatic.4 Even if 
the Conservatives stand firm on ECR membership and economic governance, it is clear that Cameron 
is pragmatically using the fact of coalition government to moderate his position on a number of 
EU-related issues. One example is that in opposition, Cameron’s EU spokesman was the hardline 
Eurosceptic Mark Francois, whereas in government the Europe Minister is the more centrist and 
experienced David Lidington. 

Though fiscal constraints and Conservative opposition ruled out some of their bolder budgetary goals, 
the Liberal Democrats did win key concessions in the domestic arena including a referendum on 
electoral reform (to be held on May 5th 2011), the protection and extension of civil liberties, and 
a fixed term for the parliament. Their promised amnesty for illegal immigrants did not survive the 
negotiations but final policy in this area is likely to represent a compromise between the two parties’ 
positions. 

d          The five Liberal Democrat Ministers are: Deputy Prime Minister, Nick Clegg MP; Secretary of State for Busi-
ness, Innovation and Skills, Vince Cable MP; Secretary of State for Energy and Climate Change, Chris Huhne MP; Chief 
Secretary to the Treasury, Danny Alexander MP; and Secretary of State for Scotland, Michael Moore MP. Other Lib Dem 
appointments relevant to the EU-UK relationship are Jeremy Brown as Minister of State at the Foreign and Common-
wealth Office and Nick Harvey MP as Minister of State for the Armed Forces. 7
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Before the election, William Hague told the French Foreign Minister, Bernard Kouchner, that a Tory 
government would adopt a general policy of doing “not very much at all” in the EU.16 That general 
inclination might have been expected to intensify under a coalition government where both sides are 
keen to tiptoe around the large faultline of EU relations, but early indications are that this is not the 
case. Hague now proclaims an “active and activist” approach by his government. For this to succeed, 
it will need solid backing from the Liberal Democrats. 

One still open question is the extent of the role that Nick Clegg will play in defining the UK-EU 
relationship over the next five years. The Deputy Prime Minister is remarkably Europhile and 
internationalist for a mainstream British politician. In the heady days of “Clegg-Mania” that will be 
the enduring memory of the 2010 election campaign, journalists at home and abroad were quick to note 
his European pedigree. As well as having studied in the College of Europe, worked in the European 
Commission and served as a Member of the European Parliament, Clegg speaks five languages, has a 
Spanish wife and a Dutch mother.17 He seems a natural for the post of Foreign Secretary, a position that 
is often reserved for the head of the junior coalition party in other countries. But that job was destined 
for William Hague. The Deputy PM is without portfolio but so far, like the Prime Minister, he seems 
focused on delivering on domestic issues; his speeches to date have focused on constitutional reform, 
civil liberties and child protection.18 Major foreign policy decisions and responses to international 
crises will certainly have to be taken in consultation with Clegg. What remains unclear is the extent to 
which he will be able to make a personal impression on his government’s general attitude to foreign 
affairs.

The new Conservatives?

If Clegg’s views on Europe are clear, Cameron’s are less so. Cameron is certainly a Eurosceptic, 
though his scepticism has been described as pragmatic or soft, as opposed to the harder and emotional 
anti-Europeanism of some of his party colleagues. It has also been described as a scepticism born of 
ignorance; while an older generation of Tory Eurosceptics were very familiar with the EU treaties, 
and could argue for hours over legalistic minutiae, Cameron doesn’t seem comfortable talking about 
Europe in any depth. The same cannot be said for much of his party. Again and again, headlines have 
announced that the Tories are divided over Europe. But they are no longer divided between pro- and 
anti-Europeans. Rather they are divided in three ways: between those who are sceptical in a practical 
sense about the benefits of membership, those who want a fundamental renegotiation of Britain’s 
relationship with the Union, and those who want to pull out. 

David Cameron will not enjoy the support of his parliamentary party if he begins to drift too far away 
from a hard line on Europe. Most of the new Conservative MPs and the bulk of the party grassroots 
are less centrist than the party leadership on this issue. The influential party activist Tim Montgomerie 
put it baldly last year when he said: “If Britain's relationship with the EU is fundamentally the same 
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after five years of Conservative government the internal divisions that ended the last Tory period in 
government will look like a tea party in comparison.”19 We should not expect the fact of coalition 
government to diminish this sentiment. If anything, the Conservatives’ disappointing election result 
might embolden the leadership’s critics within the party. This fact should however be set against 
the reality that the support of the Liberal Democrats should give him a wide buffer in the House of 
Commons on crucial EU-related votes. 

Continental Drift

Foreign observers have argued that with this election result, British politics is becoming more 
“normal” (read: European). It is true that the UK’s ‘new politics’ seems to align better with the long 
traditions of coalition and compromise politics that exist elsewhere in the EU. But if the channel 
between Britain and Europe is narrowing, the real cause is probably more to do with expedience in 
the short term rather than any transformational political settlement. The Eurozone crisis may lead to 
increased economic integration but it is also bringing into relief differences of opinion and divergent 
national interests that had previously been subsumed in a common European project. As Gideon 
Rachman wrote recently in the Financial Times:

The days when EU summits were defined by battles between the Eurosceptic Brits and the 
Europhile rest are probably over. But this happy turn of events is not because of a genuine 
convergence between the British and continental European ways of doing politics. The real 
reason is darker and less reassuring. [Recent] events in Britain and Brussels may be a 
foretaste of a new political era in Europe – defined by debt and the fear of a new financial and 
economic crisis.20

Three related issues, each arising from the global financial and economic crisis, immediately loom. 
Proposals to introduce ‘economic governance’, strengthen banking supervision and reform the EU 
budget promise to test party, coalition and European cohesion. Underlying all three are fundamental 
macro-economic, fiscal, monetary and regulatory imbalances which continue to impede the completion 
of the single market. If Europe is to recover and prosper, achieving a better financial equipoise must 
be an overarching priority for all member states. 

9
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economic Governance

Lines have already been drawn between Britain and its partners over proposals (put forward by the 
President of the European Council, Herman van Rompuy, in his new role as chairman of a European task 
force on economic governance) to introduce a ‘European semester’ during which national budgetary 
plans would be presented to the Commission and other member states for examination before they are 
submitted to national parliaments.21 George Osborne has said simply that this is a mechanism which 
should apply only to the Eurozone. On the broader question of sanctions for budgetary miscreants, 
William Hague was equally clear: “Sanctions for breaches of the stability and growth pact may be 
the right way forward for our partners in the euro area, but they should never apply to countries 
that retain their own currencies, and this country will retain its currency.”22 Nevertheless the UK 
is likely to support German efforts to keep as many macroeconomic policy instruments as possible 
at the level of the EU 27 rather than the Eurozone 16 in order to curtail French efforts to create an 
institutional structure of economic governance in the Eurozone through which it might extend its 
political influence.

Banking supervision

Great effort is currently being expended in Brussels to secure agreement on a new pan-European 
system of financial regulation. Proponents argue that this is crucial both for financial stability and for 
the proper functioning of the European single market. But the UK has more at stake here than most. 
The City of London is the powerhouse of the European financial system and the UK is protective of 
its prosperity. The Chancellor has already had to accept wide-ranging curbs on the activities of hedge 
funds and is now reluctant to grant EU supervisors primacy over national authorities. 

This is frustrating for European policymakers who have been working on these proposals for months; 
at a time of crisis and economic uncertainty, these issues will not easily be resolved. Yet there is 
reason to be optimistic about the UK’s broader relations with Europe. In the same Commons debate 
in which he drew red lines on economic governance, William Hague promised an “active and activist, 
positive and energetic” approach by the new government towards EU affairs.23 Later, in the first of 
a series of four major speeches outlining the new Government’s vision for UK foreign policy, the 
Foreign Secretary promised to “give due weight to the development of British influence in the EU.”24 
The coalition’s initial actions and its programme for government seem to back up this promise. But its 
clearly articulated “red lines” on economic governance and budgetary surveillance are symptomatic 
of a fundamental detachment from the European mainstream which will not easily be bridged. 
Pessimists will note that the classic manifestation of that detachment is about to re-emerge.

10
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The Rebate

At the Fontainebleau summit in 1984, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher famously negotiated a 
rebate from the EU budget for the UK by arguing that Britain, then one of the poorer member states, 
was being unfairly forced into subsidising other countries’ farming sectors through the Common 
Agricultural Policy.

Britain’s rebate has ever since been controversial. In a speech to the European Parliament in 2005, 
Tony Blair agreed to a reduction of the rebate in exchange for a significant review of the budget and 
the CAP. 25 He elsewhere called it an “anomaly” that “had to go” and offered it up in its entirety in 
exchange for a fundamental reform of the EU’s budgetary priorities.26 

Janusz Lewandowski, the European Commissioner for the Budget and Financial Programming, is due 
to publish a review of the 2007-2013 framework later this year (this was due for publication last year 
but was postponed owing to delays in ratifying the Lisbon Treaty and appointing a new Commission). 
This mid-term review is expected to address the rebate, CAP reform, and the potential for the EU 
to raise its “own resources” through taxation, all highly sensitive issues which could trigger conflict 
among national leaders.

The Commission will then put forward its proposals for the post-2013 budgetary period in early 2011. 
It will be hoping for constructive input from member states and also from the Lisbon-empowered 
European Parliament, which has set up a special committee on the issue.

Commentators searching for a headline-grabbing fight will look to the UK’s interactions with France, 
whose leader has been defending the CAP in robust terms recently. Cameron, desperate to shore up 
public finances and conscious of the rebate as a touchstone in the Tory-EU historical narrative, is 
likely to dig his heels in.

But France and the UK may not be on the collision course which many anticipate. A move towards 
co-financing of farm subsidies may offer one politically palatable solution to any potential conflict. 
Member states already match EU funds with money from their national budgets for structural 
programmes. Doing so for agricultural support could bring down the percentage of the EU budget 
spent on the CAP as well as go some way to correcting the imbalances which exist in EU spending. An 
early move to co-financing will probably only happen if the British and other budgetary rebates are 
removed. Even if this were to happen, reform would still be firmly resisted by those newer member 
states (including Romania, home country of the Commissioner for Agriculture, Dacian Ciolos), which 
would see a reduction in the availability of EU funds for farming just as long-time beneficiaries of 
the CAP such as France and Ireland are shifting towards becoming net contributors to the scheme. 
Nevertheless, if France and the UK can agree on this, or a meaningful alternative reform, they are 
likely to have support from Germany, the Netherlands and other core EU states, meaning that it would 
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probably be successful. Ireland will continue to strongly back the CAP and this budget negotiation 
could become a major neuralgic factor in its relations with the UK over the next couple of years.

An eU Carbon Tax?

The European Commissioner for Taxation, Algirdas Šemeta, is known to have the support of a number 
of crucial member states in his efforts to introduce an EU-wide carbon tax as a means to directly fund 
the EU budget. He is also backed by Connie Hedegaard, the Commissioner for Climate Action, and 
Janez Potocnik, the Commissioner for the Environment. Other Commissioners, aware that this would 
be one of the most controversial proposals in years and keen to avoid an avalanche of lobbying, are 
opposed. So too are both Ireland and the UK, neither of whom want the EU to be allowed to interfere 
in their taxation policies (for slightly different reasons – the UK sees taxation as a sovereign ‘red line’ 
and does not want the EU to be allowed to raise its ‘own resources’ through direct taxation whereas 
Ireland is primarily motivated by the fear that more EU powers in the area could set a precedent 
which would threaten its competitive corporation tax rate). At a June 2010 meeting on the issue, the 
Commission seems to have put off a decision, though it did back in principle the introduction of a 
common minimum carbon tax rate. However, even this now seems unlikely to achieve the necessary 
unanimous agreement from member states.27 

Britain and the euro

Given the euro’s current difficulties, it is understandable that the UK is not rushing to join the currency. 
Yet just as the euro crisis is bringing into sharp relief the variety of economic profiles which monetary 
union now struggles to accommodate, it also reminds us that the faultline between the Eurozone and 
the broader Single Market hasn’t gone away. 

Last year the Irish Finance Minister, Brian Lenihan, accused the UK of a competitive devaluation 
of sterling against the euro, asserting that this was causing “immense difficulties” for Ireland.28 In a 
letter to the Financial Times, Manus O’Riordan, Chief Economist of the SIPTU trade union, noted 
that in the 24 months up to October 2009, sterling had devalued by 25 per cent against the euro. “If 
any other Member State,” he argued, “had sought to address its economic problems by slapping a 
de facto 25 percent tariff on imports from the rest of the EU, it would have been denounced as a 
rogue state.”29 The traditional Conservative commitment to a strong sterling will be tested in this 
competitive environment, as will the Eurozone’s toleration of any continuing British policy of serving 
only its own interests in determining sterling’s value. This tension is, of course, mitigated by the 
current weakening value of the euro on global markets.
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More recently, the Bank of England has warned that the European debt crisis poses a “key risk” to the 
UK’s banking sector as well as its prospects for economic recovery.30 A healthy Eurozone is vital to 
British and indeed global interests. The current trouble in the sovereign bond markets there cannot be 
separated from the ongoing crisis in global banking in which the UK is implicated as much as anyone 
else. Britain is determined not to contribute to any bail-out mechanism for Eurozone member states 
but given the level of interconnectedness that exists throughout the single market, it is not in British 
interests that the policy response to the crisis is undertaken solely by the Eurogroup, something which 
Cameron’s government seems to recognise. 

Justice and Home Affairs

The Stockholm Programme, adopted in December 2009, set out the EU’s priorities regarding Justice 
and Home Affairs (JHA) for the next five years. Its overall aim is to make progress in protecting 
fundamental rights. In particular, it defines “the framework for EU police and customs cooperation, 
rescue services, criminal and civil law cooperation, asylum, migration and visa policy."31 

Ireland, the UK and Denmark all enjoy an opt-out from JHA policies but each can opt-in to future 
measures on a case-by-case basis. Ireland has declared its intention to do so to the maximum extent 
possible but the UK has traditionally been averse to EU aspirations in this area. Before the election, the 
Conservatives expressed particular concern over European crime-fighting initiatives such as Europol, 
Eurojust and a possible European Public Prosecutor. This was in contrast to the Liberal Democrats, 
who sought to keep the UK at the heart of such initiatives. 

The coalition agreement strikes a wary compromise: “We agree that we will approach forthcoming 
legislation in the area of criminal justice on a case by case basis, with a view to maximising our 
country’s security, protecting Britain’s civil liberties and preserving the integrity of our criminal 
justice system. Britain will not participate in the establishment of any European Public Prosecutor.”32

The sense that this represents a status quo outcome is reinforced by the result of the Justice and Home 
Affairs Council which met on 2-3 June 2010. The UK was represented by Secretary of State for 
Justice, Kenneth Clarke, and the Parliamentary Under Secretary of State at the Home Office, James 
Brokenshire. In a written Ministerial Statement, Brokenshire re-affirmed that certain aspects of the 
programme cause his government concern:

The UK gave as examples the idea of a European public prosecutor and a common asylum 
policy. The UK confirmed that it would consider whether or not to opt in to new legislative 
proposals resulting from the Stockholm programme on a case-by-case basis with the objective 
of preserving security, civil liberties and the integrity of the UK’s criminal justice system.33
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The statement continues that while the UK Government is broadly content with the approach reached 
at the Council on a Commission proposal for a directive on combating human trafficking, it has not 
yet decided whether to opt in and the proposal remains subject to parliamentary scrutiny. On the 
proposed directive on a European protection order, under which restraining orders to protect victims 
of domestic violence would be valid across the EU, the UK declared reservations about the legal base 
but reiterated its support of the proposal’s objectives. It was noted that other issues, such as passport 
regulations and common visa liberalisation road maps for the Western Balkans, build on elements of 
the Schengen acquis in which the UK does not participate.  

The Council agreed to a proposal to authorise enhanced cooperation in the area of the law applicable 
to divorce and legal separation (also known as Rome III). The UK does not intend to participate in 
the enhanced cooperation.5 

Britain’s Foreign Policy – Continuity and Change

Although Europe arose as a point of conflict between the three main parties in the 2010 general 
election campaign, broader issues of foreign policy and defence did not figure prominently. Arguments 
over whether to maintain or scrap the Trident nuclear deterrent aside, there was a general consensus 
on major foreign policy issues such as Afghanistan and Iran. That it is not to say that faultlines are 
unlikely to emerge between the coalition partners in government. 

The Conservatives’ attitude towards foreign and defence policy is based on the proposition that the 
United Kingdom is a regional power with global interests. The Foreign Secretary, William Hague, 
advocates an ambitious and “distinctively British foreign policy”, saying that he did not wait in 
opposition for so long in order “to oversee the management of Britain's decline.”34 However, there are 
many constraints on such ambition, including the reservations and preferences of the Tories’ coalition 
partners. The Liberal Democrat position is far more internationalist and focused on multilateralism 
than the Conservative one, which continues to emphasise strong bilateral ties with global powers 
such as the US, Russia, India and China. Far from championing the ‘special relationship’, the Liberal 
Democrat election manifesto highlighted “the dangers of a subservient relationship with the United 
States that neglects Britain’s core values and interests.”35 Nick Clegg has elsewhere spoken of the 
need for Britain to release itself from the “spell of default Atlanticism”36 and been heavily critical of 
Israel and the UK’s policy towards it.37 

e          This would be the first time that the EU treaty provision for ‘enhanced cooperation’ between member states 
has been deployed. Detail on this concept can be found at: http://europa.eu/scadplus/glossary/enhanced_cooperation_
en.htm. 

For a thorough overview of JHA policy from a British perspective, see: 
House of Commons Justice Committee (2010). Justice Issues in Europe. Available at: http://www.publications.parlia-
ment.uk/pa/cm200910/cmselect/cmjust/162/16202.htm14
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Meanwhile, although the new Foreign Secretary promises a policy that is ‘distinctively British’, not 
everyone is persuaded that it will be distinctly different from the one which preceded it. One of 
William Hague’s first ports of call in his new job was Washington, where he met a group of foreign 
policy journalists at the British Embassy. Steve Coll of the New Yorker later wrote about the briefing: 

On foreign policy, it was fascinating to listen to the Foreign Secretary tic through the usual 
issue sets – Iran, Afghanistan, Europe, global development, humanitarian intervention, etc. 
– and to discover that there is hardly any distance between his coalition’s views and that of 
the Labour government it is succeeding ... except perhaps for the European economic crisis, 
where Hague emphasizes Britain’s skepticism about the euro monetary project, it was striking 
how centrist and even center-left orthodoxy has replaced the radicalism of the Thatcher years 
and the subsequent “wet-dry” debates among British conservatives.38

Although the general orientation of UK foreign policy might not be undergoing a major transformation, 
the machinery which will implement it seems to be. 

A national security Council

On security and defence policy, David Cameron has spoken of “doing away with disconnected policies 
of the present and putting in place a new, connected approach for the future.”39 A new National 
Security Council (NSC) is to develop cross-departmental budgets and oversee a strategic defence and 
security review, with an emphasis on issues such as conflict prevention, conflict response, intelligence 
and threat analysis, migration and border control and anti-terrorism policy. The NSC replaces the 
National Security, International Relations and Development (NSID) Committee established by the 
previous Prime Minister, Gordon Brown.

Cameron has appointed Sir Peter Ricketts (who has previously served as UK Ambassador to NATO, 
Chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee, and Permanent Under Secretary at the Foreign Office) 
as his National Security Advisor, a new role based in the Cabinet Office which will head up the 
Council. Sir Peter is responsible for establishing the new structures and for coordinating and delivering 
the Government’s international security agenda.40 

The Council will be chaired by the Prime Minister. The Deputy Prime Minister, the Chancellor of 
the Exchequer, the Foreign Secretary, the Home Secretary, the Secretary of State for Defence, the 
Secretary of State for International Development and the Security Minister will all be permanent 
members. Other Cabinet Ministers, the Chief of the Defence Staff, the Heads of the Intelligence 
Agencies and other senior officials will attend as required. 41
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In a recent analysis of this nascent apparatus and its likely implications for the broader Whitehall 
foreign policy establishment, Daniel Korski, Senior Policy Fellow at the European Council on Foreign 
Relations, argues that both William Hague's clout and Sir Peter's new powers will serve to boost the 
role of the Foreign Office vis-à-vis the Ministry of Defence and the Department for International 
Development. After years of decline in which “power went to No. 10, policy to the MoD and money 
to DFID,” the Foreign Office under Hague is now set to re-assert itself.42 

In a June 2010 briefing paper, the Director of Chatham House, Robin Niblett, argues that although 
Britain’s relative place in the world and the legitimacy of its stake in the global system are under threat, 
it still possesses considerable strengths through which it can advance its interests. It will remain a 
top-ten global military power and retains important comparative economic advantages. Furthermore, 
Britain is well placed to deepen its ties with emerging powers because it sits at the heart of the world’s 
leading international organisations.

Niblett’s paper is not preoccupied with the immediate foreign policy priorities of the new government, 
but rather is concerned with the longer-term trends and wider structural changes likely to impact on the 
UK’s future security and prosperity. Britain’s “capacity as an intermediator of diplomacy, finance and 
knowledge, in addition to its position in premier international organizations and informal networks 
– such as the European Union, United Nations Security Council, NATO, the International Monetary 
Fund, the G8, G20 and the Commonwealth – will be especially important in a less hierarchical world 
where the power of nation states is becoming increasingly diffuse.”43 

Differentiated Integration – Coalition europe?

This theme is clearly visible in the stress put by the coalition on the global setting of EU policies. 
It can also be seen in its willingness to pursue more flexible and long term alliances with smaller 
EU member states like Ireland and Sweden, perceived by London as sharing several major interests 
and values with the UK, such as on free trade and international competitiveness. In his first keynote 
address at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the Foreign Secretary re-affirmed France and 
Germany as the UK’s crucial partners in the European Union but argued that for the UK to exert 
influence it needs to look further and wider: “The EU is at its best as a changing network where its 
members can make the most of what each country brings to the table. We are already seeking to work 
with many of the smaller member states in new and more flexible ways, recognising where individual 
countries or groupings within the EU add particular value.”44 Speaking at the IIEA on 30 June 2010, 
Minister for Europe David Lidington repeatedly emphasised the shared ties, culture and values that 
could form the basis for a “strong and modern partnership” between the two neighbouring countries.45 

Meanwhile, David Cameron and his Swedish counterpart, Fredrik Reinfeldt, have been presenting a 
united front on the need for Europe to rein in its deficits, fix its financial sector, create the conditions 
of growth and fight protectionism, going so far as to jointly author an opinion article in the Financial 
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Times.46

This is part of a wider process within the EU whereby the UK’s reluctance to enter projects of deeper 
integration may encourage other member states to use the enhanced cooperation procedures enabled 
by the Lisbon Treaty. The more Eurosceptic the UK’s responses are, the more these procedures are 
likely to be used in coming years, in what is called a variable geometry, flexible or differentiated EU, 
more and more characterised by “coalitions of the willing”. This is likely to trigger a debate in the UK 
on whether such a differentiated project is in its long term interests, since there would be a gradual 
loss of British influence if more and more policies are decided in this way. But were it envisaged, 
alternatively, as a graduated process allowing different member states and external associated states 
to partake of various menus of integration it might be more acceptable all round.6

In terms of the scenarios outlined in previous IIEA studies and summarised in the preface to this 
paper the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition’s position has shifted from the outsider scenario 
most associated with Euroscepticism towards the opportunist or late joiner scenarios influenced by 
its pragmatic realism and determination to engage rather than be a passive member state. Given the 
fact that European politics currently tilts clearly towards the centre right and that this is reflected in 
EU policy-making, there are circumstances in which the coalition could gravitate towards a gambler 
or leadership role in certain policy sectors like defence, competitiveness, free trade or climate issues. 

The european external Action service

It seems indisputable that Britain’s geopolitical and economic interests are furthered rather than 
hindered by the leverage which the EU institutions provide and the trust that the Union engenders 
among its member states. Even in the crudest balance of power analysis focused solely on the 
transatlantic ‘special relationship’, Cameron must recognise what the Obama and previous Democratic 
administrations have made clear: that the UK is valued by the US largely insofar as it maintains 
influence in Europe. One way in which it might increase that influence is through the new architecture 
of foreign and security policy arising out of the Lisbon Treaty.

In what has been described as the biggest reorganisation of EU bureaucracy since the establishment 
of the Commission, the newly-appointed High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy, Catherine Ashton, is charged with assembling an EU diplomatic service that is 
expected to have a staff of up to 7,000 and a likely budget of €3 billion.47 One third of the personnel 
for the EEAS will be seconded from national diplomatic services with the rest being drawn from the 
Council secretariat and from those Commission directorates with a foreign policy dimension. 

f          On graduated integration see: Vivien Schmidt, “A ‘menu Europe’ will prove more palatable” Financial Times, 
22nd July 2008; V A Schmidt, “Re-Envisioning the European Union: Identity, Democracy, Economy”. Journal of Com-
mon Market Studies, vol 47 Annual Review pp 17-42, 2009. 17
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The EEAS has had a troubled start but could yet develop into a powerful node of international 
diplomacy. If it comes anywhere close to fulfilling the aspirations attached to it, an ‘intermediating’ 
Britain in a ‘networked’ world will want to pay close attention to how it positions itself within the 
organisation. Key speeches by the Foreign Secretary in the House of Commons and at the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office (FCO) have emphasised precisely this sort of pragmatic pursuit of influence in 
and through the EU. Though resistance from some quarters is likely, the FCO is very well respected 
abroad and a strong lobby by Hague and his team should ensure an optimal number of UK diplomats 
are placed in the service.

european Defence Cooperation

The new Secretary of State for Defence, Dr Liam Fox, argues strongly that the EU should act only 
when NATO cannot, and should supplement rather than supplant national defence and NATO. NATO 
must continue to be seen as the cornerstone of Europe’s defence, any tendency towards EU ‘mission 
creep’ should be resisted, and any blurring of the line between what is supranational and what is inter-
governmental in EU defence planning opposed.48 

In contrast with these strong words, it is elsewhere recognised that great economies of scale can be 
achieved by increased collaboration on defence initiatives within the EU. A February 2010 green 
paper from the Ministry of Defence, Adaptability and Partnership – Issues for the Strategic Defence 
Review argues that “Stronger European defence co-operation offers many opportunites ... The UK 
will greatly improve its influence if we and our European partners speak and act in concert. A robust 
EU role in crisis management will strengthen NATO. Playing a leading role at the heart of Europe will 
strengthen our relationship with the US.”49

Also, as Clara Marina O’Donnell of the Centre for European Reform argues: 

Britain stands to benefit from collaborative efforts under the [European Defence Agency]’s 
umbrella, not least because it can be used to encourage other European countries to develop 
some badly needed equipment, including for Afghanistan. In addition, France might be less 
keen to work bilaterally with the UK on big ticket items, if London undermines EU defence 
efforts in which Paris has invested much political capital over the last decade.50

In a letter to service personnel, Dr Fox confirms the mission in Afghanistan as his number one priority 
for the remainder of 2010. The second priority is the strategic defence and security review. Fox 
continues: “The US will be our major partner but we will also step up bilateral co-operation with 
France and other partners, and revitalise a broad programme of defence diplomacy.”51 
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Though the language of ESDP will remain anathema to the Tories, the logic of efficiency must surely be 
compelling in the context of an extremely straitened fiscal environment. The Liberal Democrats have 
long been supporters of increased EU defence cooperation and of the European Defence Agency.52 
The coalition government can therefore be expected to at least be amenable to initiatives dealing with 
joint procurement and ownership of assets, collaboration in research, compatibility of hardware and 
cooperation in logistics and operations. 

Having passed through a recent Western strategic culture where the defence and international 
security agenda had increasingly come to dominate foreign policy and statecraft, we now face a set of 
circumstances which will put great strain on traditional approaches. David Cameron has called on the 
EU to “articulate the values and defend the interests of the West” and to apply “pressure on national 
governments to bear their proper share of the task – not least by maintaining adequate defence and 
security spending”.53 Yet Michael Clarke, the Director of London's Royal United Services Institute, 
an influential defence think-tank, expects MoD spending to be cut by up to 15 percent over the next 
four years as the government attempts to tackle the deficit.54 One of the National Security Advisor’s 
first tasks has been to deliver a “foreign policy baseline” on which the Strategic Defence and Security 
Review can be built. Minister Fox is adamant that the review will set policy before addressing costs: 
“Don’t misunderstand me, I’m keen that we get the government deficit down quickly, and I’m keen 
that we in this department do our part in helping that, but not at the price of our military capabilities.”55 

If Britain is determined to maintain those capabilities, then increased cooperation with its European 
partners would seem to be inevitable. The St. Malo agreement between France and the UK in 1998 
was a milestone in European defence cooperation. Might we be approaching another such milestone?

This is a highly charged and controversial debate. Though the new military aspirations of ‘adaptability’ 
and ‘partnership’ might sound innocuous, achieving them will entail a ferocious political battle of 
ideas, states, and government departments. It remains to be seen if a nascent European External 
Action Service will play a major role alongside NATO, the EU, the FCO, the MoD and other foreign 
offices and military commands in framing any new settlement.7

g          As an aside, Ireland has a potentially significant role to play in this debate when it takes over the role of chair of 
the OSCE in 2012. 19
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eU enlargement

The coalition Programme for Government states that “the Government believes that Britain should 
play a leading role in an enlarged European Union” and contains the simple statement that “we 
support the further enlargement of the EU.”56 

Prime Minister Cameron, reporting to the House of Commons on the European Council meeting of 
17 June 2010, referred to the decision to open accession negotiations with Iceland and said that “this 
country should be a good friend to Iceland and a strong supporter of EU enlargement.” He added a 
stong caveat: “But Iceland owes the UK £2.3bn in respect of compensation paid by the Government 
to UK investors following the collapse of its banking sector. We will use the application process to 
make sure that Iceland meets its obligations – because we want that money back."57

William Hague elsewhere displays a firm commitment to the Western Balkans and to Bosnia in 
particular. For example, this statement in the House of Commons:

The Government have also made it clear that we believe that the European Union must sharpen 
its focus on the western Balkans … until all the countries of the region are irreversibly on 
the path to EU membership. Achieving this and helping to turn the page decisively on the 
painful chapters of the region's past will be a major test of what the EU can accomplish in 
world affairs. An EU without the western Balkans would for ever have a disenchanted and 
disillusioned hole near its centre. The western Balkans matter to stability and prosperity in 
Europe, and we cannot afford to ignore developments there, especially the current lack of 
progress in Bosnia, which demands sustained international attention … We will work actively 
and intensively with our European partners, the High Representative and the Governments of 
the region to take this work forward in the coming months.58

It is notable that in the short period since the establishment of the coalition Government there have 
been two high level Ministerial visits to the Western Balkans region. The Foreign Secretary attended 
the EU-Western Balkans high level meeting in Sarajevo on 2 June. The Minister for Europe, David 
Lidington, visited Macedonia and Kosovo on 22-24 June. 

Finally, the Foreign Secretary argues that “the case for Turkey’s accession to the EU is as strong as 
ever. As well as offering considerable mutual economic benefits and profoundly strengthening the 
EU’s security of energy supply, Turkey’s membership would refute those who claim that there is 
a clash of civilisations between the West and Islam, and would make Turkey an ideal interlocutor 
between Europe and the Middle East.”59
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‘3G europe’

Before the election, Cameron spoke forcefully of his vision of an outward-looking ‘3G Europe’, 
moving beyond institutional navel-gazing in 2010 and ready to lead with solutions to the problems of 
Globalisation, Global poverty and Global warming. This theme persists in the coalition programme 
for government. 

On globalisation and competitiveness, both the Tories and the Liberal Democrats want to give a 
greater emphasis to EU-wide deregulation, build momentum behind plans for a transatlantic common 
market, push the EU to use its collective weight to seal a deal on the Doha development round and 
reform the CAP “so that it rewards European farmers fairly – and gives a fair deal to farmers in the 
developing world”.60

On global poverty, Cameron wants the EU to fulfil its obligations in meeting the Millennium 
Development Goals, including the target of spending 0.7% of national income on development, and 
help developing countries grow by giving them market access and “helping them to build the legal and 
financial infrastructure they need to grow their economies”.61 The coalition is committed to spending 
0.7% of GNI on overseas development aid from 2013 and will enshrine the commitment in law. 

On global warming, an issue on which both Cameron and Clegg speak passionately, the coalition 
“will push for the EU to demonstrate leadership in tackling international climate change, including by 
supporting an increase in the EU emissions reduction target to 30% by 2020”.62 They will also push 
for the EU to move towards full auctioning of Emission Trading System permits.

Coalition-Building in a networked World

The Foreign Secretary’s first major speech at the FCO was titled “Foreign Policy in a Networked 
World”. In it, he argued that as the world became more multilateral, it also became more bilateral 
because “influence increasingly lies with networks of states with fluid and dynamic patterns of 
allegiance, alliance and connections, including the informal, which act as vital channels of influence 
and decision-making and require new forms of engagement”. 63 

On the EU, while acknowledging the centrality of Anglo-Franco-German relationships, he argued 
that it is no longer sensible to focus efforts on the largest countries at the expense of smaller members. 

William Hague looks set to be a strong Foreign Secretary presiding over a revitalised FCO, but if 
he wants his coalition-building abroad to be successful, he will also have to pay close attention to 
his teamwork at home. In an early demonstration of intent, he travelled to Afghanistan alongside 
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Liam Fox and the Development Secretary, Andrew Mitchell, to ensure "a properly coherent British 
approach”.64 Such unity of effort across departments will be crucial if the UK is to maintain influence 
against a background of deep budget cuts and a rapidly eastward shift in power. 

Similarly, in Europe, Hague, Cameron and Clegg will have to speak with one voice in order to advance 
their agenda, and take seriously their commitment to forming new alliances if they want to challenge 
the consensus. 
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Conclusions

Speaking at a recent IIEA seminar on the future of European foreign policy after Lisbon, Martti 
Ahtisaari and Mark Leonard of the European Council on Foreign Relations made the point that many 
traditional EU responses to crises are now off the table.65 Treaty change is not an option in the current 
political climate. Neither will high-minded rhetoric and solemn declarations suffice. Like William 
Hague, Leonard described a world where more informal relations between powers are increasingly 
taking the place of much of the formal architecture of global governance in which the European 
powers have traditionally done so well. He noted also that this resurgence in realpolitik was much in 
evidence inside the EU’s borders as well as out. Just as the worldwide economic crisis has proven that 
globalisation is an asymmetric process, so too is it demonstrating that European integration is not the 
same for everyone. 

After decades of ‘ever closer union’, the political mood across the continent is now shifting closer 
to that of Eurosceptic Britain. Cameron has natural Atlanticist and conservative political allies all 
across the continent including, crucially, in Paris, Berlin and in the Commission headquarters in 
Brussels. This is why the EPP pullout has become such a live issue – if you won’t work with us in the 
parliament, the reasoning goes, why should we work with you on climate change or trade or energy 
security – or on the wider reconfiguration of the EU that now seems likely? It is too early to tell if 
Germany’s assertiveness of its national interests during the current sovereign debt crisis will push the 
EU further in an inter-governmental direction over the coming years.66 But it would be an irony if 
renewed British antagonism towards Europe forced France and Germany to redouble their efforts to 
integrate Europe at a moment when support for closer union is shaky.

Though it is clear that the next few years will see the UK operating a pace apart from the EU in a 
number of key areas, it is unfair to lay the blame for this detachment solely on unreconstructed British 
Euroscepticism. It is certainly the case that pro-Europeans in the UK have failed to develop a new set 
of arguments but this is increasingly true across the continent. 

If the coalition partners are skilful enough, and coherent enough, they can play on the huge gap 
between the still-common perception in Britain of a malevolent European superstate and the reality 
of a normal, if occasionally malfunctioning, political organisation. By offering a narrative that moves 
from a nasty vision of Europe to a nicer one, with the British government playing a leading role in 
the transformation, Cameron and Clegg could perhaps present themselves as the saviours of Britain 
in Europe while pursuing their agenda within the existing treaty structures. Rather than take up the 
role of awkward partner – thus exacerbating the dangerous tendency towards fragmentation which the 
current crisis is revealing – the coalition partners could seize the opportunity to take a leading role in 
a necessary reconfiguration of the European political economy. 

This effort will require deep reserves of political capital and will. The domestic constraints on the new 
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government should not be underestimated. But if Britain seeks regional stability and global influence 
then it must pursue seriously its desire to craft new European coalitions of the willing. 
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