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We are not forming coalitions between states, but union among people

-  Jean Monnet

Introduction
Addressing the Brussels Press just after midnight on 19 February 2016, Prime Minister David Cameron announced 
that he had negotiated a deal which he said would give the UK “special status” in the European Union, and which 
meant that “Britain will be permanently out of ever closer union – never part of a European super-state.”              

It is for historians to judge when ‘ever closer union’ became a cause of almost frenzied unrest among British Eurosceptics, 
and when it was taken up by David Cameron as a touchstone  issue in his campaign to recast the UK relationship with 
the European Union. Certainly, he made reference to the treaty wording in his Bloomberg Speech of January 2013, 
arguing that his concept of a flexible EU “is not the same as those who want to build an ever closer political union – but 
it is just as valid.”    

And, reporting to the Commons on the June 2015 European Council, he made no secret of his feelings: 

“First on sovereignty, Britain will not support being part of an ever-closer union or being dragged into a state 
called Europe. That may be for others, but it will never be for Britain, and it is time to recognise that specifically. 
We will put the common market back at the heart of our membership; get off the treadmill to ever-closer 
union.”

Interpreting the concept of ‘ever closer union’ is, for some, critical to an understanding of the nature of European 
integration and, for others, little more than a ‘straw man’. The concept has, however, become part of the UK referendum 
debate and it may be useful to look at its origins and development. 

Post-War Europe
In 1946, eleven years before the phrase first appeared in the preamble of the Treaty of Rome, Winston Churchill argued 
that “we must re-create the European family in a regional structure called, it may be, the United States of Europe [...] 
if at first all the States of Europe are not willing or able to join a union we must nevertheless proceed to assemble and 
combine those who will and who can […] in this urgent work France and Germany must take the lead together. Great 
Britain, the British Commonwealth of Nations, mighty America […] must be the friends and sponsors of the new 
Europe and must champion its right to live.  Therefore I say to you ‘Let Europe Arise!’.”1

The Schuman Plan, launched by the French Foreign Minister on 9 May 1950, proposed the pooling of coal and steel 
production, initially by France and Germany, as a first step towards the creation of a united Europe which would be 
“built through concrete achievements which first create a de facto solidarity.” The historic text was largely the work of 
Jean Monnet and his collaborators and quickly gained the active support of four more countries - Belgium, Italy, the 
Netherlands and Italy – and became the subject of intense debate across Europe.  

1 Churchill, Winston.(1946) "Speech At The University Of Zurich, 19 September 1946". https://www.coe.int/t/dgal/dit/ilcd/Archives/selection/
Churchill/ZurichSpeech_en.asp accessed 29 February 2016



In Britain, Prime Minister Clement Attlee responded that the notion of Britain being locked into any kind of union 
with a handful of European countries whose governments might be unstable in the post-war years was anathema to 
him.2 Harold Macmillan, on the other hand, praised the Schuman Plan as not just a piece of “convenient machinery”, 
but a revolutionary, and “almost mystical conception […] an act of high courage and of imaginative statesmanship. I 
hope that British statesmanship will at least be equal to this new responsibility.”3

In mid-1950, the National Executive Committee of the British Labour Party published a manifesto on ‘European 
Unity’. Labour opposition to the plan was clear, stating: “it is neither possible nor desirable under existing circumstances 
to form a complete Union, political or economic, in this way […] a complete economic Union of Western Europe must 
therefore be excluded.”4

With Britain choosing to watch from the sidelines, the ‘six’ opened formal negotiations and the Coal and Steel 
Community Treaty was formally signed on 18 April 1951. The elements of the Preamble, Monnet argued, would long 
retain their significance for the peoples of Europe.  The references to “the basis for a broader and deeper community 
among peoples […]” marked the first formal expression of a concept which was to be a feature of future treaty texts.5

Britain refused to join the moves to bring the Schuman Plan to fruition, and that decision has been debated and 
analysed ever since. The respected UK diplomat, Stephen Wall, has advanced two main reasons for the UK stance: 

On the political side there was undoubtedly an instinctive reticence about the federal model espoused by 
Monnet, Schuman and De Gasperi […]. On top of all that, mistakenly, was the very real doubt whether the 
proposed European Community would prove sustainable. Here, our sense of national pride at our own wartime 
achievements overly influenced our judgement about the capacity and self-interest of continental Europe to 
form a lasting union. And the wish was father to the thought.6    

Encouraged by Monnet, the Belgian and Netherlands Foreign Ministers drafted a four-page memorandum containing 
the outline of a truly ambitious project - an ‘Economic Community’ to be established by treaty. The Foreign Ministers 
of the ‘six’ met at Messina in Italy on 1 June 1955 and initiated a mechanism for negotiation. An invitation was 
extended to Britain to take part.

Macmillan persuaded Prime Minister Anthony Eden to send a representative to the Messina Committee in the person 
of the Under Secretary at the Board of Trade, Russell Bretherton, an economist of considerable reputation who, as a 
tutor in Oxford had numbered Harold Wilson among his students. He was given a clear brief – not to commit the 
United Kingdom to anything – and carried it out expertly. When the time came to indicate that Britain would not 
participate in a project which was becoming increasingly political in nature, he departed.   

Negotiations continued without British involvement and on 25 March 1957, in Rome, the Treaties establishing 
Euratom and the European Economic Community (EEC) were signed by the representatives of the original ‘six’. 
The Treaties set objectives, identified key policy areas and established a unique institutional structure – Council of 
Ministers; executive Commission, Representative Assembly and Court of Justice. The Preamble of the EEC Treaty 
contained a statement of lasting significance: that the ‘six’ were: “Determined to lay the foundations of an ever closer 
union among the peoples of Europe.”7

2 Jago, Michael. "Clement Attlee: The Inevitable Prime Minister". London: Biteback Pub., 2014. Print.
3 Horne, Alistair. "Macmillan 1894-1956, Volume 1". London: Macmillan, 1988. Print.
4 The Labour Party.(1950) "National Executive Manifesto ‘European Unity’", http://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/2005/4/8/626bf849-
0be2-499c-a924-d768c9f05feb/publishable_en.pdf accessed 29 February 2016 
5  ECSC Treaty (1951)"Treaty establishing the European Coal and Steel Community" Paris, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/?uri=URISERV:xy0022, accessed 29 February 2016
6 Wall, Stephen (2008)  A Stranger in Europe. Britain and the EU from Thatcher to Blair.  Oxford University Press
7 EEC Treaty (1957) "Treaty Establishing the European Economic Community and Related Instruments" Rome, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:11957E accessed 29 February 2016
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The First UK Application and de Gaulle’s ‘non’
In 1960, Charles de Gaulle was firmly re-established in power in Paris and advanced a concept of European unity which 
challenged some of the fundamental Schuman-Monnet ideas by proposing a ‘Europe des Patries’ (Europe of the States). 

While the Community was learning to live with de Gaulle, a moment of historic choice had arrived for the United 
Kingdom. Harold Macmillan, at the end of 1960 circulated a memorandum on “the state of the Free World and the 
need to organise all its forces, economic, political and military to withstand the threats looming against us all over the 
world.”8 This paper formed the basis for the decision to apply for membership of the European Economic Community.    

On 2 August 1961, Prime Minister Macmillan introduced  a Government Motion in the House of Commons: 

That this House supports the decision of Her Majesty’s Government to make formal application under Article 
237 of the Treaty of Rome […]  This problem of sovereignty, to which we must, of course, attach the highest 
importance is, in the end, perhaps a matter of degree […]. At any rate, there is nothing in the Treaty of Rome 
which commits the members of the EEC to any kind of federalist solution, nor could such a system be imposed 
on member countries.

The motion was carried comfortably, with a majority of well over 100, with the Labour Party abstaining, and on 9 
August 1961 the text of a formal letter of application was agreed by Ministers and dispatched to Brussels:.  

Monsieur le President

I have the honour to inform Your Excellency that, in accordance with the terms of the resolution carried by 
both Houses of Parliament on the 3rd of August, Her Majesty's Government in the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland wishes to open  negotiations with a view to acceding to the Treaty of Rome under 
the terms of Article  237.

As the Member Governments of the European Economic Community are aware, Her Majesty's Government 
have need to take account of the special Commonwealth relationship as well as the essential interests of British 
agriculture and of the other members of the European Free Trade Association.   

Her Majesty's Government believe that Member Governments will consider these problems sympathetically 
and therefore have every confidence in a successful outcome to the negotiations.  This would constitute an 
historic step towards that closer union among the European peoples which is the common wish of the United 
Kingdom and of the Members of the Community,

(Signed)  Harold MacMillan

The reference to ‘closer union among the European peoples’ in the letter is notable. The UK application was accompanied 
by those of Denmark, Ireland and Norway. 

Negotiations opened in November 1961 and continued through 1962, but progress towards a  decision by the Council 
of Ministers was overtaken by a dramatic statement by the French President, Charles de Gaulle, vetoing talks with the 
UK: “it is possible that one day England might manage to transform herself sufficiently to become part of the European 
community […] and in this case the Six would open the door to her and France would raise no obstacle, although 
obviously England’s simple participation in the Community would considerably change its nature and its volume.”9 The 
abrupt ending of the negotiations with Britain led to postponement of the talks with Denmark, Norway and Ireland.   

8 Macmillan, Harold (1973)  "At the End of the Day 1961-1963"  New York: Harper and Row. 
9 de Gaulle, Charles   (1963)   Speech by President de Gaulle, 14 January 1963. http://aei.pitt.edu/5777/ accessed 29 February 2016
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Harold Wilson and the Second UK Application
1964 saw the defeat of the Conservative Government and the arrival of a Labour administration led by Harold Wilson. 
He was opposed by a new Tory leader, Edward Heath, a committed pro-European, who argued strongly for a renewed 
British effort to obtain membership of the Community. Wilson, by nature cautious, even equivocal, responded by 
expressing the view that Britain should only make another bid if there was a prospect of the UK gaining admission on 
satisfactory terms. “Given a fair wind […] we will negotiate our way into the Common Market, head held high, not 
crawl in.”10 A dramatic currency crisis in July 1966 forced a fundamental assessment of British policy options, among 
which entry into the Common Market appeared to offer serious economic gains.   

On 30 April 1967, the Cabinet voted by 13 to 8 to approve a formal application. The House of Commons adopted a 
Motion empowering the Government to present a formal application to accede to the European Treaties. The Motion 
was adopted by the House of Commons by 488 votes to 62 and three days later the Prime Minister wrote to the 
President-in-Office of the Council of the European Communities:   

Mr. President, 

I have the honour, on behalf of Her Majesty’s Government in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland, to inform Your Excellency that the United Kingdom hereby applies to become a member of 
the European Economic Community under the terms of Article 237 of the Treaty establishing the European 
Economic Community.

Please accept, Mr. President, the assurance of my highest considerations.

(Signed) Harold Wilson.

Within days, de Gaulle responded - ‘Not yet’- and explained that British accession could only be contemplated when 
Britain was in a position to “achieve a profound economic and political transformation which could allow them to 
join the Six Continentals.” Wilson insisted that his new application would not be withdrawn, securing a two-to-one 
majority at Labour’s National Conference for a statement endorsing the Government’s application.

In April 1969, de Gaulle’s presidency came to an abrupt end with the defeat, in a referendum, of proposals for 
electoral reform, and his immediate resignation. He was succeeded in June 1969 by the former Prime Minister, 
Georges Pompidou, who indicated at once that he would not to stand in the way of British and Irish membership. 

British Accession (and renegotiation)…
1970 saw the election in the UK of a Conservative Government, led by Edward Heath.  Within weeks British ministers 
were in Brussels for the opening of negotiations.   

The process of negotiation continued through 1970 and 1971 and concluded with the formal signature of accession 
treaties on 22 January 1972. The individual applicant countries then commenced ratification procedures in accordance 
with their national constitutional requirements: in Ireland and Denmark by referendum and in the UK by approval 
of the European Communities Act. In Norway, a referendum resulted in rejection of membership.  Thus the EEC 
expanded from six to nine members on 1 January 1973.

With the ratification formalities concluded, it was agreed that a Summit meeting of the Heads of State and Government 
of the Nine should be held and the leaders assembled at the Paris Conference Centre on 19 October 1972.  

The Summit Communique committed the enlarged Communities to work for the creation of  economic and monetary 

10 Pimlott, Ben (1992) "Harold Wilson."  London: Harper Collins.  
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union, stating that “the necessary decisions should be taken in the course of 1973 so as to allow the transition to the 
second stage of the economic and monetary union on January 1, 1974, and with a view to its completion not later than 
December 31, 1980. The heads of state or government concluded that “having set themselves the major objective of 
transforming, before the end of the present decade and with the fullest respect for the treaties already signed, the whole 
complex of the relations of Member States into a European union, request the institutions of the Community to draw 
up a report on this subject before the end of 1975 for submission to a summit conference.”11

In Volume II of the Official History of Britain and the European Community, Stephen Wall writes: 

[…] the Foreign Secretary had been asked by one of his own side, Norman St. John-Stevas, whether he could 
spell out ‘what is meant by the ‘European Union’ to which we have been committed by the Community’? 
Douglas-Home replied: “This is something which had to be worked out in each sphere of the Community’s 
activity over the years. Nobody was anxious at the conference to use labels like ‘confederation’ or ‘federation’ and 
therefore ‘union’ is a word which will gradually become defined over the years.”12

The 1973 Yom Kippur war between Egypt and Syria and Israel led to a political and economic crisis which led to 
political upheaval across Europe. Edward Heath commented that “the Community lost its momentum and, worse, lost 
sight of the philosophy of Jean Monnet: that the Community exists to find common solutions to common problems 
[…] so we all had to relearn painfully that there is no solution if we act on our own.”13

In the UK the situation erupted in a period of industrial relations conflict. Heath called an election in February 1974 
to assert his authority but lost narrowly to the Labour Party under Harold Wilson who returned to No.10 for a third 
term as Prime Minister, as the leader of a minority administration.

The 1974 Labour Party Election Manifesto took a controversial position on Europe, arising from a divisive debate 
in which Wilson faced opposition from a growing number of Eurosceptics. The Manifesto argued that “a profound 
political mistake made by the Heath Government was to accept the terms of entry to the Common Market, and to 
take us in without the consent of the British people […] this is why a Labour Government will immediately seek a 
fundamental renegotiation of the terms of entry.” It provided that if the re-negotiations are successful, the people 
would be consulted in referendum. If the people consented, then the Government would be ready to play a full part in 
developing “a new and wider Europe.”  If the re-negotiations did not succeed the people would be consulted “on the 
advisability of negotiating our withdrawal from the Communities.”14

The process of renegotiation was started and, as Pimlott emphasises in his Wilson biography, the purpose soon became 
clear. An unnamed official is quoted as saying “it soon became clear to me that the objective was to create conditions 
in which we could stay in.”15  

When Ireland took over the Presidency of the Council in January 1975 sufficient agreement was achieved to ensure 
that the Dublin European Council on 10-11 March would produce a positive outcome. The agreements reached at 
Dublin Castle prompted the Irish Foreign Minister, Garret FitzGerald, to call it a major achievement, noting that it 
had been seen, from the beginning, by the United Kingdom as a crucial element in recommending the UK’s continued 
membership seen on the side of the United Kingdom as being one of the most crucial elements in any decision the 
United Kingdom Government would take in recommending continued membership to the people of the United 
Kingdom[…].”16

When the Cabinet considered the results of the Dublin meeting the Prime Minister obtained support by sixteen 
votes to seven. The referendum would go ahead with the electorate to be asked ‘Do you think the UK should stay in 

11 Brown, Tony (2012)  40th Anniversary: The Paris Summit, October 1972, Dublin: IIEA, 
12 Wall, Stephen (2013)  "From Rejection to Referendum.  Volume II of The Official History of Britain and the European Community."   
London: Routledge.
13 Heath, Edward,  Paris Conference, 1972 op.cit.
14 Labour Party Manifesto (1974), http://www.politicsresources.net/area/uk/man/lab74oct.htm accessed 29 February 2016
15 Pimlott, Ben op.cit.
16  FitzGerald, Garret (1991) "All in a Life, an autobiography."  Dublin: Gill and Macmillan 
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the European Community (Common Market).’ The battle lines within the Labour Party were clearly drawn. On the 
Conservative side, Edward Heath had resigned as leader and was replaced by Margaret Thatcher who placed her party 
firmly on the ‘Yes’ side in the referendum.

On 7 April 1975, Prime Minister Wilson proposed a Motion preparatory to the Referendum on UK membership of 
the European Community: “So my judgment, on an assessment of all that has been achieved and all that has changed, 
is that to remain in the Community is best for Britain, for Europe, for the Commonwealth, for the Third World and 
the wider world. All of us, whatever our approach, recognise that this debate and the decision to be taken in June is of 
a unique and historic character.”17

The Motion was approved by 396 votes to 170 with a considerable defection by Labour MPs. The referendum took 
place on 5 June 1975 after a campaign between two ad hoc groupings reflecting the divisions within and between the 
political parties and the various elements of civil society. With a turnout of 64.5% there was a majority in favour of 
continued membership of 67.2% to 32.8.

Margaret Thatcher: From Single European Act to Bruges
Margaret Thatcher led the Conservative Party to victory in the 1979 General Election. In 1983, in a paper from the 
Conservative Group for Europe, she expressed her regret at the doubt that had gripped the UK on the topic of its EC 
membership: 

It is a matter of profound regret to me that much political energy in our country is still devoted to the hoary 
question of whether we should be in or out. That question was settled by Parliament in 1972 and ratified by an 
overwhelming majority in the 1975 referendum […]. The Unity of Europe as a force for peace, freedom and 
democracy is a goal for which I pledge my Government to work.”18

The European Council, meeting in Stuttgart on 19 June 1983 agreed a Solemn Declaration on European Union which 
contained the statement that: “The Heads of State or Government, on the basis of an awareness of a common destiny 
and the wish to affirm the European identity, confirm their commitment to progress towards an ever closer union 
among the peoples and Member States of the European Community...”

Margaret Thatcher signed the Solemn Declaration. She told the House of Commons that “We strongly support the 
objectives of greater political cooperation which are set out in this declaration, and we welcome the reaffirmation of the 
wider objectives of the European Community.”    

She privately told colleagues that she felt it was irrelevant and carried no legal status.19 In her autobiography she 
commented: “I took the view that I could not quarrel with everything and the document had no legal force. So I went 
along with it.”20

1985 saw the first moves towards amendments to the Treaty of Rome. Under the new leadership of Jacques Delors the 
Commission set out to revitalise the Community and saw the development of the internal market as appealing to the 
interests of all Member States. In 1986, the European Council adopted the text of a treaty, to be described as the Single 
European Act, focusing on the creation of a Single Market and the strengthening of foreign policy cooperation. The 
Preamble to the Single European Act contains the following aspiration:

Moved by the will to continue the work undertaken on the basis of the Treaties establishing the European 
Communities and to transform relations as a whole among their states into a European Union, in accordance 
with the Solemn Declaration of Stuttgart of 19 June 1983.

17 Wilson, Harold (1975) Statement on EC Referendum in House of Commons, April 1975.
18 Thatcher, Margaret  (1995)   "The Downing Street Years".  London: Harper Collins 
19 Turner, John  (2000)  "The Tories in Europe"  Manchester University Press       
20 Thatcher, Margaret  (1995)   op.cit.
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Prime Minister Thatcher addressed the College of Europe, in Bruges, on 20 September 1988:

The European Community is one manifestation of that European identity, but it is not the only one. The 
Community is not an end in itself [...] working more closely together does not require power to be centralized in 
Brussels or decisions to be taken by an appointed bureaucracy. Indeed, it is ironic that just when those countries 
such as the Soviet Union, which have tried to run everything from the centre, are learning that success depends 
on dispersing power and decisions away from the centre, there are some in the Community who seem to want 
to move in the opposite direction. We have not successfully rolled back the frontiers of the state in Britain, 
only to see them re-imposed at a European level with a European super-state exercising a new dominance from 
Brussels. 21

Geoffrey Howe, Foreign Secretary at the time, felt that Mrs. Thatcher’s description of the actualities of the ambitions 
of the Community veered between caricature and misunderstanding: “The picture of a ‘European identikit’ being 
imposed, ‘ossified by endless regulation’ (when very often a single Community regulation replaces twelve national ones) 
through ‘decisions taken by an appointed bureaucracy’ (when decisions are in fact taken by the Council of Ministers) 
was sheer fantasy.”22

In 1990, a challenge for the leadership of the Conservative Party was launched by the pro-European former Defence 
Secretary, Michael Heseltine, who attracted sufficient support to force a second ballot. Thatcher was persuaded to 
withdraw and she left Downing Street, to be succeeded, not by Heseltine, but by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
John Major.

As Major took over as Prime Minister, the big agenda issue in Europe was the Delors Report on Economic and Monetary 
Union which argued that a single currency was a logical corollary to a single market, and provided an obvious path 
towards further integration (although there was recognition that the British government did not share that view).23 It 
was agreed to establish an Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) to consider possible treaty change to underpin EMU. 

At the same time, the end of the Cold War and the fall of the Berlin Wall transformed the political situation in Europe 
and worldwide. An initiative of the Irish Presidency of the Council, under Taoiseach Charles Haughey, led to a special 
session of the European Council in Dublin at which it was decided to hold a second IGC, on Political Union. The two 
IGCs were formally launched later in 1990 and worked through the following year.     

Prime Minister Major spoke in the House of Commons on 20 November 1991, arguing that it was in the interest of the 
UK to continue to be at the heart of the European Community and able to shape its future. He said it was important, 
at the forthcoming European Council in Maastricht, to work for an agreement which would avoid “the development 
of a federal Europe”. Mr. Major said the UK wanted an agreement which 

… enables this country to exert the greatest influence on the economic evolution of the Community while 
preserving the right of Parliament to decide at a future date whether to adopt a single currency […] in many 
respects, the treaty on political union poses starker problems. We are committed under the Treaty of Rome to 
‘ever closer union among the peoples of Europe’. Under the Single European Act, the member states of the 
Community agreed to transform relations as a whole among their states into a European union. The purpose of 
the new treaty text is to define what political union means in practical, legal terms.

For many of our Community partners the definitions are not as important as they are for us. For many of them 
the diminution of the power of national Governments and national Parliaments is not an issue. They accept 
the idea of a European federation. We have never done so. When we joined, we accepted that Community law 
would take precedence over national law, but for that very reason we have always been concerned about the 
scope of Community law—precisely because it took precedence. 

21 Thatcher, Margaret  (1988)  Speech to the College of Europe, Bruges, http://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/107332 accessed 29 
February 2016
22 Howe, Geoffrey  (1994)  "Conflict of Loyalty." London: Macmillan   
23 Keatinge, Patrick (ed.) (1992)  "Maastricht and Ireland – What the Treaty Means."  Dublin, Institute of European Affairs.       
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In these negotiations, we have shown ourselves ready to discuss individual changes in the role of the Community 
where these are in the national interest, but we are not prepared to accept wholesale changes in the nature of the 
Community which would lead it towards an unacceptable dominance over our national life.24

The two IGCs completed their deliberations and produced the draft text of what would become the Treaty on European 
Union – the Maastricht Treaty. At an early stage of the debate, John Major intervened: “In the general good humour I 
was able to re-emphasise our determination not to accept the goal of ‘a federal vocation’ in the treaty without drawing 
any open dissent, despite the known opposition of the Commission and every other head of government in the room. 
I sat back for a while as Douglas Hurd advanced our case on a subsidiarity clause, to ensure decisions were taken at 
Community level only when it was obviously beneficial to do so.”25

The British delegation held firm on its key concerns: rejecting references to a ‘federal vocation’, an opt-out provision on 
participation in the single currency and refusal to accept the inclusion of the Social Chapter, with its extensive range 
of employment-related provisions. The final agreement on the treaty text represented a considerable success for John 
Major and his team. An over enthusiastic Press Officer’s description of the outcome as ‘game, set and match’ to Britain 
has been wrongly attributed to Major himself but, perhaps, more accurately to a general British attitude to policy 
debate in Europe.  

The Preamble to the Treaty states that the member states are: “Resolved to continue the process of creating an ever 
closer union among the peoples of Europe, in which decisions are taken as closely as possible to the citizen in 
accordance with the principle of subsidiarity.” Article A states that: “By this Treaty, the High Contracting Parties 
establish among themselves a European Union, hereinafter called ‘the Union’.  This Treaty marks a new stage in 
the process of creating an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe, in which decisions are taken as closely 
as possible to the citizen.” The inclusion of the reference to subsidiarity in these articles responded to the strongly 
argued UK position. 

The period immediately after the signing of the Maastricht Treaty saw John Major win an unexpected but decisive 
victory in the General Election of April 1992 but thereafter descend into a series of challenges which proved extremely 
difficult. The process of treaty ratification was disturbed by the rejection of the Treaty by the Danish people in a 
referendum.    

The Danish referendum result meant that the ratification of the Maastricht Treaty was put on hold while the Union’s 
leaders consulted on the way forward. It fell to the UK Presidency of the Council, at the European Council in Edinburgh 
in December 1992, to find a solution which would deal with the issues behind the Danish rejection of the Treaty and 
this was accomplished through a mixture of Major’s skilful chairmanship and the inventive capabilities of legal experts 
led by the Council’s legal adviser, Jean-Claude Piris. The European Council agreed to a set of arrangements designed 
to meet Danish concerns: a Decision concerning certain problems raised by Denmark; a number of Declarations and 
unilateral declarations to be associated with the eventual Danish act of ratification of the treaty. Importantly, these 
arrangements included an opt-out on membership of the single currency. They were designed in such a way as to avoid 
reopening the treaty text. 

The Edinburgh agreement proved sufficient to permit the Danish government to put the Treaty to a second referendum 
which produced a positive outcome. The content of the agreement was turned into a formal Protocol which was 
included in the text of the Amsterdam Treaty in 1997.

With the Danish position clarified the Major government commenced the ratification procedure in Westminster 
and ran into severe problems as Euroscepticism in the Conservative party gained momentum. Votes in the House of 
Commons were carried by narrow margins – as few as three votes on one amendment. The Treaty was formally ratified 
in both Commons and Lords but then the Labour Party introduced a motion which provided that the treaty could 
not come into effect until a specific decision was taken on the Social Chapter. This presented the Eurosceptic group 

24 Major, John (1991) "Speech on Maastricht Treaty. House of Commons," 20 November 1991.  http://www.johnmajor.co.uk/page1017.html 
accessed 29 February 2016
25 Major, John  (1999)  "The Autobiography"  London: Harper Collins
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with an opportunity to defeat the government which they did, by eight votes. Major responded by tabling a Motion of 
Confidence. The Motion was carried by thirty-eight votes, Maastricht was ratified but severe damage had been done to 
the Conservative Party and to John Major’s personal position. 

Blair, New Labour and Europe
The May 1997 General Election saw Tony Blair lead the Labour Party into government after almost two decades in 
opposition. In opposition, Tony Blair, had spoken on the UK’s shrinking role in Europe at Chatham House: “Part of 
the national renewal Labour offers Britain is a more assertive, more confident role in the world. My belief is that the 
drift towards isolation in Europe must stop and be replaced by a policy of constructive engagement.”

An early European appointment for Prime Minister Blair was at Amsterdam in June 1997 where the latest episode in 
EU treaty reform was reaching finality. The Amsterdam Treaty text includes, in Article A, the following:

This Treaty marks a new stage in the process of creating an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe, 
in which decisions are taken as openly as possible and as closely as possible to the citizen.

Blair’s overall approach was one of constructive engagement across the policy spectrum. He worked hard 
to establish positive relationships with other European leaders but this effort was seriously undermined by 
the controversies surrounding the Iraq War. On the issue of the time – the Euro - the UK debate became 
part of the decade-long struggle within the Labour Party between the Prime Minister and his Chancellor, 
Gordon Brown, which ensured that Blair’s personal inclination for entry to the euro was undeliverable.    

The Treaty of Nice
The Treaty of Nice, negotiated in an IGC and agreed in the French Resort in February 2001, was designed to facilitate 
the entry to the European Union in 2004 of up to twelve new Member States including ten former communist states. 
The Treaty was initially rejected by the Irish electorate in a referendum, but later accepted in a second poll.   

The Preamble of the Treaty of Nice refers to the fundamental purpose of the exercise – facilitating enlargement of the 
European Union. The Preamble to the Consolidated Version of the EU treaties incorporating the Nice amendments 
includes:

Resolved to mark a new stage in the process of European integration undertaken with the establishment 
of the European Communities Resolved to continue the process of creating an ever closer union among 
the peoples of Europe, in which decisions are taken as closely as possible to the citizen in accordance with 
the principle of subsidiarity

The Nice text deals with the key institutional issues related to the enlargement process: the size and composition of 
the Commission, weighting of Member States’ votes in the Council and the application of qualified majority voting 
in Council.   

In 2007, Tony Blair was succeeded as Prime Minister by Gordon Brown. 

On Europe, he wrote that he was, by nature, pro-European, but added the caveat: “Even as a pro-European 
I did not believe Britain should be in the euro but I take no comfort in the current fracturing of the European 
dream. Despite its massive structural problems that I and many others have identified, I fear that a breakup 
of the euro – and the chaos that would ensue – would be a political as well as an economic tragedy from 
which Europe itself as well as the very idea of international cooperation would take generations to recover.”26   

26 Brown, Gordon  (2010)  "Beyond the Crash." London: Simon & Schuster
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The Conservatives in the Blair/Brown Years
In the years following the arrival of the Blair government the Conservative Party went through a difficult, and for some 
time unsuccessful, process of change and modernisation. Between 1997 and 2005 the party elected and effectively 
deposed three leaders. All three held Eurosceptic views which they prioritised in their public statements, campaign 
policies and international contacts.  

William Hague succeeded John Major in 1997 and held the leadership until the party’s defeat in the 2001 general 
election. In that campaign Hague concentrated on the issue of possible adoption of the euro and argued that Britain 
was faced with ‘the last chance to save the pound’. Iain Duncan Smith led the party from 2001 to 2003. He had 
established himself as a member of an anti-EU group of Conservative backbench MPs who opposed the John Major 
government for signing the Maastricht Treaty and who frequently voted against the government on European issues. 
He in turn was succeeded by Michael Howard who led the party to defeat in the 2005 general election. He articulated 
a view of European integration designed to hold the party together, stressing the need for flexibility while warning 
Britain’s partners of “the damage it was inflicting on itself by appearing to be a one-way street to closer integration, to 
which all must subscribe.” 

Howard’s resignation in 2005 launched a leadership campaign which was won by David Cameron who was forced to 
make a commitment to take the Conservative Party out of the European Parliament’s European Peoples Party which 
was seen as federalist by the party’s Eurosceptic wing. The newly elected leader famously called on his parliamentary 
colleagues to stop ‘banging on’ about Europe.

The European Convention 2001-2003
The European Convention was established by the European Council meeting in Laeken on 14 and 15 December 2001. 
The Council asked whether simplification and reorganisation of the Treaties with the purpose of bringing citizens closer 
to the Union and its Institutions should not pave the way for the adoption of a constitutional text. Working under the 
chairmanship of the former French President, Valery Giscard d’Estaing, the Convention finished its deliberations in 
July 2003 with the submission to the European Council of the Draft Treaty Establishing a Constitution for Europe.27

In drafting a Preamble for the draft text the Convention Praesidium took into account the view of a Working Group 
on the Union’s Competences that a new text constituting a Constitution for the Union and designed to remain in force 
for many years should not give the impression that further transfer of competence to the Union was in itself an aim and 
objective of the Union. This implied that the term ‘ever-closer union’ was no longer appropriate. It was not included in 
the Convention’s final version which spoke of the peoples of Europe:

. . .determined to transcend their ancient divisions and, united ever more closely, to forge a common 
destiny. 

However, the Convention text, in Article 7, provided that “the Union shall recognise the rights, freedoms and principles 
set out in the Charter of Fundamental Rights” which had been negotiated in the first version of the European Convention 
in 2000. The Charter was included as Part II of the overall text. Its Preamble states that:

The peoples of Europe, in creating an ever closer union among them, are resolved to share a peaceful 
future based on common values.

The Convention text – the Draft Treaty Establishing a Constitution for Europe - was received by the European Council 
in Rome on 18 July 2003 and considered by the Member States under the Italian and Irish Presidencies of the Council. 
It was amended and eventually agreed and signed in October 2004 by the twenty-five representatives of the newly 

27 European Convention (2003)  "Draft treaty Establishing a Constitution for Europe." http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=C
ELEX%3A52003XX0718(01) accessed 29 February 2016



What’s in a phrase? | The United Kingdom and Ever Closer Union

12

enlarged Union. The Treaty Establishing a Constitution for Europe retained the Convention wording in its Preamble, 
with article 1-1 stating that:

Reflecting the will of the citizens and States of Europe to build a common future, this Constitution 
establishes the European Union on which the Member States confer competences to attain objectives they 
have in common.

The Treaty was ratified by eighteen Member States, with positive referendum results in Spain and Luxembourg. However 
the rejection of the text in the French and Netherlands referenda in May and June 2005 brought the ratification process 
to an end. A period of reflection was followed by the abandonment of the Convention text and its replacement by a 
traditional amending document – the Treaty of Lisbon. The Preamble restored the traditional wording:

Resolved to continue the process of creating an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe, in which 
decisions are taken as closely as possible to the citizen in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity.

Article 1 of the Treaty contains another version of the reference:

By this treaty, the High Contracting Parties establish among themselves a European Union, hereinafter 
called ‘the Union’ on which the Member States confer competences to attain objectives they have in 
common.

Resolved to continue the process of creating an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe, in which 
decisions are taken as closely as possible to the citizen in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity.

In an important legal commentary on the Lisbon Treaty, Jean-Claude Piris, argued that the agreed text contained 
elements satisfying the concerns of both Europhiles and Eurosceptics.

He summarised the position in the following terms:

[…] none of the most ‘Euro-enthusiast’ among today’s political leaders of the twenty-seven Member States 
wants to establish a ‘United States of Europe.’  However, they do favour greater integration of policies in some 
fields, in order to help their countries and their citizens to face today’s challenges. They also favour a European 
Union which would be an active and effective power on the international scene.28

In a further comment, Piris has pointed out that the way in which this provision of the Treaties is commonly quoted 
in English was doubly misleading: 

In reality, the Treaties speak of a ‘union’- not of the European Union with a capital U – ‘between the peoples’ – 
and not between the States – ‘of Europe’. How is it possible to argue that the concept of closer union between 
the peoples of Europe can be interpreted as setting the objective of fusion of the Member States, since the Treaty 
clearly states it as an obligation of the EU to respect the national identity of its Member States? Nonetheless, 
the formulation has led to real misunderstanding in British public opinion which should be addressed […].29

The ratification process was complicated by the negative outcome of the first referendum in Ireland. On 12 June 2008, 
Irish voters rejected the Treaty by 53% to 47%.  In the UK, the European Union (Amendment) Bill had been debated 
in the House of Commons in January 2008, and passed its second reading that day by a vote of 362 to 224. Labour's 
2005 manifesto had pledged to give British public a referendum on the original EU Constitution.  Prime Minister 
Brown argued that the Treaty significantly differed from the Constitution, and as such did not require a referendum. 

The European Council considered the Irish result and in June 2009 agreed to provide a number of guarantees in 
respect of issues identified by the Irish authorities, enshrined in both legally binding agreements and political 
commitments. On the basis of these arrangements, a second Irish referendum was held on 2 October 2009 

28 Piris, Jean-Claude (2012) "The Future of Europe.  Towards a Two-Speed EU?" Cambridge University Press.
29 Piris, Jean-Claude (2015) "Brexit or Britin."  Paris: Fondation Robert Schuman.
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and the treaty was endorsed by 67% to 33%. The Lisbon Treaty entered into force on 1 December 2009.30 

David Cameron in Government 
The 2010 UK General Election failed to produce a single party Government and a coalition administration was formed 
by the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties, with David Cameron as Prime Minister.     

The predominant Euroscepticism of the Conservative Party was offset by the strongly Europhile stance of the Liberal 
Democrats. The most significant development in respect of Europe was the rapid rise of popular support for the United 
Kingdom Independence Party UKIP which appeared to threaten the position of Conservative MPs across the country. 
To meet this threat, David Cameron decided on a strategic move designed to position him at the heart of the European 
debate.

On 23 January 2013 the Prime Minister addressed a conference of the business and financial information group 
Bloomberg: 

I want the European Union to be a success. And I want a relationship between Britain and the EU that keeps us 
in it […]. Simply asking the British people to carry on accepting a European settlement over which they have 
had little choice is a path to ensuring that when the question is finally put – and at some stage it will have to be 
– it is much more likely that the British people will reject the EU. That is why I am in favour of a referendum. 
I believe in confronting this issue – shaping it, leading the debate. Not simply hoping a difficult situation will 
go away.

The next Conservative Manifesto in 2015 will ask for a mandate from the British people for a Conservative 
Government to negotiate a new settlement with our European partners in the next Parliament. And when we 
have negotiated that new settlement we will give the British people a referendum with a very simple in or out 
choice.  To stay in the EU on these new terms; or come out altogether. It will be an in-out referendum.31

European Council, June 2014
The European Council meeting on 26-27 June 2014 heard David Cameron rehearsing the general thrust of his 
arguments. The Conclusions indicate a willingness to find an accommodation with the UK position, containing 
the significant statement that “the concept of ever closer union allows for different paths of integration for different 
countries, allowing those that want to deepen integration to move ahead, while respecting the wish of those who do 
not want to deepen any further.”32

From the outset, Prime Minister Cameron has acted to underline his commitment to negotiation and to an eventual 
‘in/out’ referendum. The Government published the European Union Referendum Bill which provided that the 
referendum must be held not later than 31 December 2017 and that the question that is to appear on the ballot paper 
would be: Should the United Kingdom remain a member of the European Union or leave the European Union? The 
date of the referendum has been set for 23 June 2016. 

30 IIEA (2009)  "Lisbon: the Irish Guarantees Explained" Dublin: IIEA
31 Cameron, David (2013)   Speech to Bloomberg Conference, 23 January 2013. https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/eu-speech-at-
bloomberg accessed 29 February 2016
32 European Council   (2014)   Conclusions of European Council, June 2014 http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/
en/ec/143478.pdf accessed 29 February 2016
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Judicial Activism
In the debate on ‘ever-closer union’ the role of the European Court of Justice has been the subject of controversy, 
especially on the perception of its activism.   

In June 2015, the House of Commons Library published a Briefing Paper on ‘Ever Closer Union in the EU Treaties and 
Court of Justice Case Law.’33 It makes clear that “the EU Court of Justice (ECJ) interprets the EU Treaties and EU Law 
and is therefore bound to take into account the aim of ‘ever closer union’ in its Opinions and Judgements. Few actually 
refer to this aim, but the ‘spirit’ of closer union is much more often referred to in Court of Justice rulings.”

The paper lists the various statements of the ‘ever closer union’ concept in the Treaties, and other key documents and 
points out that a spirit of ‘solidarity’ is specified or inherent in many Union policies and is contained in the ‘Solidarity 
Clause’ enshrined in Article 222 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.

A further lengthy section is devoted to a listing of examples of references to ‘ever closer union’ in the case law of the 
ECJ. A search of case law gives 53 occasions up to the date of publication.  

A Centre for European Reform paper on attitudes to the UK reform demands deals with the ‘ever closer union’ issue 
in some detail, concluding that “the vast majority of Member States think the British concerns are exaggerated…the 
concept refers to strengthening bonds among European citizens.” And, in considering the role of the ECJ, it interprets 
the House of Commons analysis as arguing that when the Court cites the concept “it is in the context of trying to 
ensure better access to documents from EU institutions. If the idea of ‘ever closer union’ has had any practical effect, it 
had been in promoting greater transparency of EU decision-making rather than the centralisation of powers.”34

On 10 November 2015, Prime Minister David Cameron wrote to the President of the European Council, Donald 
Tusk, setting out the UK’s case for reform of the European Union. Under the heading ‘Sovereignty’ the Prime Minister 
wrote: “I want to end Britain’s obligation to work towards an ‘ever closer union’ as set out in the Treaty. It is important 
to make clear that this commitment will no longer apply to the United Kingdom. I want to do this in a formal, legally-
binding and irreversible way.”35

In a speech to Chatham House, David Cameron expanded on this argument: 

The commitment in the treaty to an ever closer union is not a commitment that should apply any longer to 
Britain. We do not believe in it. We do not subscribe to it. We have a different vision for Europe. We believe 
in a flexible union of free member states who share treaties and institutions, working together in a spirit of co-
operation to advance our shared prosperity and to protect our peoples from threats to our security whether they 
come from at home or abroad.36

The 2009 Lisbon Treaty is the current, authoritative statement of the constitutional and legal framework of the European 
Union.  The Treaty’s Preamble contains the formal statement that the Member States continue to be “resolved to 
continue the process of creating an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe in which decisions are taken as 
closely as possible to the citizen in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity.” Article 1 of the Treaty states that:

By this Treaty, the High Contracting Parties establish among themselves a European Union, hereinafter 
called ‘the Union’ on which the Member States confer competences to attain objectives they have in 
common; This Treaty marks a new stage in the process of creating an ever closer union among the peoples 
of Europe, in which decisions are taken as openly as possible and as closely as possible to the citizen.

Article 5 of the Treaty on European Union asserts that “the limits of Union competences are governed by the principle 
of conferral. The use of Union competences is governed by the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality. Under the 

33 House of Commons Library.  Briefing Paper. Ever Closer Union in the EU Treaties and Court of Justice Case Law
34 Centre for European Reform (2014)   UK Attitudes to EU Reform.
35 Cameron, David  (2015)  Letter to President of European Council.
36 Cameron, David (2015)    Speech at Chatham House.
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principle of conferral, the Union shall act only within the limits of the competences conferred upon it by the Member 
states.”

Jean-Claude Piris, Legal Counsel of the Council from 1988 to 2010, wrote a comprehensive study of Lisbon in which 
he argued that the Lisbon Treaty did not change the nature of the Union, which remained a “partially federal entity’”. In 
his estimation, the EU was neither a classic international intergovernmental organisation, nor a State: acting as it does 
with federal powers in some fields, but as a classic international organisation in other fields. Paris felt that there was no 
realistic prospect in the foreseeable future of the EU becoming a federal State.37 

Speaking on the occasion of the award of the Nobel Prize for Peace to the European Union on 10 December 2012, the 
President of the European Council, Herman Van Rompuy, said that “at a time of uncertainty, this day reminds people 
across Europe and the world of the Union’s fundamental purpose: to further the fraternity between European nations, 
now and in the future. It is our work today. It has been the work of generations before us and it will be the work of 
generations after us.”38

Final Considerations
In Brussels on 18-19 February 2016, the European Council adopted a Decision ‘Concerning a New Settlement 
for the United Kingdom within the European Union’ which contained the following Statement under the heading 
‘Sovereignty’:

The references in the Treaties and their preambles to the process of creating an ever closer union among the 
peoples of Europe do not offer a legal basis for extending the scope of any provision of the Treaties or of EU 
secondary legislation. They should not be used either to support an extensive interpretation of the competences 
of the Union or of the powers of its institutions as set out in the Treaties.

[…] They do not require that further competences be conferred upon the European Union or that the European 
Union must exercise its existing competences, or that competences conferred on the Union could not be reduced 
and thereby returned to the Member States.

[…] The references to an ever closer union among the peoples are therefore compatible with different paths 
of integration being available for different Member States and do not compel all Member States to aim for a 
common destination.39

The substance of this important provision will be incorporated into the Treaties ‘at the time of their next revision…’ 

Commenting on this Decision, the Jacques Delors Institute stated that “regarding ‘sovereignty’, for example, the 
agreement reiterates that the EU only exercises those competencies entrusted to it; that it fully respects the free 
organisation of national welfare systems; and that the UK already enjoys a ‘special status’ thanks in particular to its 
non-membership in the Schengen zone or the euro area.”40

The Open Europe think tank concluded that the language on ‘ever closer union’ was a useful clarification of the UK’s 
existing position in the EU and was “a step in the direction of a more flexible EU. The fact that the EU will have to cope 
with two categories of states, one bound by the provisions of ‘ever closer union’ and others not, could force change.”41

In his celebrated 1972 Reith Lectures, Andrew Shonfield, concluded that Europe would have to create a modern 
surrogate for a federation – a unique exercise, according to him, which would be conducted by agreement between 

37 Piris, Jean-Claude  (2010)   The Lisbon Treaty.  Cambridge University Press.  
38 Van Rompuy, Herman  (2012)  Nobel Prize Lecture
39 European Council.  Decision Concerning a New Settlement for the United Kingdom within the European Union, 19 February 2016
40 Jacques Delors Institute.  The EU-UK Agreement: Much Ado About (Almost) Nothing?, 25 February 2016.
41 Open Europe.  What did the UK achieve in its EU renegotiation?, 21 February 2016.
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states and with no means of coercion other than ‘moral pressure’: “That is what makes this European enterprise a 
‘journey to an unknown destination’. Unlike the old-style European federalists, we don’t know what the final answer 
will look like – or even should look like. But in any case it is not, in my view, the point of arrival at a final union which 
it is important, or even possible, to foresee; it is the joint decision to embark on the enterprise and then the experiences 
along the route that matter.”42

42 Shonfield, Andrew (1972)    Europe: Journey to an Unknown Destination.  London, Penguin.
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