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Perhaps the most apposite Churchill quotation relevant to Brexit is: “the trouble with 

political suicide is that you live to regret it.”  Does David Cameron regret calling the Brexit 

referendum in 2016?  Does Theresa May, an Anglican vicar’s daughter, agree with the 

Archbishop of Canterbury, who said in Serbia in July that: 

• The EU has been the greatest dream realised for human beings since the fall of the 

western Roman Empire.  It has brought peace, prosperity, compassion for the poor 

and weak, purpose for the aspirational, and hope for all its people. 

I for my part, could not agree more.  I could not disagree more with the Foreign Secretary.  

Jeremy Hunt is Boris Johnson’s successor in what used to be a great department of state.  At 

the Conservative Party conference last week, Hunt likened the European Union to the Soviet 

Union.  It was a prison that was seeking to punish the UK for wanting to leave.  If it persisted, 

more countries would want to leave.  The Ambassador of Latvia, a country that was enslaved 

by the Soviet Union in an illegal occupation never recognised by the UK, is right to be furious, 

especially as the UK championed Latvia’ membership of the EU and NATO, as I very well 

remember from my personal involvement in these issues in the 1990s.  One former head of 

the FCO, Sir Simon Fraser, has described Hunt’s statement as “a shocking failure of 

judgement.”  Another, Lord Ricketts, who was also David Cameron’s National Security 

Adviser, considers it, “rubbish, unworthy of a British Foreign Secretary.”  For the record, Hunt 

was a remainer who has switched sides, ostensibly because he considers that the EU is being 

“arrogant” in the present negotiations.  Actually, he wants to be Tory party leader and Prime 

Minister.  He should now have disqualified himself by this shocking failure of judgement. 

There have been, hitherto, five major policy miscalculations by governments of the United 

Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UK) since the end of the Second World War.   

All of them are part of the explanation for the Brexit referendum result.  All of them involved 

serious – in David Cameron’s case catastrophic – errors of judgement by the Prime Minister 

of the day.  All of them flowed from over estimation of their own, and of the UK’s power and 

influence in the world.  The Brexit referendum brought into sharp focus the fact that the UK’s 

constitutional and election framework, while it may have been suitable for the world’s only 

imperial superpower in the 19th century, is not up to the job of promoting and protecting the 

interests of all the peoples who inhabit a medium sized multinational state in the 21st century.   

 The first was failure to join and lead the European recovery and reconciliation project 

inspired by Winston Churchill in his speech in Zurich in 1946.  Churchill called for reconciliation 

between France and Germany and a kind of United States of Europe.  The UK would be a 
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benevolent supporter, semidetached from this circle of British power and influence.  For 

Churchill, the other two circles of power and influence were the Empire and Commonwealth, 

and the special relationship with the United States. Without the United States the war could 

not have been won. Jean Monnet and others built on Churchill’s inspiration to lay the 

foundations of what is now the European Union (EU). Successive governments declined 

invitations to shape and lead the project.  As Herbert Morrison, Labour Party Deputy Prime 

Minister, put it in 1951, the Durham miners would not stand for being part of a European Coal 

and Steel Community. Later, neither the Conservative nor Labour party believed that the 

European Economic Community (1958) would get off the ground. If it did, it would soon 

founder. By the time they realised their mistake, after the Suez debacle (1956), it was too late 

to shape and lead.  Only the Liberal, now Liberal Democratic, party has been consistently right 

about what is now the EU, and what the UK’s place in it should be. 

Second, Anthony Eden – later Lord Avon – had been Churchill’s wartime foreign secretary, 

and was regarded as a great expert on foreign affairs.  But, as Prime Minister, he made a 

serious error of judgement in his dealings with Gamal Abdel Nasser, the nationalist military 

strongman who overthrew the Egyptian monarchy in 1952, and became President in June 

1956.  Securing control of the Suez Canal that had been built by the UK and France, would 

display his nationalist zeal.  Eden saw in Nasser, if not Hitler, then at least Mussolini.  Together 

with France and Israel, two countries at loggerheads with Nasser, a plot was cooked up to 

seize control, in October 1956, of the canal, and overthrow Nasser. It might well have 

succeeded if the US had been on board.  But, in the middle of an election campaign, President 

Eisenhower, who had been kept in the dark about this conspiracy, refused to back the UK and 

France. There was a run on the Pound Sterling. Khrushchev took time out time from 

suppressing the Hungarian revolution to make an empty threat of subjecting the UK to nuclear 

attack. British and French forces withdrew. The issue was handed over to the UN. Eden 

resigned, a broken man in ill health. His successor, MacMillan, set about stabilising the 

economy, repairing relations with the US, and turning towards Europe. He was largely 

successful with the economy and the US, but less so in turning towards Europe. The French 

blamed the UK for caving in to the Americans at Suez. De Gaulle, who returned to power in 

1958, considered that, as Churchill had told him during the war, the UK would always prioritise 

relations with the US over relations with France, if a choice had to be made. President 

Kennedy refused MacMillan’s request in 1962 to let France participate in the Polaris 

submarine nuclear deterrent programme. De Gaulle vetoed the UK’s application to join the 

EEC in 1963, just as the negotiations were on the brink of a successful conclusion. 

The third miscalculation, joining the US in the invasion of Iraq in 2003, also involved the UK 

in deciding whether to back the US or France.  Tony Blair certainly considered that joining the 

French – cheese eating surrender monkeys – in declining to take part in the invasion would 

leave the UK devoid of influence in Washington. He also seems to have believed sincerely that 

Saddam Hussein did possess weapons of mass destruction. France, as we know, made a 

different, and better judgement call.  Blair lost a capable foreign secretary, Robin Cook.  More 

important, he, and pro EU New Labour, were discredited.  Gradually, old, anti-EU Labour has 

reasserted itself to the point where it is now not impossible that Jeremy Corbyn, hostile all 

his life to the EU as a capitalist racket, could become Prime Minister.   
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Meanwhile, the Conservative Party has been transformed into a backward looking English 

nationalist party which blames the EU for felling its heroine Margaret Thatcher, for daring to 

oppose the EU, and standing up for Britain, as she saw it, in an unceasing battle with EU loving 

federasts. The English identity crisis was on display at the Conservative Party conference last 

week. UKIP was founded in the wake of the UK’s humiliating exit from the Exchange Rate 

Mechanism – forerunner of the Euro – in 1992. UKIP is a misnomer. It scarcely exists in 

Scotland.  Since 1992 at the latest, the Conservative Party has been split on the UK’s role in 

Europe. The constituency parties are now mostly hostile to the EU, again as was evident at 

the Conservative Party conference in Birmingham last week.  Most rank and file Tories do 

think Theresa May was treated disgracefully at the Salzburg summit last month, by – as the 

Sun put it – the rats and two-bit mobsters who run the EU. 

These circumstances produced the fourth and most serious miscalculation. David Cameron’s 

referendum in 2016 was more than a miscalculation. It was a monumental failure. It never 

occurred to him that he could lose. So, no contingency planning for Brexit was done.  Cameron 

seems to have believed that he could indulge in EU bashing, and appeasing UKIP at home, 

while securing attractive concessions on issues such as immigration in Brussels, and thus 

persuade his split party to stop banging on about Europe.  A catastrophic misjudgement of 

epic proportions. 

One of the Sun’s two-bit mobsters would be Angela Merkel, who succeeded Helmut Kohl as 

CDU leader.  Never forget that it was not only the “up yours Delors” – to quote the Sun again 

– Euro which proved to be Thatcher’s nemesis, but also Helmut Kohl for whom, to put it no 

higher, she did not have the highest regard. I know from personal experience of interpreting 

between the two on the telephone in 1983, that they talked past each other. In July 1990, her 

close ally Nicholas Ridley, compared – in an interview for the pro Conservative Spectator - 

appeasing Kohl to appeasing Hitler. If Thatcher had succeeded in her efforts to block or slow 

down German unification, peace and stability in Europe might have come under threat from 

an unstable disintegrating Soviet Union. Fortunately, the wiser counsels of Kohl, Bush senior, 

Gorbachev, Mitterrand and in the UK government, prevailed. They rescued the UK from what 

would have been at the time, the third failure. 

Just after Germany had been reunited, Thatcher was brought down by pro Europeans in her 

own party in November 1990, while she was attending the summit in Paris which closed down 

the Cold War and formally brought the Second World War to an end. Her successor, John 

Major, sought to place the UK at the heart of Europe, while securing, with Helmut Kohl’s help, 

an opt out from the Euro. 

The fifth failure has been persistent failure to explain what the EU does, and what it actually 

is – a treaty-based peace process to prevent Europe descending once again into war and 

chaos. It has been in these terms, as well as in economic terms, a tremendous success: 

precisely what the UK fought for from 1939-1945. This failure is rooted in the decision of the   

MacMillan government in 1961, that the EEC as a peace project, would be played down in 

explaining the about turn to the British people, and MPs worried about loss of sovereignty.  

The UK was applying to join a Common Market.  The application was ultimately successful on 

1 January 1973 together with Denmark and the Republic of Ireland. Although Margaret 
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Thatcher did wrap herself in the flags of the other eight EEC member states at the time of the 

1975 Referendum on membership – 67% for remain on that occasion – and did more than 

any other leader apart from Jacques Delors, to establish the Single Market, she was viscerally 

opposed to the Euro, and thus to the direction of travel favoured by Mitterrand, Delors, and 

of course Helmut Kohl.  

 The pro Conservative press, largely pro EEC in 1975, shifted to an anti-EU position, which 

reached its apotheosis after the 2016 referendum, describing pro EU Conservative MPs as 

mutineers, and judges concerned with due process, and the separation of powers, as enemies 

of the people. For the Daily Express, David McAllister is Angela Merkel’s “Panzer general”. It 

is left to journals such as the Economist, the Financial Times, the Independent and the 

Guardian, not read by the broad masses, to explain what the EU really is. Except for the Daily 

Mirror, the popular press is pro Brexit. Complacent Conservative MPs representing 

prosperous constituencies such as Kit Malthouse, Housing Minister since July, claim – for 

example in an article published by Boris Johnson’s favourite newspaper, the Daily Telegraph 

– that Brexit will provide “rocket fuel” to propel the flabby British economy to new heights. 

The media did much to undermine David Cameron during the referendum campaign.  Here 

are a few pre-referendum headlines – culled from a Guardian article: 

• EU army plans kept secret from voters – Daily Express 

• NHS will be GBP10bn in the red in three years’ time, creaking under a wave of 

immigrants – Daily Express. 

• Migrants spark housing crisis.  UK ordered by Brussels to build houses for them – Daily 

Mail. 

• Four out of Five British jobs go to foreign nationals – the Sun. 

• EU citizens may face deportation threat after Brexit – Daily Telegraph and Daily 

Express. 

• Soaring cost of teaching migrant kids – GBP3bn – another reason to quit the EU – Daily 

Express. 

• The Queen backs Brexit – the Sun. 

No account of the causes and origins of Brexit can omit the baleful effect of the UK’s vicious 

popular media, now amplified by fake news on social media. The Daily Express has at least 

been consistent, opposing UK membership from 1961 onwards. Murdoch (Sun, Times, Sunday 

Times) dislikes the EU because the Commission, unlike the inhabitants of No 10 Downing 

Street, ignore him.  Now serious (Times) and semi-serious (Telegraph) papers are toning down 

their attacks on the EU.  But it may be too late. 

It is only now, as the prospect of no deal looms, that people are coming to understand that 

Brexit will damage the economy, cost them their jobs, in the automotive industry for example, 

blight their children’s prospects, diminish the UK’s standing in the world, and its security.  But, 

if it should come to a no deal crash, many will blame the rats, two-bit mobsters, and Panzer 

generals, for failing to show respect, and for failing to give the UK a good deal, that is to say 

letting the UK have its cake and eat it. Most people in England appear not to be aware that 
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they already have a “good deal”, outside the Euro, and Schengen, with a budget rebate, and 

no commitment to ever closer union. Surely that is having cake and eating it? 

Cameron is being compared in some circles with Eden.  So, let me draw your attention to post 

Suez politics. In those days Conservative party leaders were not elected, they emerged, rather 

like Popes. MacMillan had been fully complicit in the Suez conspiracy. But, as Finance 

Minister, he blew the whistle when it was clear that the US condition for granting a loan to 

prop up the Pound was withdrawal. The party turned to him as more credible than the 

vacillating alternative, Rab Butler. Like May he was anointed Conservative party leader and 

thus Prime Minister.  The party quickly closed ranks and united to support him. Labour’s post 

Suez lead in the opinion polls evaporated.  Supermac proclaimed that people had “never had 

it so good”. He went on to win a handsome victory in the 1959 general election. The 

Conservative and Unionist (with Northern Ireland) Party won 49% of the vote and 58% of the 

seats, while Labour won 44% of the vote and 41% of the seats. The Liberals, as always, were 

hard done by with 6% of the vote, but only six seats. 

The Conservative Party does now have a system for electing its leader. But, after the 

referendum, apart from Theresa May, none of the candidates – Johnson, Gove, Leadsom, Fox 

– was credible. Macmillan had supported Suez, but recognised his mistake. He not only 

stabilised the economy, restored relations with the US, he also set about winding up the 

empire and repositioning the UK in Europe, drawing on his vast experience. May had been for 

remain, but she appears not to have realised that this was not actually a mistake.  So, instead 

of Supermac, we have – to quote the Guardian again – Maybot, whose main experience was 

as Home Secretary, Minister of the Interior, a department that was described by one of her 

predecessors as not fit for purpose. It did not become fitter during her six years as Secretary 

of State.  Her new immigration policy – a revolution to take back control and abolish 

preference for EU citizens – would make Brexit even more difficult, if it ever comes into force.  

It was immediately condemned by the European Parliament which has the power to veto any 

Brexit deal. 

As Prime Minister Theresa May considers that the British people have spoken in the 

referendum and that their will must be respected.  Brexit must be delivered.  Never mind that 

in March 1975 Margaret Thatcher quoted Clement Attlee, Churchill’s wartime Labour deputy, 

to describe referenda as the device of demagogues and dictators, such as Hitler, Mussolini, 

and Napoleon III.  Now we might add Vladimir Putin’s Crimea referendum held in 2014, after 

Russia had invaded a state the territorial integrity of which it had guaranteed in 1994.  

Cameron resisted all attempts to have a binding referendum – 2/1 in favour, 70% turnout.  

David Davis used to insist that people had the right to change their minds.  Moreover, 62% of 

the Scottish people voted to remain in the EU, as did 56% of the people of Northern Ireland.  

Theresa May seems oblivious to the fact that the UK is now a multinational state.  It is scarcely 

appropriate to talk of the British people any more. At the 1955 general election the 

Conservative and Unionist Party won 50% of the vote in Scotland, and 36 out of 71 seats.  So, 

the first past the post (FPTP) system of electing constituency MPs was working well at that 

time. At the 2015 general election, the Scottish National Party (SNP) also won 50% of the vote, 

but 56 out of 59 seats. FPTP is no longer a fair democratic test of opinion. The major, and 
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most obvious defect in the UK’s democracy is the disconnect between voting and results.  The 

situation is even worse in the US where Trump lost the popular vote to Hillary Clinton by a 

mile. Even more important, thanks to FPTP the Conservative Party won an absolute majority 

at the 2015 general election on 37% of the popular vote. Cameron had not expected this. He 

had expected that a coalition would prevent him from having to make good on his promise to 

his divided party to hold a referendum on EU membership, after a renegotiation to secure yet 

more cake for Europhobes to eat. 

The referendum itself was consultative, because parliament is sovereign. Its members should 

not be bound in a representative democracy. The turnout was respectable at 72%, and the 

winning margin was clear enough. Bear in mind however, that on a matter of major 

constitutional importance only 37% of registered voters favoured Brexit.  At a referendum in 

1979 on Scottish devolution 51.6% voted in favour of a “Deliberative Assembly”.  Turn out 

was 64% which amounted to 32.9% of registered voters.  40% were required for the Assembly 

to be established. Thus, if the 1979 Scottish rules had applied throughout the UK in 2016, 

“Leave” would not have passed the 40% of registered voters threshold. 

Theresa May rebuts the argument that Scotland voted clearly against Brexit, defending what 

she calls, “our precious union”, by referring to the Scottish independence referendum held in 

2014.  The result was clear: 55.3% against independence and 44.7% in favour. The turnout at 

84.6% was the highest at any election or referendum in the UK since the introduction of 

universal suffrage. The voting age had been lowered to 16. European Union and 

Commonwealth citizens resident in Scotland could vote.  The SNP had won elections on a 

proportional representation system, promising a referendum.  The UK government devolved 

a power reserved for Westminster, to Edinburgh, empowering the Scottish Parliament to 

legislate for the referendum. It was thus a superior test of public opinion compared with 

Brexit.  Indeed, it has been widely praised as an exercise in democracy.   

The most recent opinion poll on Scottish independence records 47% for, 43% against, and 

10% undecided. So, the country is still deeply divided, not least because of economic 

uncertainty.  The key factor in 2014 was that the SNP did not have an answer to the question 

of which currency an independent Scotland would use. The British government ruled out the 

GBP. The SNP had stopped advocating the Euro. Continuing EU membership was also an issue.  

Cameron’s answer to that question was: stay in the UK! 

In Scotland the Conservative Party’s official title is the Conservative and Unionist Party, 

illuminating the party’s links with Protestant Unionists in Ireland.  Sectarian or tribal religious 

politics belong to the past in Scotland. The SNP is a social democratic left of centre nationalist 

party.  It has nothing in common with the Front National for example. But sectarian politics 

still prevail in Northern Ireland, where the political landscape is fundamentally different from 

that which prevails in England, Wales, Scotland, or indeed now in the Republic of Ireland.  The 

situation in Northern Ireland reminds me of Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), where I served as 

Deputy High Representative responsible for implementing the Dayton Peace Agreement in 

Herzegovina and the Eastern Republika Srpska. Earlier, I was responsible for the UK 

contribution to the first post war elections in BiH, held in 1996. 
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The Northern Irish pro Brexit Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) has held 10 seats in the House 

of Commons since the 2017 election.  Theresa May has no majority without DUP support.   10 

seats represent 37% of the popular vote under FPTP.   Sinn Fein, which means “We Ourselves”, 

is a left-wing Irish nationalist republican party, formerly associated with the terrorist 

Provisional IRA. It does not take up its seven seats in the House of Commons because 

members will not swear an oath of allegiance to the Queen. Under the terms of the 1998 

Good Friday/Belfast peace Agreement which brought the “troubles” to an end, it is part of a 

power sharing Executive government in Belfast.  But the executive collapsed in January 2017 

over a disputed flawed green energy heating scheme. Neither the NI Assembly nor the 

executive is functioning.  DUP leader Arlene Foster refused to stand aside while her role in 

“Cash for Ash” – was investigated.  Sinn Finn resigned so the DUP had to resign as well. The 

Assembly has 90 members elected under a PR system. 50 are opposed to Brexit: 40 are in 

favour. But it does not meet at present. The province is being run by civil servants and by 

London. The UK government has given up its indispensable role of neutral arbiter, and taken 

sides with the one party to oppose the Good Friday agreement. The Good Friday agreement 

meanwhile, rests on two pillars – joint membership of the EU with Republic of Ireland, and 

the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR).  

 As in the case of Scotland, the views of the majority of the population are being ignored by 

the predominantly English Conservative Party, and by the DUP. The DUP opposed the Good 

Friday Agreement at the Referendum in 1998, the only party to do so. Arlene Foster, its 

leader, now says the agreement is not “sacrosanct”, but should “evolve” to accommodate 

Brexit. International treaties are a matter for the London government. Nor is Foster 

respecting the will of the people of Northern Ireland, expressed in two referenda.  

Perhaps Theresa May’s latest proposal for a festival of Great Britain and Northern Ireland in 

2022 is meant to celebrate not only Brexit, but also the 100th anniversary of partition of the 

island of Ireland? The great, “Crystal Palace” exhibition of 1851 was the first world expo.  

Queen Victoria’s German husband, Prince Albert was the chief organiser and inspiration.  The 

Festival of Britain in 1951 was organised by Herbert Morrison.  It celebrated Britain’s recovery 

from the war without participation from Europe, the Commonwealth, or the United States. 

I have been careful to refer in this lecture to the UK, not to Great Britain.  Brexit excludes 

Ireland and is thus a misnomer. The misnomer reflects widespread ignorance about the 

history of British colonial rule in Ireland. Ireland’s Roman Catholic majority suffered from 

discrimination, even persecution after the Reformation in England and Scotland. The 

reformation in England was not about religion but power.  Who rules – the Pope or the King 

Henry VIII of England. There has been concern since the referendum that Theresa May is 

seeking to use Henry VIII powers to bypass parliament.  

Hostility to Roman Catholics intensified when large numbers fled from the Irish famine to 

cities such as Glasgow and Liverpool in the mid-19th century.  In July 1914 the government in 

London was less concerned with the assassination of an Austrian Arch Duke in Sarajevo, than 

with the prospect of mutiny by the Protestant led army and para militaries in Northern 

Ireland, opposed to Home Rule for the whole island.  After partition in 1922 there was a civil 

war in the Free State between those who accepted partition and those who rejected it.  The 
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IRA was the armed wing of the rejectionists.  Northern Ireland had a Protestant Parliament 

for a Protestant people until 1972 when direct rule from London was introduced during the 

troubles which began 50 years ago in October 1968.  The troubles began as a protest 

movement against discrimination in voting, housing, education and employment against 

Roman Catholics.   

When I was working on preparing the first post war elections in BiH, I got help from the Chief 

Electoral Officer (1980-2000) for Northern Ireland. Pat Bradley assured me that he would 

know what to look for, because election fraud had been rampant in Northern Ireland at all 

levels. “Vote early, vote often” was the slogan. Dead Protestants were not deleted from the 

voters’ list. Constituencies were gerrymandered to dilute the Roman Catholic vote. Simple 

systems like FPTP were easily subverted. And of course, people voted on tribal religious, 

sectarian lines, reinforced by linking jobs to religious affiliation. That is still the case in BiH.  

For the NI Assembly FPTP has been replaced by PR and power sharing. Neither the DUP nor 

Sinn Fein can rule alone. 

Scotland has an additional member system for elections to the Edinburgh Parliament, similar 

to the d’Hondt system used in Germany. Each voter has two votes, one for a constituency 

MSP, and one for a list. The second vote determines the overall strength of the parties. This 

system has rescued the Conservatives from oblivion in Scotland, and has provided for stable 

representative government since it was introduced. The parliament suspended in 1707 was 

not elected. Since 2016 the SNP has been governing in coalition with the Green Party which 

has no constituency MSP – shades of the FDP in Germany.  I hold no brief for the AFD or UKIP.  

But UKIP’s 13% of the vote (2015) for one seat is not democratic in my book.  UKIP’s share of 

the vote collapsed in 2017, Nigel Farage having got what he wanted.  Remember that Farage 

once said – there cannot be too much chaos. 

If elections to the House of Commons were conducted according to the Scottish or German 

systems, Farage would not have got his chaos.  If the UK had a written constitution, with clear 

rules for referenda, notably a two thirds majority for constitutional change, there would be 

no Brexit. Moreover, the result might have been closer still. About 700,000 voters living in the 

EU were disenfranchised by the 15-year rule. A (Private Member’s) bill is going through 

Parliament at present to abolish the rule and provide a lifetime vote for UK citizens who have 

moved overseas. 

 I was head of the OSCE’s election observation mission in Bulgaria in 2009.  We found that the 

addition of FPTP constituencies shortly before the election, compromised the principle of 

equality of vote. The constituencies were gerrymandered. Changes to the election law should 

anyway be made well in advance of polling day. The rules on campaign finance were not 

enforced and there was no legislation in place providing for sanctions in the case of illegal 

donations. Vote buying among Bulgaria’s large Sinti and Roma population was common. 

The UK is not Bulgaria, but FPTP constituencies do compromise the principle of equality of 

vote. And in the case of the referendum there were serious breaches of the law on campaign 

finance. The High Court has ruled that the Electoral Commission had misunderstood the law 

on donations during the EU referendum in 2016, giving Vote Leave permission to spend more 



BREXIT: Constitutional, Political, Economic and Social Causes  Colin Munro 
  8 October 2018 

than Parliament had allowed. Moreover, Vote leave broke the law twice over by “working 

together” with BeLeave.  It exceeded its legal spending limit by GBP500K, and misrepresented 

its expenditure. Two “BeLeavers” have been referred to the police. Criminal prosecutions may 

follow. Vote Leave for its part did its best to frustrate investigations by the Electoral 

Commission.   

There are also indications – described in Timothy Snyder’s book The Road to Unfreedom - of 

Russian interference in the referendum campaign. In 2014 Russian media had claimed that 

the Scottish referendum had been rigged. Russia would have welcomed independence 

because the UK would have lost 32% of its land area and the base of its submarine nuclear 

deterrent force. Russia Today also claimed after the May 2015 general election that the British 

electoral system was rigged. In 2012 Russian intelligence founded a front organisation, the 

Conservative Friends of Russia. One of its founding members was Matthew Elliot who later 

became CEO of Vote Leave. According to Snyder there was an extensive internet campaign by 

Russian trolls in support of Vote Leave.  Moreover, Farage is a notorious admirer of Putin. I 

can confirm on the basis of my operational experience of election observation over the last 

30 years that Putin has been making systematic efforts to destroy the principles of democratic 

elections agreed at the Paris summit in November 1990. He has succeeded in Russia where 

election observation of the type that I did Bulgaria in 2009, is no longer possible. 

Cameron’s catastrophic errors, in calling the referendum, and mismanaging the remain 

campaign, have been compounded by further errors since. The government could not agree 

on what Brexit should mean, but invoked the exit procedure prescribed in the Lisbon Treaty 

anyway on 29 March 2017.  As I speak it is still not clear, less than six months before Brexit 

day, what the government’s objectives for Brexit actually are, beyond  proposals on Ireland 

that have already been rejected by the EU, which, for its part, has been united: in solidarity 

with its member state the Republic of Ireland, in defence of the indivisibility of the four 

freedoms of movement of people, capital, goods and services; and in preserving the peace 

process inaugurated by the Good Friday agreement that it has done so much to support.  Her 

Majesty’s Government has still not accepted that the EU is based on treaties which cannot be 

changed by negotiation with one party that wishes, not only to leave, but also at the same 

time, to renegotiate the treaties to which it is still a party.  Meanwhile Her Majesty’s loyal 

Opposition also wants to have its cake and eat it, by negotiating a deal outside the EU that 

provides the UK with the “exact same benefits” as it has now.  Its tests for supporting any deal 

which the government may yet conclude, cannot be met.  That is their purpose. 

However, at the Labour Party conference last month a motion was passed to the effect that, 

if there is no agreement for any deal in the House of Commons, and if the government will 

not concede a general election, then there should be a people’s vote, that is to say, a second 

referendum.  And Sir Keir Starmer’s punchline: Remain should be on the ballot paper.  This 

produced a burst of applause in the conference, reflecting growing realisation among leavers 

that Brexit will indeed be bad for their jobs. The captains of the UK’s automotive industry 

insist: Brexit would bring no benefits whatsoever. Moreover, thanks to the Scottish Court of 

Session, the CJEU will shortly rule on whether the UK could simply withdraw its Brexit 
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notification letter. Assuming, as Lord Kerr who drafted article 50 insists is the case, that the 

court rules that withdrawal is possible, remain would have to be on the ballot paper. 

I was asked to speculate this evening on the prospects for a People’s Vote and Exit from Brexit.  

When I was lecturing on the prospects for the Scottish referendum in early 2014, I fell back 

on the wise words of Professor Tom Devine, the leading Scottish historian, who later admitted 

that he favoured independence: the future is not my period. My own preference was, and is, 

for Scotland to stay in the UK as long as the UK stays in the EU.  I agree with Devine however, 

that Brexit would make life even more difficult for an independent Scotland.  What price a 

customs border between Scotland and England? 

Before I speculate, I shall try to summarise the state of the negotiations on the Irish border 

backstop and the future relationship.  I am indebted to an RTE analysis of 29 September. 

Theresa May wrote to Donald Tusk on 19 March: 

• “I am committed to agreeing in the Withdrawal Agreement (WA) operational legal 

text for at least the so-called “backstop option” set out in the Joint Report (JR), in 

parallel with these other scenarios.  A future “close partnership” would mean that 

“the backstop would not be required.” 

There are five key points: 

• Should no specific solutions be found, Northern Ireland will remain in the EU Customs 

Union – the Irish Protocol. 

• The Good Friday or Belfast Agreement of 10 April 1998, should be protected in all its 

parts – the Irish Protocol. 

• May wants to kick the can down the road, on the basis that a “specific solution” will 

be found during negotiations on the future partnership. 

• The ROI position is that the backstop has to be legal text in the Withdrawal 

Agreement.  The future relationship will be covered by a political declaration of intent 

and aspiration. 

• The Withdrawal Agreement can be vetoed by the European Parliament, although 

such a veto could be bad for EU citizens in UK and UK citizens in the EU 

Thus, dependent as she is on the DUP (which is totally opposed to the backstop), May only 

agreed to it in the JR in December last year, and in her letter to Tusk to unblock the 

negotiations, and on the basis that it would never be used.   The Chequers plan was designed 

to render implementation of the backstop unnecessary. Hence May’s fury at Salzburg when 

the EU rejected it.  She had no reason to be furious, because the EU has consistently warned 

the UK that the backstop ingredients of Chequers would not work.  Rejection by Tusk was, for 

May, particularly bitter because she and others in the UK government have clung to the 

illusion that when push came to shove, grown up politicians would overrule the theological 

Barnier.  This is not a matter of theology, it is a matter of law, and a rules-based system. 

Let me try to disentangle the threads.  The EU does not welcome Brexit.  Therefore, if there 

is a prospect of the UK changing its mind, the EU is unlikely to place obstacles in its way.  The 
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same applies to UK membership of the EEA, plus the customs union, a solution which would 

solve the Irish border problem and much else besides, including Citizens’ Rights issues.  But 

this is BRINO – Brexit in name only – not very popular in Conservative Brexiteer circles. If there 

is to be a second vote, there will have to be legislation in Parliament, including agreement on 

the question. It is hard to see all this being settled well in advance of 29 March. There might 

even have to be UK candidates participating in the elections to the European Parliament in 

May! If, as Boris Johnson suggests, Brexit is postponed for six months, there would have to 

be UK candidates in May 2019. 

To get to a people’s vote, Labour has to accept that there will be no early general election.  

Moreover, about 30/40 Conservative MPs must be willing to support a Labour Party, led by 

the detested and dreaded Corbyn, to ensure that there is no agreement in Parliament on 

anything, and that therefore, the alternatives are a no deal crash and a people’s vote. I do not 

see parliament voting for no deal.  

As we meet, the UK is putting forward new proposals. After the Conservative Party 

conference, the Prime Minister began a series of Mayday calls to EU Heads of government 

focused on the Irish question.  But perhaps they are not altogether new?  In June she unveiled 

a one-year Brexit backstop plan called the “temporary customs arrangement”, under which, 

if there was any delay in implementing the WA and reaching agreement on the future 

relationship, the UK would stay tied to the EU’s Customs Union for up to a year after the end 

of the transitional period.  At the same time the UK would be free to negotiate, sign and ratify 

its own trade deals. In June the EU made clear that it would not accept a time limit. But 

perhaps May will now give way on the time limit threatening her Brexiteer ultras with no 

Brexit at all.  Rien ne dure comme le provisoire.  Nothing last like the temporary. 

There have also been suggestions that any deal should be subject to approval by the Northern 

Ireland Parliament which is not meeting at present.  What about the Scottish Parliament? 

Nor should we forget Lord Kerr.  “Article 50 is about voluntary withdrawal.  It is not about 

expulsion.  We don’t have to go, if at any stage within the two years, we decide we don’t want 

to.”  True, but probably a forlorn hope. 

Time really is running out. It is however still possible that May will secure a deal of sorts from 

the EU which blurs or postpones the Irish border problem. The EU blinks to avoid a crash. The 

hard-line Tory Brexiteers blink too, supported by Corbyn, McDonnell, and others. Tory 

remainers fall in to line to keep out Corbyn. The UK leaves in, if not in a blind, then in a one-

eyed Brexit, dressed up with a vague declaration on the future relationship.   

Watch this space. 

 

 

 


