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Introduction
To master the future, you must understand the present.
To understand the present, you must analyse the past. This
European Essay does just that on the most sensitive and critical
of events: elections – both the European elections of 1994 and
1999 and the general election of 1997. Condensing a mass of
polling and electoral data, the author compares the declared
intentions of the main parties with the actual turn-out. She
compares what the politicians said they would do with what
the public wanted them to do, and what each of them thought
was important.
Given the context, it is not surprising that she concludes
that Europe has risen up the scale of salience for the electorate
as the decade has gone by. Parties that ignore the intelligence
of the voters are inevitably punished, however much they may
make short term gains, and some of her data point in this
direction, too. Europe is a broad issue - the Euro is just the
most specific and neuralgic point of that wider debate – and it
is an issue that will not go away. The main political parties –
their leadership, MEPs and MPs, councillors and activists have the onerous task of actually making up their minds about
what sort of relationship they want this country to have with
our continental neighbours in the European Union.
Increasingly the public judges them on where they stand
on Europe.
Martyn Bond
September 2000
Director of the Federal Trust
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THE EUROPEAN
ELECTIONS IN BRITAIN
Party Campaigns in the 1990s

It is widely believed that the whole question of European
integration stirs little excitement on the north-western side of
the Channel. Turnout in the last European elections at 25%,
the lowest ever in Britain since members of the European
Parliament have been directly elected, lends credibility and
renewed relevance to this statement as far as the public is
concerned.
But why should this be the case? European integration
impacts more and more clearly upon people’s everyday life,
and ‘domestic’ and ‘European’ politics are ever more closely
intertwined. Europe was certainly not neglected at the elite
level in British politics in the 1990s. On the contrary, debates
about Britain’s place in Europe and the shape the new polity
should take has at times dominated the political agenda and
caused heated confrontations within the main parties. In
Britain, as in several other EU member states, attitudes to
integration form one of the most important dimensions of intraparty divisions. They serve as decisive points of reference for
party, and hence governmental, policy formation. But do they
also play a similarly important role in electoral competition
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between the parties? And how does political controversy at
the elite level influence wider public opinion?
This essay addresses these questions by looking at the
Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat attitudes towards
the EU since the watershed Maastricht Treaty. Examining the
1997 general election, and the European Parliamentary
elections of 1994 and 1999, it assesses the extent to which a
meaningful debate on contrasting visions of integration and
Britain’s place in Europe has become a feature of campaigns.
The party manifestos are analysed to establish the formal
positions put to the electorate, whilst an overview of the
campaigns and the media coverage of prominent politicians’
statements are used to trace the lines of intra-party division.
Finally, it considers how far the parties’ attitudes reflect those
of the electorate.

The 1994 European election
One might expect elections to the European Parliament
to offer the electorate a way of linking European structures to
their opinions, but in practice votes cast and party programmes
put forward in these elections have not been primarily about
Europe. In the absence of a fully developed party system at
the European level, in Britain, as in most member states, the
parties competing in the electoral arena are to a large extent
the same as in national elections. Consequently, the issues
politicised in the European elections are as likely to be related
to domestic as to European problems, even though the parties’
positions are, to varying degrees, influenced by their
transnational links to parties of similar ideological colour on
the continent.
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Attitudes to Europe could reasonably have been expected
to make more of a difference to the 1994 European elections
than on previous occasions, coming as they did in the wake of
the Maastricht Treaty, which had come into effect in November
1993. The Treaty not only considerably extended the powers of
the European Parliament (EP), whose composition the election
was to determine, but had also been put to the test of popular
approval in referenda, one of which, for the first time in the
history of European integration, produced a negative result. The
initial Danish ‘no,’ seen by many as signalling the end of the
‘permissive consensus’1 on integration among the mass of the
electorate was followed by a long and heated domestic political
debate in several other member states. In the absence of a UK
referendum, the British public could have chosen to register
opposition to, or endorsement of, the Maastricht treaty through
the 1994 election, thus indirectly indicating their opinion
regarding the direction of further integration.
The ruling Conservatives’ strategy, which focused
primarily on the kind of Europe the party advocated as opposed
to the one they alleged Labour and the Liberal Democrats
worked for, seemed to be based precisely on this expectation.
It suggested that they assumed enough popular distrust towards
Europe to divert attention from their unpopular domestic
record. The government’s general unpopularity, coupled with
the fact that the Tories outscored Labour in opinion polls
specifically concerning Europe, prompted the party to fight
the election on European issues despite the danger this choice
carried for party cohesion.
By contrast, the opposition parties’ campaigns were
primarily about domestic British politics, with Labour and the
Liberal Democrats concentrating much of their efforts on the
government’s record on issues such as taxation, health and
crime. Their aim was to discredit the Conservatives’ 1992
7

election promises. Moreover, the sudden death of the Labour
leader John Smith a mere three weeks before the election meant
that speculation about his successor deflected attention in the
national media from questions connected with European
integration. Nevertheless, to the extent that a European agenda
mattered in the campaign and as far as the Conservative Party’s
divisions allowed, voters in Britain did have some choice
between two opposing visions of Europe and of Britain’s role
in it. How defined this choice was varied to a degree from
constituency to constituency, depending on the prominence
given the issue locally.
The choice was perhaps most apparent in the election
manifestos. The Tories’ programme, entitled A strong Britain
in a strong Europe, to a great extent reflected the continuing
Thatcherite agenda of resisting the interference of ‘Brussels’
in Britain’s affairs. The language included references to a
‘European superstate’ and regulation ‘rolled back’ by the
Conservatives, phrases reminiscent of the former prime
minister’s Bruges speech. The party completely disregarded
both the spirit and the provisions of the federalist manifesto
put forward by the European Peoples’ Party, the group in which
Conservative MEPs sat in the European Parliament. By
contrast, Labour and the Liberal Democrats fought the election
on the basis of the transnational documents adopted by their
European allies, the Party of European Socialists (PES) and
the European Liberal Democrat and Reform Party (ELDR)
respectively, although they produced their own national
manifestos as well. Both the PES manifesto and the Liberal
Democrats’ programme, Unlocking Britain’s potential: Making
Europe work for us,’ expressed support for a vision of
deepening integration.
The issue of regulation, especially in relation to the social
chapter, proved to be a key area of inter-party confrontation.
8

The PES, strongly committed to a European social dimension,
saw it as a necessary counterpart to the integrated market. The
Liberal Democrats similarly rejected the British opt-out
negotiated by the Tories. The Tories also had to consider the
question if they were to stick to the European agenda they had
chosen. However, they effectively linked the issue to the
defence of the veto (the unanimity requirement in the Council),
the ultimate justification of which was seen as a way to prevent
Brussels from harming Britain’s competitiveness and flexible
labour market. Their determination to retain the veto on
unspecified ‘issues of vital national interest,’ was in marked
contrast to both the PES’s call for a stronger European
Parliament and ‘majority voting in the Council to be the rule’
and the Liberal Democrats’ cautious support for the extension
of Qualified Majority Voting (QMV).
The Conservatives in particular felt that there was some
potential electoral advantage to be gained by playing the
patriotic card. The increasingly eurosceptic tone of the
Conservative leadership, and especially of John Major himself,
was, however, attributable primarily to internal struggles in
the Conservative Party. The Prime Minister’s weakening
position within the party seemed to prompt him to seek the
support of the Eurosceptic right by indicating, for instance,
that he would be prepared to use the veto at the next
intergovernmental conference to prevent a ‘federal’ Europe,
and expressing his support for a ‘multi-track, multi-speed,
multi-layered’ Europe. These statements caused some of the
pro-European members of the Cabinet to reaffirm their
commitment not to see Britain in the slow lane in Europe.
They did so a mere 72 hours before polling started, which in
turn gave the opposition parties the opportunity to claim that
government splits prevented it from articulating clear policy
goals and subordinated the national interest to party interest.
9

In the event, it seems the Conservatives overestimated
the importance of the European issue for the voters in the 1994
elections. Only 36.4% of the electorate turned out and opinion
poll suggests European issues were never the most salient in
most voters’ minds. The Tories’ share of the vote was their
lowest in a national election since universal suffrage was
introduced in Britain, despite the fact that public sentiment
seemed to match the Conservative view on Europe more
closely than that of Labour or the Liberal Democrats. 40%
saw Europe as a threat, 71% were against granting more powers
to the European Parliament, and 68% opposed a ‘federal
Europe.’2
However, public opinion polls also revealed that for an
overwhelming majority the political situation in Britain was
the most important influence on how they voted. Thus, what
the election results reflected was the voters’ judgement on the
government’s domestic record rather than their attitudes
towards the state of European integration or their view of the
appropriate relationship between Britain and the EU.
Paradoxically, the more pro-European opposition parties,
fighting a less European-focused campaign than the
government, won the support of a relatively sceptical
electorate, indicating that Europe mattered to the electorate to
a much lesser extent than would have been necessary for the
Conservative campaign to achieve its goal. From the
government’s perspective, the 1994 European election in
Britain was largely fought on issues of European integration
but lost on issues of British domestic politics. (For results, see
table later in this essay).

10

The 1997 general election
In contrast to the 1994 European election, it was perfectly
understandable that domestic issues formed the key focus of
the campaigns in the 1997 Westminster election. Yet
paradoxically the recent BSE crisis, the ongoing
Intergovernmental Conference amending the European treaty,
and the approaching third stage of Economic and Monetary
Union (EMU) all contributed to putting Europe high on the
British domestic political agenda. This, together with the
increasing polarisation over European issues within the ruling
Tory party, especially over Britain’s membership of the single
currency, had an important impact on the campaign.
The three election manifestos paid scant attention to the
European Union. ‘You can only be sure with the Conservatives’
devoted only three pages out of fifty-five to Britain’s role in
Europe, while ‘New Labour: Because Britain deserves better’
gave just one page out of forty to the matter, and even the proEuropean Liberal Democrats’ ‘Make the difference’ had only
three pages out of sixty.
However, there were clear differences between the three
major parties’ policy proposals regarding most of the key
issues. The Conservatives pledged to maintain the opt-out on
the social chapter and insist on Britain’s exemption from the
Working Time Directive at the Amsterdam IGC, and opposed
a ‘European employment chapter’ in the new treaty. Labour
on the other hand committed itself to signing the social chapter.
The Labour and the Liberal Democrat manifestos supported
the introduction of proportional representation (PR) for
European elections, while in a section on constitutional matters
the Conservative manifesto ruled out PR as ‘un-British’ and
likely to lead to undemocratic practices. Both Labour and the
Liberal Democrats showed a willingness to consider the
11

extension of qualified majority voting (QMV) in Council
decision-making in areas other than those defined as key
matters of national interest, whereas the Conservatives
categorically opposed any extension of majority voting.
Despite these relatively significant differences in terms
of stated policy between Conservative and Labour manifestos
on European social regulation, the electoral system, majority
voting, and constructive involvement and leadership in Europe,
Labour’s rhetoric in the campaign was rather similar to that of
the Conservatives. Pandering to the eurosceptic, formerly Torysupporting tabloids, which now backed Labour, Tony Blair
occasionally seemed to adopt a tone reminiscent of John Major,
or even his predecessor, Margaret Thatcher. He pledged to ‘see
off the Euro-dragons’ in the Sun and suggested in an interview
in the Independent on Sunday: ‘It is important that we recognise
that the people of Europe want cooperation between
independent nation states...You must always be prepared to
be isolated if it is in the national interest to be so.’
The issue of the single currency, the Euro, was arguably
the most important issue in the campaign, yet it was difficult
to distinguish between the two largest parties’ positions. The
Tories maintained John Major’s ‘wait and see’ line, a strategy
that Labour seemed to share. Both parties pushed the date of
entry into the distant future by emphasising what Labour
termed ‘formidable obstacles in the way of Britain being in
the first wave of membership.’ The Tory manifesto went
further: without explicitly ruling the single currency out, its
provision not to include legislation on the matter in the first
year of the new parliament’s agenda made an entry date of 1
January 1999 impossible. By contrast, the Liberal Democrats
explicitly supported Britain’s participation in the single
currency. All three parties committed themselves to remain
involved in the negotiations, to base the future choice on the
12

criteria of economic convergence among the member states,
and to put the decision to the people in a referendum. The
latter pledge was an indicator of the extent to which the
parties had moved towards an even more cautious stance on
the single currency since 1994. Then even the Tory manifesto
had reserved the right to Parliament, and not the people, to
decide.
The similarity of the two major parties’ policies might
have reduced interest in the single currency question, had
the Conservatives’ internal divisions not led the media to
cover the issue extensively during the campaigns. The
approaching target date of the Euro’s introduction (1 January
1999) together with the increasing polarisation of the
electorate also made the issue more pressing than in previous
elections. Not only did some of the dailies fight an anti-Euro
crusade, but the official government position proved to be
unacceptable to a large part of the Conservative party, forcing
John Major to campaign for moderation within his party as
much as for the votes of the electorate. The Referendum Party
decided not to put up candidates against sitting MPs who
had declared themselves against the Euro, the bulk of whom
were from the Conservative Party. There were also offers of
financing from Paul Sykes, a right-wing millionaire
businessman, in constituencies where the prospective party
candidate had declared against the Euro. The growing number
of Conservative candidates who broke the official party line
and stated their opposition to Britain’s membership led John
Major to make a dramatic public appeal for party unity a
mere two weeks before polling day and finally to pledge
that he would allow a free vote on the single currency in the
next parliament.
With the exception of EMU membership, Britain’s
relations with Europe received relatively little attention until
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the final weeks before the election. By this stage, the
Conservative campaign was dominated by a rhetoric that
focused upon the defence of national unity on the one hand
and of national sovereignty on the other. Opposition to
constitutional change – devolution and European integration
– were both key Conservative commitments. The more
pronounced European element of the Tory campaign when
compared to Labour, however, had little chance of becoming
a significant vote winner. Together with domestic
constitutional reform, Europe was an issue of low salience
for voters in deciding which party to vote for, even though
people believed European integration was the fourth most
important issue facing Britain. The single currency also proved
to be relatively insignificant at the polls; Conservative
candidates publicly opposing the Euro did no better then their
fellow candidates maintaining the official ‘negotiate-and-thendecide’ party line.3
Moreover, the positions of the two largest parties were
more or less equally well (or badly) regarded by the electorate:
25% of respondents thought that the Conservatives had the
best policies on Europe, 24% thought Labour did. The most
consistently pro-European Liberal Democrats scored only 6%.
But, respondents who thought Europe was an important issue
were twice as likely to think the Tories, rather than Labour,
had the best policies on Europe. The eurosceptic/patriotic tone
of the Tories’ campaign on Europe seems therefore to have
scored positively with the electorate on balance, and cannot
be blamed for their poor electoral performance. What
contributed to their defeat, however, was the party’s inability
to reconcile its warring eurosceptic and europhile factions,
generating a divided public image.
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The 1999 European election
The outcome of the most recent European election in
Britain says a lot about the preferences of the few voters who
turned out and gives a good indication about those of the vast
majority who did not. In June 1999 the electorate was called
to the polls for the first time on the basis of a PR system. It
was a much-changed political climate, after two years of a
more EU-friendly - and still very popular - Labour government
in office. But this was also just three months after the entire
European Commission had resigned following charges of
mismanagement, nepotism and fraud. The campaign led by
the governing party, however, was low-key and paid relatively
little attention to European issues. Instead, Labour stressed its
domestic achievements - such as the lifting of the beef ban or
the advantages of new social regulation for the British worker
- without necessarily mentioning the European roots of these
successes.
The comfortable lead that the governing party had over
its main opponent in the polls probably largely explained both
the lack of a greater effort from Labour as well as the
Conservatives’ decision to repeat their 1994 strategy. Now in
opposition, they again focused on Europe in their campaign.
The perception that the British electorate was becoming less
supportive of European integration, and the Tories’
identification of Europe, and especially the single currency,
as Labour’s weak point4 merely reinforced an increasingly hard
Eurosceptical stance in the main opposition party. Reflecting
this change, the Conservative manifesto ‘In Europe, not run
by Europe’ opposed further integration, pledging to rule out
any extension of QMV in the Council and advocating a
‘flexible integration model’ in which participation in new
European legislative actions would be optional outside of a
15

core policy area. It went even further, in effect calling for the
curtailing of existing EU competencies, for instance in relation
to the European Court of Justice.
Apart from a general domestic statement used in all the
elections of 1999 - local, Scottish, Welsh and European.
Labour did not publish a separate national manifesto for the
1999 Euro Elections. They fought the election on the basis
of the manifesto of the PES, co-drafted by Robin Cook, which
ensured that the bulk of the programme would reflect Labour’s
interests. The transnational manifesto of the PES contained
few concrete policy proposals, however. The actual and
potential role of the European Parliament in preventing fraud
and controlling the Commission, for instance, received only
a passing reference, perhaps reflecting the fact that in the
parliamentary investigation preceding the March legitimacy
crisis (which was under way at the time the document was
adopted) European Socialists in the Commission, such as
Edith Cresson, were compromised. By contrast, the
Conservative manifesto demanded the ‘disgraced’
Commission leave office immediately, and proposed that the
European Parliament be given the power to dismiss individual
Commissioners (notably the only proposal in the Conservative
manifesto to increase the powers of an EU institution). This
was also a theme of the Liberal Democrats’ manifesto, which
set out an even more detailed programme to tackle the EU’s
democratic deficit.
Although the themes of the campaign were similar to
those in 1994, there were new issues and significant differences
of emphasis. Fraud, and the role of Conservative MEPs in
exposing it, received some attention, as did resistance to plans
for EU tax harmonisation. However, it was British membership
of the single currency - ruled out for the lifetime of the next
British Parliament by the Conservatives, and advocated by the
16

Liberal Democrats at the earliest opportunity on the basis of a
referendum - that dominated the campaign. Labour’s campaign
was largely silent on the issue, although, when pressed, Tony
Blair consistently argued that the government remained
committed in principle to joining provided that the economic
criteria were met and that the decision would be confirmed by
a referendum. Although the party correctly pointed out that
the European Parliament played no role in deciding on British
membership in EMU, and thus the election should not be turned
into a referendum on the single currency, Labour’s silence
further emphasised rather than downplayed the issue in public
awareness. Against the background of the Euro’s unexpected
fall since its launch in January 1999, and with public opinion
fairly strongly against entry, the ‘keep the pound’ theme was
greatly advantageous for the Tories and correspondingly
damaging for Labour.
The Conservatives’ anti-Euro message came through all
the more forcefully as they maintained a relatively united
platform in comparison with the 1994 and 1997 campaigns,
largely thanks to the moderation - indeed reticence - of several
pro-European personalities in the party. In reaction to the drift
of the party towards a more decisive anti-Euro position, and the
greater possibilities for the entry of new political forces due to
the introduction of PR, a more positive Conservative stance to
the EU was in this case expressed by the Pro-Euro Conservative
Party, founded by two Tory MEPs. It was, however, remarkably
unsuccessful in the election, gaining less than 2% of the vote.
At the other end of the spectrum the United Kingdom
Independence Party (UKIP) was successful in the shifting the
agenda around the Euro to the point of actually questioning the
UK’s EU membership. And in this they struck a chord with a
significant section (7%) of those who voted, as did the Greens
with their distinctive environmental campaign (6%).
17

1999

1994

18
62
2

ERA

EPP
PES
ELDR

84

2

% Seats

27.83
44.24
16.72
0
3.24
3.19
1.06

3.72
100

36.1

EP Group

Results of the 1999 and 1994 European Parliamentary Elections in Great Britain

Party

EP Group

84

% Seats
35.77
28.03
12.66
6.96
6.25
2.68
1.85
1.38
4.42
100

EPP/ED
PES
ELDR
EDD
Greens/EFA
Greens/EFA
Greens/EFA

Conservative Party
Labour Party
Liberal Democrat Party
UK Independence Party
Greens
Scottish National Party
Plaid Cymru
Pro-Euro Conservative Party
Others
Total

23.1

36
29
10
3
2
2
2

Turnout (%)
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The voter apathy characterising the 1999 elections was
another striking feature across the whole EU. In addition to
the possible effects of the legitimacy crisis erupting in the wake
of the Commission’s resignation and the fact that campaigns
were, to some extent, overshadowed by the Kosovo war, other
factors specific to Britain also contributed to the lowest turnout
since direct elections were introduced. The very novelty of
PR, election fatigue after the local, Scottish and Welsh
elections, and the mid-term popularity of the Labour
government, which reduced the element of protest-voting that
usually characterises European elections, all discouraged the
British electorate from voting. Indeed, in the case of the Labour
Party the result could be seen as protest non-voting, abstention
by otherwise loyal supporters. The low-key campaigns failed
to counterbalance these factors and galvanise a jaded electorate.
Low turnout clearly damaged Labour more than the
Conservatives, who were slightly more successful in engaging
their core voters with a campaign that contained a strong
element of opposition to further integration. Opinion poll data
indicates that Labour would have enjoyed 52% support, a 25%
advantage over the Tories, if a general, rather than European,
election had been held at the time. Yet the party won only
28% of the vote - as little as in the 1983 general election. The
Liberal Democrats polled only 13%, while the Tories’ gained
36%, a share which would have given them a modest majority
in Westminster at a general election. An explanation for this
discrepancy has to include the differential mobilisation of the
electorate, and the possibility that voters turning out based
their choice on a set of issues different from those traditionally
forming the basis of party choice in general election. Indeed it
is unlikely that the Greens and the UKIP would win the same
level of support in a general election held on the basis of the
first past the post electoral system. The introduction of
19

proportional representation in the 1999 European election
finally gave those electors who bothered to vote the opportunity
to do something more than merely reproducing general election
results, even if the most prominent theme, the Euro, did have
national as well as European implications.
Public opinion data (see Table below) can shed some light
on the background of this development. By 1999 the parties’
European policies had become more important for party choice,
with Europe and the single currency seen as the most important
problem facing Britain. Despite this, among all respondents
41% still said they would vote mostly about ‘the way the
government is running the country,’ as opposed to 36% voting
‘mostly about the parties’ policies on Europe.’ Nevertheless,
Salience of European issues
1994 European
Election
(9 June 1994)

1997 European
Election
(1 May 1997)

1999 European
Election
(10 June 1999)

European over
National

31%

n/a

36% / (47%)

National over
European

63%

n/a

41% / (40%)
intending/(certain) to vote

6th most
4th most
frequently
frequently
mentioned (12%) mentioned (33%)

the most
frequently
mentioned (37%)

Priorities:

The most important
issue facing Britain
EU/Europe/Euro' (by%)
If there was a referendum
on the single currency Would vote in favour:
Against joining:

33%
56%

27%
54%

24%
57%

Sources for this and the following tables: European Parliament (europarl.eu.int),
Eurobarometer 41 (July 1994), 47 (Spring 1997), 50 (March 1999), British Public Opinion
June/July 1994, March 1999, and MORI polls from Times, www.mori.com/polls, and
www.ge97.co.uk/mori.
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the percentage of voters who said they would vote on European
issues was higher than ever before, and they were even more
preponderant among those who were certain to vote: 47% as
opposed to 40% who said they would vote on domestic political
issues. Significantly, such respondents named the single
currency as by far the most important issue in helping to decide
which party to vote for.5 Regarding the British electorate at
large, an overwhelming majority said they would vote against
Britain’s entry in a referendum, indicating that on the most
important issue for the active part of the electorate (those
expressing an intention to vote) the negative tone of the
Conservative campaign had a better chance of winning votes
than Labour’s.
The two major British parties’ voter bases showed
significantly different attitudes towards Europe. In a
referendum on whether Britain should stay in or leave the EU,
the positive balance of Labour supporters saying they would
favour staying in was 20%, of the Liberal Democrats 26%,
while 14% more Tory voters would have supported leaving
than staying in. Tory supporters were not only markedly more
negative about EU membership than their Labour counterparts,
but also attached more importance to European policies than
the government’s domestic performance (some 53%, while the
proportion was reversed among Labour supporters).6
This pattern of attitudes is the best explanation for the
results of the 1999 European election in Britain. For Labour,
the low level of engagement among their moderately proEuropean (but not necessarily pro-Euro) supporters was one
factor. The Government’s not unfavourable domestic record
to which these voters attach more importance, and which this
time decreased the usual anti-incumbent effect of mid-term
European elections,7 but was seen as unrelated to the European
elections, was another. These factors combined with a low21

key campaign were largely responsible for both the overall
low turnout and Labour’s poor performance, in stark contrast
to the party’s standing in the opinion polls. The Conservatives’
vigorous anti-European, and especially anti-Euro, campaign
on the other hand matched the attitudes of their core supporters
and also attracted voters from other parties, thereby
contributing to their good results. In this election the small
part of the electorate that did turn out expressed its views on
Europe to a greater extent than ever before - even though the
election was still seen as unimportant, almost a non-event for
three out of four British electors.

Conclusion
This series of elections in the 1990s demonstrated the
growing importance of European issues to British political
parties and public. Europe has divided the major political
parties for decades, but by 1999 the Labour Party, like the
Liberal Democrats, had adopted a broadly pro-European
stance. Yet Labour in its election campaigning tended both in
opposition and in government to focus more on domestic issues
than the Tories. In marked contrast, the Tories were deeply
divided, with the main thrust of their campaign turning to Eurocaution at best and outright hostility at worst. The result is
that as far as issues of European integration were politicised
at all, they were more likely to mobilise dissent than consent
to the European enterprise.
The 1990s also witnessed some important changes in the
way Europe was perceived by the electorate. The 1999 election
was the first in which citizens intending to vote claimed that
Europe - including the single currency issue with its clear
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Voting Intentions
1994
1997
1999
European Election General Election European Election
Voting intentions
if a general elections
were held at the time
Conservative:
Labour:
Lib Dem:

27%
46%
23%

n/a
n/a
n/a

25%
52%
17%

Actual share of vote:
Conservative:
Labour:
Lib Dem:

26.8%
42.7%
16.1%

30.7%
43.2%
16.8%

36%
28%
13%

Turnout

36.4%

71.2%

24%

domestic implications - mattered more to them than the
government’s record. This goes some way to explaining why
the results differed so greatly from the parties’ relative standing
in the opinion polls. While voters showed that opinion about
European integration was increasingly important in successive
European elections, Europe was also increasingly seen as the
most important issue facing Britain in national elections.
Certain attitudes to integration seemed to be clearly
associated with individual parties, the Tories’ voter base being
significantly more sceptical about the EU than Labour’s or
that of the Liberal Democrats in 1999. This suggests, firstly,
that voters were aware of what ‘their’ party’s general stance
towards Europe was, and secondly that this knowledge played
a considerable part in establishing/maintaining party
preferences. Thus by adopting a fairly radical Eurosceptic
stance the Tories were likely to appeal to their core supporters.
This was not necessarily the case in relation to the electorate
at large, however. Given that the electorate was fairly evenly
divided between those who favour staying in the EU and those
who would vote in a referendum to terminate Britain’s EU
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membership (see Table below), an extreme Eurosceptic
position advocating withdrawal from the EU could potentially
alienate as many voters as it could attract. Moreover, a slightly
larger part of the electorate regarded EU membership as a good
thing than a bad thing, even though only a minority believed
that membership had specifically benefited Britain. Overall,
the proportion of those thinking that Britain did not benefit
from EU membership or that membership was generally a bad
thing did not increase during the 1990s, but the proportion of
people showing positive attitudes in these indicators decreased
slightly - reflecting the fact that the British electorate at large
was becoming somewhat less supportive of integration.
Pro- and anti-EU sentiment
1994
1997
1999
European Election General Election European Election
Benefit of country
for EU membership:
UK benefited:
UK did not benefit:

41%
43%

36%
42%

37%
42%

If referendum held
will vote to
Stay in:
Withdraw:
Don't know:

n/a
n/a
n/a

40%
40%
20%

41%
37%
22%

Public opinion concerning the general idea of British
membership of the EU was divided to such an extent that the
effects for any of the political parties of an overly hostile or
supportive stance could be highly ambiguous. The situation
was, however, different regarding one specific issue: there was
a considerable and fairly stable majority against the single
currency. This degree of popular opposition coupled with a
correspondingly, unequivocal message by the Conservatives
probably made the ‘save the pound’ theme the single most
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important electoral asset the party had in the 1999 European
election. The UK Independence Party capitalised on the same
issue. The same message may well prove to be an equal asset
to the Conservatives in the next general election. Unless a
similarly decisive voice from the pro-Euro side matches Tory
opposition to EMU, there is little hope that the electorate will
subsequently endorse Britain’s membership in the referendum
which will ultimately settle the controversy.

1

See L. Lindberg & S. Scheingold, Europe’s would-be polity
(Englewood Cliff: Pentice Hall, 1970).
2
For the sources of results and public opinion data see generally Tables
in body of text.
3
John Curtice & Michael Steed, ‘The results analysed’ in Butler and
Kavanagh, The British General Election of 1997, p.308.
4
Interview with Anthony Teasdale, 11 June 1999.
5
MORI European parliamentary election research for the Green Party,
May 1999.
6
MORI, Times, 28 May 1999.
7
See especially K. Reif & H. Schmitt, ‘Nine second order national
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results, European Journal of Political Research 8 (1980), pp.3-44.
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This new Federal Trust book
includes
three
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reminiscences by three MEPs
which blend personal impressions
with an analysis of the growing
power and importance of the
European Parliament over the
twenty years since it was first directly elected. Based on insider
experience from the mainstream political traditions – Carole Tongue
for the Socialists, Henry Plumb for the Conservatives and Florus
Wijsenbeek for the Liberals – this book informs as well as entertains,
putting a human face on the politics of power in Brussels and
Strasbourg.
In the history of European integration few steps have been as
important as the change from appointed Assembly to elected
Parliament in 1979. This volume brings together the reflections of
three MEPs who, through their parliamentary activity over the years,
have helped to shape Europe.
The Treaty of Rome speaks of ‘an ever closer union of the peoples
of Europe’. The European Parliament has become its clearest
political expression yet, and these MEPs’ reflections, written as much
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CONTENTS:
Report on current pension
situation
Country by country analysis
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PAPERBACK, 62pp ISBN 0 901573 98 1

PRICE: £11.95

This timely reports assesses the progress made so far by the EU
to defuse The Pension Time Bomb in Europe first highlighted by
the Federal Trust in a Report in 1995.
It reviews best practice in both public and private pension schemes
in France, Germany, Italy, Ireland, the Netherlands, Sweden and
the UK and calls for annual assessments by the EU of member
governments hidden deficits on public pensions schemes.
It also proposes a European-wide pension scheme for multinational companies in order to overcome problems of portability.
This report is vital reading for every corporate manager concerned
for their company’s – and their own – pension.
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