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Introduction

The United Kingdomss entry into the European
Economic Community (EEC) in 1973 would have a
profound impact on the country’s politics as well as
its economy. The unprecedented nationwide refer-
endum of 1975 confirmed parliament’s contentious
decision to join four years earlier, with a decisive two
thirds of voters endorsing ‘the Common Market. This
was the culmination of a concerted British campaign
that had been undeterred by the French President De
Gaulle twice vetoing previous UK attempts to join
the EEC during the 1960s. The decisive margin of the
1975 vote initially stymied further debate over the
issue, although the main opposition party did brief-
ly advocate withdrawal from the EEC in the early
1980s. The UK’s inaugural European parliamentary
campaigns were dominated by primarily domestic
considerations and gave the electorate an opportu-
nity to register their discontent with the government
at Westminster (Heath et al, 1999). The results of the
first four elections held between 1979 and 1994 track
the gradual move of voters away from the Conserva-
tives and towards Labour, though the former per-
sisted in renewing their mandate to run the country
three times during this period.

The Tories’ landslide victory in the inaugu-
ral European Parliamentary elections of 1979 came
within weeks of Margaret Thatcher’s first entrance
into Downing Street. The next triumph on this scale
followed with Labour’s win in 1994 in an outcome
that presaged the party’s national triumph three years
later. And although the results of the two interven-
ing European elections were closer, they also mir-
rored each other with the Conservatives and Labour
winning by a similarly modest margin in 1984 and
1989 respectively (Figure 4.01). From 1999 onwards
subsequent electoral outcomes proved different
because the UK had been obliged to adopt a more
proportional system of voting in place of its tradi-
tional majoritarian method. The change favoured
smaller parties such as the Greens who had previ-
ously been denied European parliamentary repre-
sentation despite attracting meaningful electoral
support. Formed in 1993, the pro-withdrawal United
Kingdom Independence Party also benefitted from
the revised voting system introduced. Somewhat
paradoxically, the elections to a parliament whose
existence it strenuously opposed would provide this
party with the ideal platform from which to espouse
its cause.

Future leader Nigel Farage was among three
UK Independence Party (UKIP) MEPs returned in
a modest but nonetheless significant breakthrough
for his party. The party’s support grew in successive
European elections and helped bring the issue of
EU membership to the forefront of British politics
(Figure 4.02). This was in an era when the Labour
governments of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown were
pursuing an avowedly integrationist agenda—albeit
one that did not embrace the case for UK adoption
of the single currency. The prospect of Britain join-
ing the Euro at the turn of the millennium provided
the Conservative opposition with a strong theme to
rally around; however, the party remained divided
between those who wanted to leave the EU and those
who sought to stay and reform the partnership. UKIP
capitalised upon the fractures within the Conserva-
tive party by offering a stridently unambiguous voice
on the issue of Britain’s involvement in Europe. In
the elections held between 2004 and 2014, Farage
and his colleagues played a decisive role in ensuring
Brussels was perceived as a growing threat to nation-
al sovereignty. By the end of this period UKIP was
winning the most European parliamentary seats,
further pressurising the Conservative government to
hold a referendum on British membership of the EU.
Fatefully, this would happen in 2016.

Awkward Partner: Thatcher’s Britain, 1979-1994
The inaugural 1979 election was treated with relative
indifference by both the media and the public, with
limited coverage and low turnout at the polls (Blum-
ler, 1979). Voter fatigue might have been a factor
given the recency of the General Election that had
brought Margaret Thatcher to power, combined with
widespread uncertainty about what the European
Parliament could and would do. Anticipating this
problem, the EEC had spent £600,000 on advertising
in various UK national newspapers to explain the
role and functions of the Community and its institu-
tions (Image 4.01). Turnout was still disappointing
despite public awareness of the impending election
growing from an estimated 13% of the population

at the start of this promotional initiative to 56% in

a follow-up study (Butler and Marquand, 1981).
Subsequent voter participation remained modest
with barely a third exercising their democratic right
in 1984. Later elections fared little better, with voter
turnout fluctuating between 35-38% except for in
1999 when the figure plummeted to 24% (Figure
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Figure 4.01: main party vote shares in UK European Parliamentary Elections 1979-
1994. Source: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/
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Figure 4.02: main party vote shares in UK European Parliamentary Elections
1999-2014. Source: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/
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Figure 4.03: Voter turnout In European Parliamentary Elections from 1979
to 2019 in the United Kingdom. Source: www.europarl.europa.eu



4.03). UK turnout has been persistently low by conti-
nental standards with the European election ‘regard-
ed as the nadir of voter interest in Great Britain’ (Bar-
brook, 1986: 1086).

Public indifference towards European elec-
tions has been explained by them being ‘second
order” affairs in contrast to the far more consequen-
tial so-called ‘first order’ votes for national govern-
ments (Reif and Schmitt, 1980). The 1984 campaign
appeared to support this interpretation given they
witnessed only a modest increase in turnout after
another contest dominated by largely domestic
concerns (Butler and Jowett, 1985). This happened
despite the more concerted electioneering of rival

parties—admittedly efforts that were routinely
ignored by the television news media (Siune et al.,
1984). The press was similarly indifferent with no
major title publishing a lead story during the cam-
paign. Among the best-selling popular newspapers
only seventeen election related news items appeared
in the fortnight leading up to polling day (Butler and
Jowett, 1985).

The Conservatives’ 1979 slogan ‘Don’t hope
for a better deal in Europe- vote for one’ reflected the
new government’s determination to pursue a ‘Brit-
ain-first’ approach dedicated to reducing the UK’s
financial contribution to the EEC. Margaret Thatch-
er subsequently secured a rebate and her desire to
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Image 4.01: European Commission funded newspaper
advertisement ‘What you need to know before
you have your say in the European Elections’. 1979
European Parliamentary Elections. Source: Daily Mail,

18 May 1979: 20.

provide ‘a strong voice in Europe’ formed the party’s
1984 pitch (Image 4.02) in a campaign that rec-
ognised apathy among supporters could damage the
Conservatives’ chances in the way it had Labour’s in
1979 (Linton, 1984).

By 1989 Thatcher had been premier for a
decade and Conservative differences over European
policy had become increasingly public. Although
her government had previously encouraged closer

economic engagement by supporting the 1986 Sin-
gle European Act, the Prime Minister had warned
against further political union in her influential
Bruges Speech of 1988 (Bogdanor, 1989). During
this period the UK was characterised as an ‘awkward
partner’ keen to benefit from membership but also
against the kind of integration that other leading
states felt essential to the future success of their
joint enterprise (George, 1990). While Thatcher was
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expressing frustration with European colleagues,
she received criticism from Europhiles in her par-
ty including her immediate predecessor as leader,
Edward Heath—the architect of the UK’s entry into
the EEC. A leading pro-Conservative newspaper
warned “Tory disarray’ could lead to defeat: ‘it real-
ly is time that the Tories got their act together and
found a common approach towards Europe, espe-
cially with the elections to the European Parliament
coming in July’ (Daily Mail, 1989: 6). But Heath was
increasingly resolute in his position, and accused
Thatcher of ‘patronising, self-serving hypocrisy’ and
‘distorting the truth’ during the campaign (Clarke,
1989). Despite party advertising warning of the
‘socialist’ threat from Labour, the Conservatives
succumbed to defeat in a nationwide election for the
first time in fifteen years (Image 4.03).

If 1989 marked a setback for the Conserva-
tives, 1994 proved to be a complete rout. In between
these elections Thatcher’s successor John Major con-
vincingly won the 1992 General Election but, within
months, his authority was seriously undermined by
the dramatic events of ‘Black Wednesday’ This single
day in autumn 1992 saw the UK forced out of the
European Exchange Mechanism having devalued ster-
ling to prevent further damage to the British economy.
The Conservatives’ 1994 campaign tried to revive the
familiar notion that Labour was wedded to socialism
and link this to the development of an overbearing
tederalist EU superstate. In contrast, the government
pledged to resist this kind of integration while articu-
lating a vision of an EU based on free trade in which
members retained sovereignty through powers of veto
(Butler and Westlake, 1995). But Major’s efforts were
insufficient to prevent his party suffering a major loss
of support and defeat by Labour.

Labour’s defeat in the 1979 General Election
led to significant internal recriminations that over-
shadowed preparations for the European campaign
only weeks later. The debate intensified and caused
a major split in 1981 that resulted in the creation of
the rival Social Democratic Party, partly in response
to Labour’s adoption of a policy in favour of UK
withdrawal from the EEC. 1984 was the first major
electoral test for Neil Kinnock, the leader who took
over following the party’s landslide defeat by the
Conservatives the previous year. Labour chose to
focus its campaign on domestic issues including
rising unemployment and the state of the NHS rather
than European concerns. While Kinnock lost his
first national election as leader in 1987, he argued
the result underlined the need for Labour to further
overhaul its programme. Having already abandoned
the commitment to withdraw Britain from the EEC,
the party now positively embraced ‘Social Europe,
Commission President Jacques Delors’ plan for tack-
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Image 4.02: Conservative Party political poster
‘NOT VOTING TOMORROW IS THE SAME
AS GIVING YOUR VOTE TO LABOUR’. 1984
European Parliamentary Elections. Source:
Conservative Party Trust.

“Mrs Thatcher had better enjoy

the sunshine at Fontainebleau

because I do not think she is

going to enjoy a hell of a lot else,
She is not coming away with

£475 million. That I do know?”

HOW RIGHT YOU WERE,
MR. KINNOCK.

IT WAS £600 MILLION.

VOTE CONSERVATIVE ON JUNE 15TH.

Image 4.03: Conservative Party newspaper
advertisement ‘HOW RIGHT YOU WERE,
MR KINNOCK. IT WAS £600 MILLION’. 1989
European Parliamentary Elections. Source:
Daily Mail, 13 June 1989: 11.
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Image 4.04: Labour political party leaflet ‘Make
Europe work for you’. 1994 European Parliamentary
elections. Source: People’s History Museum.

Image 4.05: still taken from ‘Slime Child’ from the Green
Party Election Broadcast. 1989 European Parliamentary
elections. Source: European Elections Monitoring Center.
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ling unemployment and preventing environmental
degradation through greater collaboration between
member states.

Labour’s policy shift came during a peri-
od when British public opinion had become more
favourable towards the European Community (Cur-
tice, 1989). Turnout in the 1989 election nevertheless
remained the lowest of any member state after a cam-
paign in which Kinnock had focused on domestic
concerns. The Labour leader stressed that voting pre-
sented an ideal opportunity to the electorate to offer
their verdict on an increasingly unpopular govern-
ment (Image 4.03). Kinnock’s party won the election
and added to growing pressure on Margaret Thatcher
that led to her dramatic departure from office in late
1990. Although Labour lost the subsequent nation-
al election in 1992, the party swiftly recovered to
convincingly win the 1994 EU campaign. Although
Labour urged the public to ‘Make Europe Work for
You’ (Image 4.04) it once again promoted the Euro-
pean election as a referendum on the Conservatives’
domestic failures (Butler and Westlake, 1995). The
wisdom of the strategy was reflected in polling indi-
cating that voters were motivated by ‘national’ rather
than ‘European’ considerations (McLean et al., 1996).

The Liberals, the UK’s third electoral force,
have traditionally positioned themselves between
their two larger rivals on most major issues with the
exceptions of Europe and electoral reform. The party
has long campaigned to overhaul the UK’s majoritar-
ian voting system having been particularly ill-served
by it. These electoral arrangements meant they and
their successors were unable to secure representa-
tion in the European parliament prior to 1994. And
while Liberals efforts in 1979 were understandably
overshadowed by the Conservatives” recent accession
to government, the party subsequently established a
close and initially formidable relationship with the
Social Democratic Party. Collectively known as the
Alliance, their partnership won more than a sixth
of the total vote in the 1984 election campaigning
on the most pro-EEC platform which extended to
supporting British entry into the European mone-
tary system. Despite their resolve, the Liberal/SDP
campaign was constrained by rivalries as well as a
lack of financial resources (Butler and Jowett, 1985).

The Alliance was relaunched as the Liberal
Democrats just prior to the 1989 European campaign
but they struggled to make an impact. Although the
party continued to style itself as more pro-EU than
their principal opponents, the 1994 election slogan
‘Unlocking Britain’s Potential: Making Europe Work
for Us’ could have conceivably come from either
major rival (Nugent, 1995). The theme created inter-
nal tensions with former leader David Steel encour-
aging his successor Charles Kennedy to adopt a more
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avowedly Europhile position. Kennedy and his party
were nevertheless able to celebrate winning their
first MEPs. Aside from the Liberal Democrats, their
two larger rivals and those from Northern Ireland,
the only other UK party to secure European repre-
sentation were the Scottish Nationalists. During the
1975 referendum the Scottish National Party (SNP)
had campaigned against membership of the EEC
but radically changed their position to the extent
that by the later 1980s Scotland’s ‘independence in
Europe’ became a familiar slogan and representation
of how central the EU had become to their identity.
And despite fluctuating domestic electoral fortunes,
Winnie Ewing became the party’s sole MEP in 1979
and a high-profile advocate for their cause over her
twenty-year European parliamentary career (Bochel
and Denver, 1985).

One of the most dramatic European-relat-
ed electoral developments in British politics came
with the rapid rise of the Green Party in 1989. In
1984, the Ecologists had received a thirtieth of the
support that its now rebranded successors achieved
in a remarkable advance that saw the Greens secure
third place overall. Despite backing from a sixth of
voters, the Greens failed to win any seats. But this
spectacular performance underlined the extent to
which less established parties could make advances
through European elections (Curtice, 1989). The
Green surge capitalised on a changing public mood.
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In a memorable Party Election Broadcast entitled
‘Slime-Child;, the party used several school-aged
actors to illustrate the varied harms being done to
the environment. The film featured children explain-
ing the environmental threats to Britain while simul-
taneously being covered by various noxious looking
liquids (Image 4.05). The video was applauded for
having broken ‘new ground in television advertising’
(Travis, 1989: 5).

In press adverts, the Greens identified assort-
ed threats to public health emanating from the use
of nitrate fertilisers, nuclear waste, and the discharge
of raw sewage (Image 4.06). The campaign also
questioned the sincerity of rival politicians’ pro-en-
vironmental credentials because as one supporter
put it: ‘there is a great deal of difference between
putting on a Green hat for an election and wearing
one all the time’ Success like this meant the party
attracted greater scrutiny: their electoral surge in
1989 proved fleeting and they were once again poll-
ing in single figures by the end of the following year
(Pattie et al., 1991).

The Era of Blair... and UKIP: Debate and Discord,
1999-2014

Following Labour’s triumph in the 1994 European
elections, the party returned to government with a
landslide victory in 1997. Tony Blair’s popularity was
reflected in the party’s 1999 EU campaign slogan
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Image 4.06: Green Party press advertisement during the 1989 European
Parliamentary elections. Source: The Times, 12 June 1989: 2.
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‘Leadership in Europe’ and an election broadcast in
which various personalities and voters applauded
the Prime Minister for his work. The Labour efforts
were nonetheless described as ‘lacklustre] ‘lacking
direction, and ‘pathetic’ by media commentators
and candidates, reflecting a sense that Labour had
ceded the initiative to their increasingly Euroscepti-
cal Conservative rivals (Butler and Westlake, 2000).
By the 2004 elections Blair was less of a presence in
Labour’s campaign following a marked decline in
his popularity in the aftermath of his controversial
support for the Iraq war. The party’s slogan ‘Brit-
ain is working—don't let the Tories wreck it again’
reflected its strategic focus on domestic issues rather
than European-related policies. Labour did, howev-
er, concede the case for holding a referendum over
the possible ratification of the European constitution
as part of an attempt to counter the Conservatives’
sceptical narrative.

Gordon Brown succeeded Tony Blair as
Prime Minister in 2007. His time in office was soon
dominated by the fallout from the global economic
crisis (Hayton, 2010). Brown’s government also suf-
fered from the ‘tidal wave of public fury’ provoked by
a major expenses scandal involving numerous British
politicians that broke just prior to the 2009 European
elections (Winnett and Rayner, 2009:173). Labour’s
strategy acknowledged the crises engulfing the coun-
try and sought to reassure the public by presenting
the Prime Minister as a hard-working and energetic
leader. Brown’s economic expertise was reflected in
a campaign that stressed better cooperation with

European partners would provide greater security
and help to tackle the credit crunch. But the lurid
expenses scandal dominated the news agenda and
overshadowed an election in which disillusioned citi-
zens either didn’t vote or turned to previously mar-
ginal electoral alternatives (Mathers, 2010). Labour,
the incumbent government, came third in a UK wide
poll for the first time in over ninety years, portending
their General Election defeat the following year.

Ed Miliband succeeded Gordon Brown as
Labour leader and adopted a similar, personalised
approach to the 2014 European campaign. Miliband’s
efforts were undermined by minor gaffes, including
a notable image of him eating a bacon sandwich,
which would gain notoriety when it was recycled to
ridicule him in the following year’s national elections
(Jones, 2015). In anticipation of the latter campaign,
the Conservatives had already committed themselves
to holding an ‘in/out’ referendum should they be
re-elected to govern. Labour stopped short of mak-
ing the same pledge but promised that no additional
transfer of power to Brussels would happen without
a plebiscite. Although the party made some electoral
progress in 2014 and outperformed the Conserva-
tives, the success of UKIP underlined the growing
potency of Euroscepticism. Some Labour figures
began to argue the case for matching the Prime Min-
ister David Cameron’s pledge to hold a referendum
on EU membership to diffuse the issue (Grice, 2014).

In opposing the Blair and Brown govern-
ments, the Conservatives made questioning fur-
ther European integration a policy priority. Leader

Don’t get mad, get even

There is a Labour policy
on a European referendum

G »
' =
& '\%,

85% of Britain wants a referendum on Europe. Labour isn’t listening

June 10th Vote Conservative x

Image 4.07: Conservative Party poster ‘Thereis a Labour Policy on a European
Referendum’, 2004 European Parliamentary Elections. Source: Conservative

Party Trust.
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LABOUR AND THE LIB DEMS WON'T.
UKIP CAN'T. WE WILL IN 2017.

¥ Vote Conservative today

Image 4.08: Conservative Party advert ‘An In-Out Referendum on Europe’. 2014 European
Parliamentary Election. Source: European Election Monitoring Center

William Hague styled himself as a ‘Euro-realist’
rather than ‘sceptic’ when opposing the UK joining
the single currency while supporting continuing

EU membership. Adopting a ‘docudrama’-style
approach, a 1999 Conservative European election
broadcast featured actors playing a couple called
Debbie and Chris discussing the implications of join-
ing the Euro in their bedroom (Butler and Westlake,
2005). The film acknowledged Blair’s popularity, with
the woman gently mocking her partner for previ-
ously supporting ‘your mate, Tony” before they both
agree that the single currency was a bad idea. While
Hague’s opposition to the Euro upset some pro-EU
Conservatives, the stance defined his leadership and
appeared to resonate with voters, if judged by the
party’s modest recovery and success in coming first
in the 1999 European elections. The campaign was
also notable for the way consideration of actual EU
policies, rather than just domestic issues, began to
inform substantive electoral debate.

By the time of the 2004 campaign, the Con-
servatives had lost another General Election but had
become even more emboldened in their Euroscepti-
cism under new leader Michael Howard. The party
mocked the Labour government’s apparent equivo-
cation on allowing a referendum on the forthcoming
European constitution (Lusoli and Ward, 2005).
They did so mindful of declining public trust in the
Prime Minister and featured Blair’s image in adverts
that urged voters ‘Don’t get mad, get even’ (Image
4.07). During the campaign, Howard celebrated
the twenty-fifth anniversary of Margaret Thatcher
becoming Prime Minister and praised her tenacity in

securing a British rebate from the EEC while restat-
ing his support for her ‘vision for Britain’ as a sov-
ereign country distinct from the UK’s EU partners.
The Tory leader committed his party to withdraw-
ing from the Common Fisheries Policy and, more
generally, the embrace of a ‘multi-track’ approach
by which member states could decide whether and
how to further integrate themselves with others.
Although Howard failed to win the national election
the following year, 2004 saw the party once again
top the poll having promoted an avowedly sceptical
attitude towards the EU.

Howard’s successor David Cameron became
leader in 2005 after having pledged to withdraw
Conservative MEPs from the major centre-right
parliamentary grouping, the European Peoples Party.
Cameron had made this specific promise to under-
line his sceptical credentials and reassure colleagues
who were increasingly vocal in their criticisms of
what they perceived to be Brussels’ erosion of British
sovereignty. 2009 saw the party slightly increase its
vote in European elections before Cameron became
the first Conservative since John Major to become
Prime Minister the following year. During his pre-
miership, Cameron continued to respond to the
increasing potency of Euroscepticism, most notably
when he made his fateful pledge to hold a plebiscite
on continuing British membership of the EU. Party
advertising in the European elections of 2014 stated
this ‘in/out referendum’ would be held by 2017 at
the latest (Image 4.08). An accompanying campaign
broadcast made the more generic promise that the
Conservatives would ‘make Europe work for Britain.
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Image 4.09: UKIP leaflet, ‘Say No to the EU and Mass
Immigration’ during the European Parliamentary Elections
2009. Source: Bodleian Archives.

Ominously for Cameron, who was facing re-elec-
tion the following year, he and his party dropped to
third place. Even the Conservative promise of a UK
referendum on EU membership failed to stem the
defection of many sceptical voters to the UKIP cause
(Kellner, 2014).

Once dismissed as ‘cranks and gadflies’ by
David Cameron, UKIP would go on to fundamental-
ly reshape British politics and thereby underline the
significance of the EU Parliament and its elections
as platforms from which to campaign. Ironically,
as has already been noted, the very same European
institutions that gave the party a voice were the very
same ones they believed the UK must escape if the
country was to maintain itself as a politically and
economically independent free trading nation. For
UKIP the EU represented an existential threat to the
‘British way of life’ (Light and Young, 2009). In 1999
three MEPs including Nigel Farage were returned for
the first time, the party having benefitted from the
adoption of a more proportional regional list system
of voting. 2004 saw support for UKIP increase with
former Westminster politician turned television pre-
senter Robert Kilroy-Silk among those who secured
parliamentary seats (Happold, 2004). In a campaign
video, Kilroy-Silk blamed ‘politicians in London’ for
opening ‘our doors to a potential 73 million migrants
from Eastern Europe, that’s 73 million’, a move he
claimed had been endorsed by every British MEP
save his UKIP colleagues.

Kilroy-Silk had parted company with UKIP
long before the 2009 European elections, but this
failed to undermine support for the now formidable
Eurosceptic force. Nigel Farage promoted his party’s
strong anti-immigration stance, even using wartime
imagery of Winston Churchill to reinforce this mes-
sage (Image 4.09). UKIP also began advocating lib-
ertarian positions on taxation and identity cards that
were not primarily about the EU (Whittaker and
Lynch, 2011). Farage also launched trenchant attacks
on a British political establishment he accused of
being out of touch as well as corrupt following the
hugely damaging Westminster expenses scandal in
2009. It proved the ideal springboard for the par-
ty to claim second place in that year’s EP poll, but
this impressive result was not replicated in the 2010
General Election.

Nigel Farage generated a large amount of
media interest prior to and during a 2014 European
campaign that culminated with both major parties
being displaced by another, UKIP, in a nationwide
election for the first time ever. Farage’s campaign
criticised immigration policy in a poster showing
an escalator embedded in Dover’s iconic white
cliffs, captioned ‘No Border, No Control’ The EU
has opened our borders to 4,000 people per week’
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Image 4.10: UKIP webcard ‘No Border. No Control’. European Parliamentary elections
2014. Source: European Elections Monitoring Center.

(Image 4.10). Significantly the advert also incorpo-
rated the slogan ‘“Take Back Control of Our Coun-
try’, that would become a central catchphrase of
the debate in the EU referendum two years later. In
this, UKIP provided the messaging that would be
successfully appropriated by Boris Johnson to help
deliver victory for Leave campaigners. The party’s
first place in the 2014 European elections was a his-
toric feat and underlined the extent to which British
politics was now in flux. Despite Foreign Secretary
Hague’s claims that the victory reflected a ‘protest
vote, it alarmed the major parties ahead of the 2015
General Election. UKIP won an eighth of that vote
having drawn support from voters impressed by
its scepticism and who wanted to upend a status
quo at Westminster that now included the Liberal
Democrats who were junior partners in government
(Evans and Mellon, 2016).

Although UKIP and Liberal Democrat
policies on Europe were diametrically opposed,
they shared a commitment to electoral reform. Both
parties were also the main beneficiaries of the 1999
change to the electoral system with the LibDems sub-
stantially increasing their number of MEPs despite
a reduced vote share. The party maintained third
place in 2004 but ceded this to UKIP in 2009 before
experiencing a rapid decline in fortunes following
their leader Nick Clegg’s decision to join the Cam-
eron government as Deputy Prime Minister. Several
other colleagues took ministerial portfolios as part of
the 2010 deal to form the Coalition. This experience
proved costly from an electoral perspective with the
LibDems losing all but one of their eleven MEPs in
2014. The spectacular collapse of the party’s support
was linked to their endorsement of unpopular gov-

ernment policies, some of which contradicted their
own positions. The crisis that ensued after their tak-
ing office meant the LibDems were less well placed to
defend and promote the EU in this critical period.

The misfortunes of the Liberal Democrats
meant the news attention they attracted was increas-
ingly unfavourable. The party also had to compete
with rivals, including the insurgent UKIP, to influ-
ence the media agenda. The LibDems also faced
growing criticism and a challenge for their votes
from other pro-EU parties who had similarly ben-
efitted from the electoral system introduced for the
1999 campaign. The European sympathies of the
SNP and Greens proved no barrier to their winning
MEDPs and their fortunes further improved following
the implementation of the Blair government’s devo-
lution programme around the turn of the millenni-
um. Both parties first formed a working arrangement
in 2007 and would subsequently go on to dominate
Scottish Parliamentary business as their vote in the
Holyrood elections increased. Their partnership
endured and was strengthened due to their shared
commitment to Scotland not only leaving the UK
but remaining part of the EU.

While pro-European politicians periodically
worked together in the pursuit of common goals,
anti-EU Conservatives tended to be more wary of
collaborating with UKIP despite their shared outlook
and objectives. These politicians regarded them-
selves as mainstream and therefore took great care to
distance themselves from the third and most extreme
Eurosceptic party to gain MEPs. The British National
Party (BNP) had emerged as the UK’s most success-
ful far right electoral force having won representa-
tion at local government level from the early 1990s
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onwards. The party had always been fiercely anti-EU
and the European elections provided an ideal oppor-
tunity to campaign against Brussels and multicul-
turalism, amongst other things. In 2009, leader Nick
Griffin became one of the BNP’s two MEPs, although
the party’s success proved fleeting, imploding amid
internal recriminations well before the 2014 cam-
paign in which it lost both seats (Hayton, 2010).

Conclusion

The European parliamentary elections were initially
not taken seriously by British politicians, journalists
and, critically, the electorate at large. Things began to
change as the European Economic Community tran-
sitioned to become a broader and deeper partner-
ship. This process had required closer co-operation
between a growing number of members from across
the continent who were prepared to accept more
standardised trading arrangements. The European
Union that emerged from this provided economic
benefits for participating states as well as a political
dilemma for some. Nowhere was the resentment
towards the so-called ‘Brussels bureaucrats’ more
pronounced than in the UK. Somewhat paradox-
ically, the European parliament became the ideal
platform for those most hostile towards the EU and
its perceived threat to British sovereignty. Foremost
among these critics was the United Kingdom Inde-
pendence Party. UKIP didn’t exist until 1993 but as
its vote grew in successive EP elections so did its par-
liamentary representation. Although his party never
replicated this success at Westminster, leader Nigel
Farage became widely regarded as the most influen-
tial British politician to have never been elected to
the House of Commons.

The influence of Farage and UKIP helped
ensure that EP elections were increasingly concerned
with European rather than largely domestic affairs.
The ensuing debate was, however, increasingly
framed in ways that forced Europhiles, particularly in
the governing Conservative and Labour parties on to
the defensive over the possibility of the UK’s further
integration within Europe. Leading politicians who
were sympathetic towards the EU oversaw cam-
paigns that qualified their support in a wider political
context where substantial numbers of voters began
to embrace the sceptical cause regardless of how
they voted. Labour reacted by promising, if elected,
to hold a plebiscite before endorsing further British
integration within the EU; the Conservative response
took this to another, fateful level when their leader
and Prime Minister David Cameron pledged to call
a referendum on the more fundamental question of
whether the UK should remain members. Cameron
was obliged to deliver on his commitment when he
won the UK’s General Election in 2015. The vote sig-

nalled the end of the Coalition between the Conser-
vatives and the Liberal Democrats, with the former
winning enough parliamentary seats to enable them
to govern alone. By contrast, the election proved
disastrous for the Liberal Democrats who were
reduced to a rump. In a portent of what was to come,
the party lost all but one of its MEPs in the preced-
ing year’s EP elections. Their demise proved another
significant blow to the pro-EU cause within Britain
from which it was unable to sufficiently recover in
time for the fateful 2016 vote for Brexit.
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