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“The In/Out Question...” A round-table on the recent book by Hugo Dixon, with the author, 

Ruth Lea (Arbuthnot) and Vicky Pryce (CEBR). 
 

Held on Tuesday, May 13, 2014, from 12:30-2:15pm.  
At the London Capital Club, 15 Abchurch Lane, London, EC4N 7BW. 

 
In or Out: underlying one’s position on Britain’s role in the European Union is whether or not you 
believe that there is real benefit to membership, how you view the alternatives for the UK outside 
of the EU  and the extent to which you believe reform is possible from the inside.  
 
Does membership of the European Union give the UK influence beyond its size; both in terms of 
its share of world population and output? And to what extent does that influence matter when 
confronting other power blocks with different interests. The four economic freedoms – free 
movement of goods, services, labour and capital – were felt to have delivered real benefit to the 
UK, even if some on the panel felt that those benefits had diminished considerably over time.  
 
Throughout the meeting there was discussion about what the post EU world might look like and 
three options were laid out: 

 The Norwegian model, in which the UK would be a member of the EEA, assuring access 
to markets but without any influence or a vote on the rules and regulations. The UK 
would be a passive recipient of decisions made in Brussels and, even worse, at risk of 
rules being written to its deliberate disadvantage.  

 The Swiss model in which the UK could choose which EU rules it wished to accept but 
without full access of the single market.  The UK would, in any case, need to copy the 
rules for those sectors in which it wanted access, i.e. financial services.  

 Or the UK could simply leave and use what international rules and organisations that 
exist (the WTO etc.) to continue to trade with what are, relative to the EU countries, 
faster growing parts of the world. As one panellist noted, union and free trade 
agreements are not necessary for market access and trading partners. Where there is an 
economic benefit, trade will follow and countries which benefit from access to UK 
markets would be acting against their own interests if they initiated a trade war.  

 
There was broad agreement that although, historically, Britain had played a key role in helping 
shape EU policy, that period was well and truly over. There are now few Brits on key committees 
and too few that choose to go into the EU Civil Service, contributing to the UK’s poor record in 
forming strategic alliances and influencing other member states on issues of key interest to 
Britain.    
 
Even for those who felt there was a value to being part of the EU, significant problems and a 
need for reform were identified. The EU is not competitive enough and is too centralized, with 
simply too much being done by and in Brussels. It was generally agreed that there was a real 
democratic deficit that needed to be addressed and that a number of powers and responsibilities 
needed to be returned to national governments.  
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The panel disagreed, however, on the feasibility of reform. Has the push for further European 
integration reached the high water mark? Or, as noted by another participant, had it simply 
plateaued before gaining momentum once again? Did widespread dissatisfaction with the EU 
across a wide range of member states create an important opportunity to foster an alliance for 
reform? Or were the interests of member states increasingly divergent (Eurozone vs. non 
Eurozone members) such that cooperation for reform was less, rather than more, likely given the 
current dynamic. The ECB proposal that clearing houses handling Euro denominated 
transactions be located in a Eurozone country was flagged as evidence of the insurmountable 
differences between those in and outside of the Euro.  
 
There was broad agreement that the outcome of the Scottish referendum would influence any 
future referendum on UK membership of the EU. Not only would a yes vote there change the 
political landscape of the major political parties but how Scotland handled its exit would have an 
impact on the likelihood of a UK referendum and its outcome. 
 
There was also wide agreement that the UK was moving towards a referendum without a clear 
plan for what a post-EU world might look like. There had been no real and meaningful 
discussion of the alternatives and the potential degree of disruption in the lead up to referendum 
and following a possible Brexit. The coverage in the press had been largely negative and a 
considered analysis was missing. 
 
Looking ahead a few years, the majority view was that the UK would still be part of the EU but 
still struggling. Increased influence was seen as key to improving the output from Brussels but 
unlikely in the absence of significant cultural change in the UK. One panellist felt strongly that 
increased subsidiarization was simply against the tide and that the differences between those in 
the Eurozone and those outside were insurmountable.    
 
L Moyle 


