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Making sense of the European Union

A briefing pack for schools 
in partnership with the Association for Citizenship Teaching
Making sense of the European Union and the UK Referendum

This term will see the United Kingdom (UK) vote decisively on membership of the European Union (EU) – an issue that has seemingly divided opinion in the UK for decades. The issue appears to be particularly divisive among parliamentarians in the UK and among political leaders in the rest of the EU and Europe. More widely, there have also been concerns that citizens in Europe lack confidence in the concept of the EU, perceiving it as either failing or flawed and not fit for purpose for the twenty-first century. How will this play out publicly in the media as the referendum vote approaches? Some talk about a Brexit – a British exit from the EU. Might this really happen? Is this wise? What would be the implications of such a move? What would be the advantages and disadvantages of such a result? What about the rest of the EU nations, or those waiting to join? Currently the challenge for teachers is to find ways to confront the whole EU question and not just that of the referendum.

In this think-piece, we present a background to the concept of union in Europe followed by reflections on some of the key political, social and legal issues the UK Referendum will focus on. This is not a comprehensive survey of either the historical background or all the crucial issues but acts as an aide-memoire for teachers in citizenship, politics and history in order to strengthen their confidence in discussing the Referendum with pupils.

The European Community

Like the United Nations (UN), the EU's origins lie in the Second World War.  The Second World War left much of Western Europe, particularly Northern France and Germany, in ruins.  Although not touched by ground forces, Britain's cities had been bombed by the German air force and the war effort also left Britain around £13,000 million in debt.
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Bombed Dresden: Source: German Federal Archive 

The first moves towards recovery began as soon as the war ended.  The United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration set to work repairing war damage, providing tools and equipment or just keeping people alive.  Its staff were provided mainly by Britain and the USA and in three years it saved many lives with the 20 million tons of supplies it provided for the people of Europe.

The Organisation for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC)
By 1947 it was clear to the American President Truman that Europe would need help to recover properly.  Through the Marshall Plan (officially the European Recovery Program) the USA pumped $13 billion into the economies of Western Europe (the Eastern European states were ordered to refuse because of Stalin's suspicions about American motives).  This aid was a vital kick start to recovery, but it was also the first step towards European unity.  In order to decide which country received what amount of aid under the Marshall Plan, 16 states set up the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation.  The OEEC was a great success and continued to operate until 1960 when it became the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, including the USA and Canada.

	Graph of MArshall Aid received by different states 
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The success of the OEEC was proof to many politicians that the future of Europe lay in working together.  Men like Konrad Adenauer of West Germany and Jean Monnet of France felt that economic, political and military union was the best way forward for a Europe recovering from war and threatened by the USSR's domination of Eastern Europe.  The former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill seemed to agree.

	Churchill, 1946

If Europe is to be saved from infinite misery, and indeed from final doom there must be an act of faith in the European family ... we must build a kind of United States of Europe.


Council of Europe

Difficulties arose, however, when it came to putting these principles into practice.  The majority of members of the OEEC joined together to form the Council of Europe in 1949.  The aim of the Council was eventually to become a European Parliament – this was certainly how Adenauer and Churchill viewed it.  Unfortunately for these enthusiasts the British people and Scandinavian countries were less enthusiastic about the Council.  Through their opposition it was never able to take the idea of European unity forward.

Another attempt at closer political integration was the idea of the European Defence Community, put forward in 1950.  The USA and Berlin were keen to re-arm West Germany as a defence against the Communist East, but this was a delicate matter so soon after the war, especially for the French.  The solution put forward was for a European army made up of Benelux (see below), French and German units under French command.  The issue was just too sensitive, however, and the plans were dropped in 1954.  The following year West Germany joined NATO, an important step in bringing Germany closer to its former enemies.

European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC)
Economic cooperation was much more successful.  The Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg formed a free trade union called Benelux as early as 1944.  Benelux meant that goods and workers could travel freely within the member countries.  Taking this example the French foreign minister Robert Schuman put forward an imaginative plan in 1950.  Coal and steel production would become European rather than French, German, Belgian etc.  This meant that West Germany would become closer economically to the rest of Europe.  It also meant that no state could secretly prepare for war as their coal and steel consumption would rise dramatically and raise suspicions.

Politically it was an important step because it brought France and Germany closer together.  Economically the ECSC was a giant leap forward.  Germany supplied the coal, France the iron ore and the market was the shattered towns and cities of Europe which needed rebuilding.  The absence of tariffs and customs duties allowed coal and steel to move freely and trade in other goods rose as a result.  By 1962 trade between the members of the ECSC rose by 170%.

Despite these successes, Britain stayed out of the ECSC.  The Prime Minister, Clement Atlee, felt that Britain occupied a special position in the world and could not afford to tie itself economically to Europe.

	The ECSC

· The ECSC contained France, Germany, Italy and the Benelux countries

· It was made up of four organisations:  the High Authority, the Common Assembly, Council of Ministers, Court of Justice.

· The High Authority was run by ECSC civil servants who served the interests of the Community rather than their own country.  The High Authority ran the ECSC.

· The Common Assembly was an early European Parliament – it
could advise the High Authority.

· The Council of Ministers allowed member states to express their views to the High Authority.

· The Court of Justice settled disputes about any decisions made by the High Authority.


The European Economic Community (EEC)

By the late 1950s it seemed that economic integration was the way forward – political unity was a long way off.  In 1955 at Messina in Italy the ECSC members met to discuss further economic cooperation and the possibility of a United Europe in the future.  After long consultations and reports the six countries signed the Treaty of Rome in 1957.  The Treaty set up Euratom (European Atomic Energy Commission) but much more importantly the European Economic Community (EEC) or Common Market.

	Treaty of Rome

Belgium, West Germany, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands have determined to establish the foundations of an ever closer union among the European peoples.  They have decided to create a European Economic Community ... It shall be the aim of the Community to promote throughout the Community a harmonious development of economic activities including the elimination of customs duties, a common agricultural policy and a common transport policy.
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 EEC Membership Map: Source: Wikipedia

There were a number of key aims which the Treaty aimed to achieve:

· Removal of customs barriers between the member countries.

· Avoiding harmful duplication or competition.

· Protecting and developing agriculture and transport inside the EEC.

· Institutions to be set up – European Commission and Assembly, Council of Ministers, Court of Justice – which would lay the foundations for a United States of Europe.

There were now three European communities – Euratom, ECSC and EEC.  For the next ten years the states and officials of these organisations worked hard to integrate them into one body.  By 1967 they had come together under the title of EEC.

Britain and the European Free Trade Association (EFTA)
Britain was invited to join the EEC but refused the offer.  The British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan was still aware that Britain had strong links with Commonwealth countries which could be damaged.  There was also the 'special relationship' between Britain and the USA.  On a practical level, agriculture was less important in Britain than it was in the EEC states.  Also, Britain imported a lot of produce from Australia and New Zealand – the EEC's agricultural policies might threaten this trade.  A major factor was also straightforward British national pride – Britain had always been a great power and wished to remain independent.  Because Britain was an island the need to diffuse national rivalries through cooperation was much less important than it was to EEC countries.

Be that as it may, Macmillan realised that free trade areas were an important and growing aspect of world trade.  In 1960 Britain joined Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland, Austria and Portugal in the European Free Trade Association (EFTA).  It had a similar philosophy (low trade tariffs) to the EEC but was far less restrictive and binding.  On the other hand the population of EFTA countries was a fraction of the population of the EEC countries -–EFTA was a poor substitute.

Britain and the EEC

After only three years, Macmillan changed his mind about membership of the EEC.  Commonwealth and American trade was growing only very slowly.  In contrast Britain's trade with the EEC was increasing steadily even as an outsider.  Above all, Macmillan was impressed with the prosperity and growth of EEC countries, especially in Germany.  After almost three years of negotiations, however, Macmillan's first request was rejected, mainly because of the concerns of the French leader, General de Gaulle.  De Gaulle argued, with some justification, that Britain was still not European enough.

	De Gaulle, 1963

England is linked by trade, markets and food supply to very different and often distant lands.  She is essentially an industrial and commercial nation and her agriculture is relatively unimportant.


As the successful growth of Europe continued, Britain made another application to join the EEC.  This time it was the Labour leader Harold Wilson who tried to get the leaders of the EEC countries on his side.  After nine months' hard negotiation most Europeans supported Britain's application but again General de Gaulle blocked British entry into the EEC.  This time he felt that Britain would bring all the problems of 1963 plus new economic troubles which Britain was going through in the late 1960s.

In 1970 Edward Heath became the new British Prime Minister and applied once more for membership.  Heath was a committed European and had handled many of the negotiations for Macmillan in his bid.  The death of de Gaulle in 1970 removed a huge obstacle to British membership.  Britain joined at the same time as Ireland and by 1986 the EEC had grown to include Greece, Spain and Portugal.

The EEC in operation: strengths and weaknesses

The EEC even in the early 1970s was a very large organisation dealing with a large number of issues.  Its operations were controlled by the commissioners in the European Commission.  The achievements of the Commission have been impressive.  Economic growth in EEC countries was high throughout the 1960s and 1970s.  Through the Regional Development fund the EEC put money into poorer areas of Europe, mainly with the aim of creating new industries and reducing unemployment.

Much more controversial has been the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).  By guaranteeing certain prices for farmers the CAP has led to inefficiency and even corruption.  There was also tension over the fact that it was French farmers who benefited more than any others.  On the other hand, food was plentiful and widely available to EEC countries. In the 1990s there were attempts to make the CAP more cost-effective and more conscious of the environment.  It should also be pointed out that France's farmers were among the hardest hit by job losses in the period 1975-90.

There was also tension, especially In Britain, about the 'faceless bureaucracy' at the EEC Headquarters in Brussels.  The news headlines picked up strange regulations about the flavour of crisps and other commercial products.  They often ignored the economic advances being made, however.  In 1992 the EEC became a single market,  enabling goods and workers to travel freely.

EEC to EU
There was more to come …. In November 1993 the Maastricht Treaty came into effect, creating the European Union. From that point onwards the tides of controversy in Britain over the EU ebbed and flowed. Two major themes dominated: membership of the EU and the rights conveyed by membership; and the moves towards closer financial and political union. 

Membership

The EU continued to expand with Austria, Sweden and Finland joining in 1994 and Norway, Iceland and Lichtenstein gaining a type of associate membership. The year 1985 saw the Schengen Agreement come into force, allowing free movement of member populations throughout the EU – a source of some controversy now. The controversy deepened with further enlargement of the EU. In 2004 the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Malta and Cyprus joined. Further enlargement followed in 2007 with the entry of Romania and Bulgaria. 

Financial and political union

The general direction of travel of the EU has been towards greater political and financial union. The exact nature of the political union has been the subject of very lively debate and is of course a key factor underpinning the forthcoming referendum. The story of financial union is easier to tell. After much debate and discussion, much of it at the Maastricht Treaty negotiations, the EU made the decision to press forward with monetary union and in 1999 the Euro was launched. Most EU countries joined although the UK was a notable exception. It has remained a controversial issue ever since. The Eurozone saw a steady and significant period of prosperity after its creation but this came to a shuddering halt with the recession of 2008 and the near-bankruptcy of several member states. Financial union is also seen by many critics as a backdoor approach towards a full and formal political union – a United States of Europe – which is anathema to some and a dream to others. 

The Referendum on the UK's membership of the EU: starting points and themes

There are a number of complex issues to unpick. One aspect is about identity – just how European the citizens of the UK regard themselves. In 2014 the European Elections were held. According to the Office for National Statistics, in the UK some 27% of those who voted did so for the anti-EU party UKIP. In several other European member countries there was also substantial voter support for nationalist or anti-EU parties.  In a recent survey of identities in different EU countries, 4% of UK respondents chose 'European' as the one word they most identified with compared with 23% in Germany and 20% in Poland (The Observer, December 2013). Interpretations and views of these findings will vary but concerns also exist as to the age profile of those taking part in the European elections in the UK, suggesting that younger voters still are not minded to take voting in European elections seriously and feel that the EU, its institutions and policies are disconnected from their lives.

The whole issue of having a united currency in the EU and also the concept of deeper political and financial union has been discussed openly in a number of EU nations. The economic and political turbulence in Greece, Ireland and Spain after 2008 weakened the economic argument for the Euro. Some point to the vulnerability of the Euro at times of crisis; others suggest the economic downturn of 2008 has damaged long-term confidence in the currency.

The continuing crisis over migration into EU nations from areas of war and conflict  in the Middle East and Africa has confronted European politicians directly, particularly is respect of border security and the principle of the freedom of travel in the EU and Schengen countries. There has been a rise in right-wing parties and groupings in EU countries that are nationalistic and play on what they promote as a rise in the number of Muslim migrants and refugees coming into central Europe. One grouping, Pegida in Germany, has very vocal British supporters. In 2015 there was a series of terrorist attacks in European cities linked to extremist groupings including Daesh (ISIS). It has been suggested that some of those involved came into Europe by pretending to be new migrants. Some European nations have been erecting fences along their borders or are planning to do so to control the numbers of migrants moving into and through their territory. Some European politicians talk openly about suspending the Schengen agreement to restrict the free movement of goods and people, thus re-establishing border controls. All of this creates uncertainty about how secure and safe the borders of Europe are and how this affects the UK, especially in respect of migrants who are living in the ‘Jungle’ camp at Calais and are determined to come to the UK.  

The conflict in Ukraine during 2014 created tension between EU countries and Russia and prompted disagreement as to how to respond to the conflict and perceived Russian aggression in Crimea and eastern Ukraine. The border states alongside the EU in the Baltic and Ukraine remain tense in their relationship with Russia and NATO has moved aircraft and troops into these nations to counter any further moves by Russia to destabilise these nations. The UK government calls for a robust response to Russia from NATO while having concerns about a perceived divided response by key EU nations. 

The interconnection between EU member nations, especially the UK, in respect of where power lies is a current dilemma. Some UK politicians have called for clarity about where exactly sovereignty lies – does it lie with the judiciary and Parliament in London or is this superseded by the power of EU law-makers in Brussels? A number of cases are cited where it might appear that EU legislation transcends that of the UK Parliament. Often these cases are related to human rights or issues of criminality and punishment, employment law or the sale of goods. Various test cases have become causes célèbres, for example whether it is legal in the UK to sell goods in Imperial weights. Although confusion exists, the EU actually has very clear areas of responsibility concerning some of these themes, while responsibility and law making often lies with different bodies. For instance some believe that the EU is the main body to cover human rights, when in fact most of the rulings on that, are a result of the European Convention on Human Rights which was created by the Council of Europe, a separate organisation. This in itself created the European Court of Human Rights, again, a non-EU body.
Some within Europe consider that radical approaches now need to be taken by EU member states to redefine  connections and relationships. This might include putting national interest before pan-European interest or withdrawal from binding laws and agreements and even withdrawal from the EU itself and renegotiating a new relationship. Allied to this has been a need to formulate perspectives on global matters including climate change, energy security and an ageing population. 

Portrayals of the EU in the media are often negative, which adds to a sense of irrelevance. What are the charges that are made against the EU? Are these facts? Myths? Distortion of the truth? Sometimes it’s hard to distinguish fact from fiction, truth from half-truth where the EU is concerned and the tribalism of those involved ensures that the real issues of concern are swallowed up in the rhetoric. Such is the impact of these types of assertions that it is not enough simply to refute them. At the heart of this is the question: What do we believe and why? There can be no doubt that combating a lack of interest in and ignorance of European institutions and issues is an important task for citizenship and history teachers and this means making the topic more inspiring, accessible, relevant and interesting to pupils. 

It is likely that approaching the referendum there will be much more coverage in the media, new web-pages and blog sites, pull-outs from newspapers, documentaries and political comment on TV and radio, new media sources and social media.  Much of this will be dense in detail so teachers will have to navigate this carefully and in a balanced way. Teachers must also consider what action pupils might take: creating web-pages, presentations, holding debates, sharing their findings with others, hot-seating experts like MEPs. There are some clear themes that will appeal to pupils, for example how being in the EU affects the use of mobile phones or the humble British ‘banger’. There is a BBC web-page on this given in the links below.  In the coming days there will be some good-quality resources to make use of. These are not huge in number, but we would suggest those below.

http://europa.eu/teachers-corner/index_en.htm is a pan-Europe website of resources for teachers. 

www.activecitizensfe.org.uk/european-union-teaching-resources is a source of materials regarding the 2016 UK and EU referendum

http://www.activecitizensfe.org.uk/european-union-teaching-resources.html is a web-based resource and support portal that provides especially for post-16 citizenship. Teachers can join the network and connect with others looking to develop post-16 citizenship approaches.

http://www.parliament.uk/eu-referendum Web-page from Parliament’s Education Service

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/portal/en is the website of the European Parliament and has resources and information about MEPs and the work of the Parliament

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-32810887 BBC web page all about the UK referendum

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-35711093 Web-page looking at the EU in ten objects including sausages, 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p03lbjhv Webpage looking at the EU in ten objects, including the mobile phone

https://www.kent.ac.uk/referendum/documents/toolkitandworksheets.pdf Toolkit from the University of Kent on the EU referendum

Historical Association resources
You might find the following resources from the HA website useful:

http://www.history.org.uk/resources/secondary_resource_4701,4705_124.html Podcast covering Britain’s relationship with Europe from 1945, including the EU

http://www.history.org.uk/resources/general_resource_623_71.html
Article looking at Britain, Christian identity and European integration

http://www.history.org.uk/resources/student_resource_6803,6804_108.html
Podcast on the early modern origins of the European financial markets 

Questions to consider

In your history, politics and citizenship classes, you may well be discussing the history and issues outlined above ahead of the referendum in June. If you are looking for some meaty debate questions, why not try some of those outlined below with your students as a starting point for discussion?

History
1 How far has the purpose of the EU changed since its inception in the late 1940s? 

2 ‘The EU and its predecessor organisations have achieved nothing since 1947.’ How far would you agree with this statement? 

3 ‘The history of the EU and the UN has shown that the world needs international organisations’. What are the arguments for and against this view? 

Citizenship
1. Some liken belonging to the EU to membership of a club. Have a discussion using the questions below about the UK's membership of the Club EU:

Why would I want to join this club?

What advantages are there?

What disadvantages?

What might happen to the club if I leave?

Might new members join the club if I leave and gain advantages?

If I leave, will the other members now be offended and make life harder for me and if so how?

2. Much of the discussion regarding EU membership and the UK is about sovereignty – does our Parliament have the full power and authority to govern the country without interference from outside, like the EU? For example, when our Parliament wants to pass a law it must check it complies with the European Human Rights Act. This applies to all EU member states. What arguments would you make for saying this is fair and just, or should our Parliament be able to ignore this EU rule?

