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Highlights

• The United Kingdom's European Union Referendum Bill, introduced in the House of
Commons on 28 May 2015, legislates for the holding of a referendum before 31
December 2017 on the UK’s continued EU membership. UK prime minister David
Cameron is opening negotiations with other EU member states to try to obtain an
EU reform deal that better suits UK interests. Both the negotiations and the out-
come of the referendum pose major challenges for the UK and the EU.

• It will not be the first time that a UK government has staged a referendum following
a renegotiation of its terms of EU membership. The first such referendum took place
on 5 June 1975 after nearly a year of renegotiations, and the ‘yes’ won with 67.2
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THE FIRST UK EEC MEMBERSHIP REFERENDUM
OF 1975

A When did the UK enter the EEC?

Founded in 1958, the European Economic Com-
munity enlarged to include the United Kingdom on
1 January 1973.The UK entered along with Den-
mark and Ireland in the first ever enlargement of
the EEC. For the UK, it was a rather belated
entrance, since the UK had applied twice before,
in 1961 and 1967, suffering French president
Charles de Gaulle’s veto on both occasions.

At the beginning of European integration in the
early 1950s, the UK had the choice on several
occasions to participate as a founding member,
but each time declined to do so.Throughout the
1950s and up to the present day, the reasons for
this UK opposition were similar: the question of
the UK’s world role and its relationship with Com-
monwealth countries; a preference for loose inter-
governmental mechanisms over supranational
integration; a greater interest in free trade over
economic organisation and sectoral policies (Mil-
ward, 2002; Young, 2000). 

The UK refused to join the European Coal and Steel
Community (ECSC) in 1951.The ECSC is often con-
sidered the postwar starting point of European
integration because it introduced an important
institutional novelty, that of supranational institu-
tions. It also marked a formal step in the post-
second world war Franco-German reconciliation.
The UK government was sceptical of the new
supranational High Authority (an embryo of
today’s European Commission) and of European
coordination in the field, and had misgivings about
the greater political ambitions included in the
Schuman Declaration of May 1950, which pro-
posed the ECSC. Though it was invited, the UK
therefore refused to join the ECSC.





1. The so-called Werner
Plan, drawn up by a group of

experts chaired by then
Luxembourg prime minister
Pierre Werner, set out a plan
in stages leading to the cre-

ation of a European single
currency.
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lected from external tariffs went directly to the EEC
budget. The UK traditionally was a big importer
from non-EEC countries, in particular Common-
wealth countries, and as a consequence con-
tributed more to the EEC budget. This situation also
arose because, since the UK had refused to join
the EEC at the outset, it had not influenced the
rules that were established at the origin. A further
issue was that most of the EEC budget was spent
on the common agricultural policy (CAP, Figure 2).
But because the UK relied so much on agricultural
imports from outside the EEC, its domestic agri-
cultural sector was comparatively smaller, and as
a consequence received a smaller share of CAP
funds. The combination of these two factors rein-
forced the UK desire to find a way to reduce an
excessive contribution to the EEC budget. 

Fourth, the strategy of Conservative leader
Edward Heath, who had negotiated entry, was
heavily criticised by the Labour party before and
during the 1974 general election campaign.
Heath’s strategy was to improve the terms of entry
through internal negotiations inside the EEC
framework. In particular, he had placed much hope
in the eventual creation of a European regional
fund. But closely linked to the ongoing discus-
sions on Economic and Monetary Union (EMU)1

and facing German opposition, the regional fund
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5. In the chapter ‘Controlled
immigration that benefits

Britain’, pages 29-30.

6. In the chapter ‘Real
change in our relationship
with the European Union’,

pages 72-73.

festo contained detailed demands about the free-
dom of movement5, followed by a fairly vague list
of items, even vaguer than those of the 1974
Labour Party manifesto6. But the detailed
demands on EU migration increase the risk of the
renegotiation because they will make it easier to
see whether the government has obtained what it
wanted or not.

B Skillful political marketing can decide the
outcome of the referendum

The 1974-75 renegotiations did not bring sub-
stantial gains to the UK government; and the few
that had been achieved were very minimal com-
pared to the ambitions. UK policymakers mostly
geared their attention to their domestic political
scene. With the benefit of hindsight, it is now clear
that both Wilson and UK foreign secretary Jim
Callaghan wanted the UK to stay in the EEC from
the outset. The various outbursts of Wilson or
Callaghan were mostly designed for a domestic
audience. The skilful presentation of the renegoti-
ations result, rather than their actual outcome,

under prime minister Margaret Thatcher. The 1983
Labour Party manifesto called for withdrawal from
the EEC. In different guises, the difficult relation-
ship between the UK and the EEC/EU has
remained a permanent feature ever since, in par-
ticular with the multiple exceptions and opt-outs
that the UK government has sought and obtained.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY
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