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On the 1 of May 1997, almost two decades of continuous E€nvagive governments
came to an end with a landslide election victomtf@ opposition Labour party. This
was a remarkable achievement for the party’s youitehder, 43 year-old Tony Blair,
who had become party leader in 1994 after the suddath of his predecessor John
Smith. Despite the unexpected nature of Blairsadancy to the leadership, he
wasted no time in moulding the party to his imagen to the point of informally
renaming it ‘New Labour’. This rebranding exercispposed by many party
members, reflected Blair's determination to bredtkWwabour’s past and build
bridges with disillusioned Conservative voters. Shategy was so successful that
John Major’'s Conservative government suffered abhamassing defeat at the polls,
with Labour winning a landslide majority on May. TThe following day, Blair
followed tradition by addressing a crowd of Labsupporters assembled outside
Number 10 Downing Street in bright spring sunshktis.words left no doubt that he
saw the election victory as a vindication of hidership: ‘I know well what this
country has voted for today. It is a mandate fowN@bour and | say to the people of
this country -- we ran for office as New Labour, wil govern as New Labouf’

Blair's Labour party has had the time and politicapital to do precisely that.
Winning a further landslide in 2001, and a thirdrmower, victory in 2005, Blair has
governed longer than any previous Labour leadexxiraordinarily favourable
circumstances. With a parliamentary majority evggéer than those enjoyed by
Margaret Thatcher in her heyday of the 1980s, aneinign economic climate, the
Labour government has had an unprecedented oppgrtamake its mark British
society and politics. So has New Labour made a ‘Bewain’? After almost a
decade in power, it has now become possible ta dtpter will seek to draw a
balance sheet on the Blair administration’s achieamts and failures, by analyzing
the transformations brought about by this histdigaanprecedented period of left-of-
center political dominance. It will look at thremohd areas: the management of the
British economy and welfare state, the importartngfes made to the British
constitution since 1997, and Blair's controversmieign policy choices. The
discussion will focus on the impact of New Labduut in doing so will also provide
a general overview of the main trends and developsria contemporary British
politics.

New Labour and the British Economy
The Background: From ‘Old Labour’ to ‘New Labour’

One of Tony Blair's key priorities on taking oves babour leader in 1994 was to rid
the party of its reputation for economic incompeteriLabour governments had
presided over high profile economic failures in ##860s and 1970s, most notably the
infamous ‘Winter of Discontent’ in 1979 in whiclhsaries of strikes paralyzed the
delivery of public services. Although the Consem@agovernments of Thatcher and



Major also had their share of economic disastec®pe with, Blair perceived that
Labour were not regarded as responsible custodiathe British economy.
Moreover, it had become clear that a growing sbatexbour’s traditional working
class supporters felt that the Conservatives, thighr stress on property ownership
and low personal taxation, offered greater oppditsfor improving their living
standards. The new Labour leader spoke of meetssdf@mployed electrician whilst
on the campaign trail in 1992; the man used to babeur supporter, but since
buying his own home and setting up his own busihessad switched to the
Conservatives. Blair felt that ‘his instincts weoeget on in life. And he thought our
instincts were to stop hirh’In order to win an election Labour needed to ¢oce
such people that the party was on their side.

This strategy was a delicate balancing act. Omttechand, Labour needed to
win over millions voters who had supported Margditeatcher’s harsh free market
reforms in the 1980s. On the other, the party ne¢dleetain the support of millions
of loyal Labour supporters for whom ‘Thatcherismasvanathema. Blair’s first
moves were to force through fundamental changéetparty’s ideology. At his first
party conference as leader he proposed rewritimgples historic ‘Clause Four’ — a
statement of the party’s ideology and aims datingif1918, which committed
Labour to wholesale state control of economic @gtivarty activists, disillusioned
by four successive election defeats and confidéait Bould return Labour to
government, largely backed this change. The net@rstnt of party aims was an
early indication of Blair's broader political stegfy. It replaced traditional socialist
thinking with vaguer, generic ambitions to builda@ciety where ‘power, wealth and
opportunity are in the hands of the many not the TeThis cleared the way for
Labour to adopt a more pragmatic economic polisering a path between the
excesses of Thatcherism and the now discrediteshigtionalization policies
followed by Labour in the past. To drive the pdinine to voters, Blair stressed that
‘New Labour’ was different from ‘Old Labour’, antiat there would be no return to
failed policies of the past.

This new approach was elaborated in greater datahe of Blair's close
advisors, sociologist Anthony Giddens, in a shodky The Third Wa$; Giddens
argued for a new approach to move beyond the tspatiigies of traditional social
democracy, but also contrast the pro-market daedrof the new right personified by
Thatcher and Reagan. In the 1980s, Thatcher'sipsliad led to a rapid increase in
unemployment amongst blue-collar workers, acceatuatcial inequalities, and
dramatically reduced the power of trade unions.gutcuts in personal taxation and
expansion of home ownership had won the Consepstiew support amongst
sections of the working class which had been ab&ope with economic change.
Blair and Giddens perceived that a return to Lalsawaditional pro-union, pro-
welfare positions would be unpopular amongst cstwoters. The Third Way was an
approach which allowed Labour to safeguard perdesuecesses of the Thatcher-
Major period, whilst addressing its failures.

Labour’s manifesto for the 1997 election spelladwhat the Third Way
meant in practical terms. Labour would be fiscadlgponsible, promising to follow
clear fiscal rules to keep government borrowing.l®Wwere would be no increase in
income tax rates, and the party would effectivedefe public spending for the first
two years in office. At the same time, Labour preadi to increase investment in key
areas of the public sector, particularly the hesdttvice and the education system.
This greater spending would be paid for by a oriéwohdfall’ tax on excessive
profits of utility companies privatized by the Cengatives, and through a



programme aimed at slashing long-term unemployraedtits related social costs.
Would this strategy shift power, wealth and oppoitiufrom the many to the few?
After almost a decade of Labour government, westart to provide an answer to
this question.

The Conservative Legacy: For Richer, For Poorer

In many respects 1997 was a good time for Labowincan election. From a short
term perspective, the British economy was in gdwps by historical standards.
After the pound’s devaluation and dramatic exitirthe European Exchange Rate
Mechanism in September 1992, the British econonny gaickly began to emerge
from the deep recession which had begun in 199A MWy, unemployment had been
falling continuously for five years, but withoutasging inflation. The pound had
stabilized at what was apparently a sustainablel.|®ritain appeared to be on the
road to recovering from its post-war history of mmezonomic instability. Labour
had hoped to win power in 1992, when an electios keld in the middle of a
recession, and the Conservatives appeared weatidddd. However, in retrospect
Labour was fortunate to have lost 1992 electidre Gonservatives were left to sort
out the crisis, and when Labour finally won thelgented a healthy economy.

But 1997 was also a good time for Labour to wingoother reason. After
almost two decades in power, the Conservativesappdrently exhausted their
political agenda. Elected in 1979 after the Labgmwrernment had presided over five
years of high inflation and balance of paymentBdlifties, the Conservative
administration of Margaret Thatcher embarked oadical programme of reforms
designed to transform the British economy. A restre monetary policy was
adopted with the aim of killing off inflation, evext the expense of a sharp increase in
unemployment from around 1.5 million in 1979 to o8amillion by 1982.

Legislation was brought in to curb the power of titagle unions, with bans on
secondary strikes, restrictions on unions’ pollta@nations, and compulsory ballots
of members before strike action could be taker fiftancial embargoes for unions
which failed to comply. The Thatcher governmenbdisped to reduce social
spending and address the ‘dependency culture’ wdoale Conservatives believed
the post-war welfare state had fostered. Unemployienefits were frozen and state
pensions indexed to price inflation rather thameases in average earnings, whilst
government spending on healthcare and educatiorcwasd. After winning a
further parliamentary majority in 1983, the Consgies set about reforming the tax
system, cutting income and capital taxes, and pring state-owned industries. The
battle against trade union power was concluded thgtfailure of the miners’ strike
in 1984-5, provoked by the announcement of closafesprofitable mines.

This programme of reforms undoubtedly brought &alaomajor shift in the
structure and workings of the British economy, Aad major social consequences.
Faced with a world economic slowdown and a tighhetary and fiscal policy at
home, many British companies, particularly in théustrial sector, were unable to
survive, and unemployment soared. At the same tineeemphasis of defeating
inflation favoured the interests of the financiet®r centered around the City of
London, which thrived in the mid- to late-1980se¥h changes led to a growing
territorial divide between the prosperous SouthtBa&ngland, which enjoyed high
income growth and a housing boom, and the declimdgstrial North, which saw
high unemployment, stagnation, and demographidriedloss of manufacturing
jobs and the growing weakness of the trade uniethsd a growth in income



inequality which was exacerbated by fiscal refomhséch rewarded high earners with
income tax cuts whilst low earners were hit by @ases in sales tax (VAT) and other
regressive taxes. On the whole, during the Thatgbars the rich became richer and
the poor poorer.

The medium- to long-term effects of the Thatcheniqul began to be felt in
the 1990s, under the governments of her succesbarMajor. After the recession of
1990-92, the British economy began what was to tmeca period of stable growth,
attributed by many observers to the structural ketaoriented reforms of the
Thatcher years. Middle-class incomes rose and roiiagns, particularly in the
South of England, enjoyed growing prosperity. At game time, many Britons,
including those who had benefited from higher lgvstandards, were concerned that
Thatcherism’s harsh medicine had created an uneaquilincomfortable social
environment, with growing numbers of alienated paocrumbling infrastructure,
and failing health and education services. The puolawity of the Major government
after the devaluation of the pound in Septembe198n event known as ‘Black
Wednesday’ — suggested that for British voters,rowing economic conditions were
not enough. This created an opportunity for thedLatparty, which had traditionally
been strongly committed to the welfare state aedctilective delivery of key
services such as healthcare and schooling. Buturdiax to convince voters that
they could address their social issues withoutifsging economic stability. This
balancing act was the essence of Blair's polititadtegy.

Winning Credibility: Blair's First Term

The initial priority of the Labour government wasvtin credibility as a competent
manager of the economy. This was particularly irtgargiven the changes in the
structure of the British economy over the periattsiLabour had last been in office.
In a world of globalized capital flows, the finaatservices industry based in the City
of London had become undisputably the key strategtor of the British economy,
and the Conservatives had traditionally been thty péosest to City interests.
Labour’s leaders felt that any lack of confideno®agst City institutions in the new
Labour government could lead to capital flight @odrency instability, which would
derail their plans. In order to win over City e$itdlair and his economics spokesman
Gordon Brown had embarked on a so-called ‘prawktedoffensive’, meeting key
City figures over lunch to reassure them that Lalsceconomic plans would
safeguard City interests. Once in office, Blair &rdwn had a clear plan to
consolidate this new relationship between the UlKancial elite and the party which
had traditionally represented organized labour.

First, Labour had to address its reputation fecdl irresponsibility. By
signing up to the previous Conservative adminigtnés budgetary plans for the first
two years of the new parliament, Labour were comngithemselves to a tough and
approach to public spending; after all, the Coresares were expecting to lose and
felt free to make unrealistically restrictive plaatsout how much the government
would need to spend. By sticking to these heroidaligal plans, Labour aimed to
show the City that it could be trusted to keep goneent borrowing low. It
reinforced this approach with a so-called ‘GoldeneR— a commitment that
government would not borrow to fund current spegdiner the business cycle - and
a further commitment to keep total government dethdw 40% of GDP. These
policies were followed so strictly that the Labgawvernment managed to run a
budget surplus for every year of the 1997-200ligaent.



A second fundamental reform was not trailed befioeeelection. In his first
act after being named Chancellor of the Excheqhexasury Minister), Gordon
Brown announced that the new government would remgér set interest rates,
which would become the responsibility of the UKé&ntral bank, the Bank of
England. By putting monetary policy at arm’s lendtabour hoped to enhance its
credibility as a responsible manager of the UK maconomy. This policy also
quickly appeared vindicated, as interest ratesiatation both dropped to
historically low levels within Labour’s first teriwf office. Remarkably for recent
British economic history, unemployment also corgichio fall without sparking price
increases. The immediate success of these polaigides were a boost to Labour’s
fortunes. First, they vindicated one of Labour’ssingrominent messages in their
political campaigns — that they would put an enthta‘boom and bust’ of the
Thatcher period and lay the foundations for moablsteconomic growth. Second,
the success in reducing both inflation and unempkayt at the same time allowed
Brown to follow a cautious economic policy withcwving to demand too many
sacrifices of its traditional supporters.

Of course, Labour’s success in managing the maoraemy was hardly
likely to be enough to satisfy the party’s tradib left-wing supporters, who
demanded action to reduce poverty and achieve a gwpritable distribution of
wealth. The government also proposed other, maditimnally social democratic,
policies. The high levels of poverty amongst Bhtigensioners was addressed by
introducing a ‘minimum income guarantee’ for thdezly, providing increased state
pensions for those without private pension entidata. The ‘New Deal’ programme,
financed by a windfall tax on privatized utility mpanies, provided assistance to the
long-term unemployed to encourage them back iregdahour market. This formed
part of a series of measures called ‘welfare tdkiyaimed at increasing employment
as a way of reducing poverty without increasinglibeden on the welfare state. The
Labour Chancellor Gordon Brown had identified lowges for unskilled workers as
a ‘poverty trap’ — many of the unemployed could easily earn enough to move out
of welfare. The government attacked this problenegtablishing a minimum wage
and by providing tax credits for low earners wimily responsibilities, topping up
low wages to incentivize work over welfare. Thissnaaclassic example of Third
Way thinking — a policy to reduce poverty and unkpment by neither pure market
mechanisms, nor an exclusive reliance on welfaderadistribution. Although some
observers remain sceptical about the specific impiihie New Deal on employment,
the Labour government was able to point to a caetindecline in joblessness
through its first term in office as proof of itscaess.

Financing the Welfare State: The Second Term

After almost a decade in power, few would questiat Labour has managed to
convince investors of its credentials as competenrtagers of the British economy.
Indeed it is easy to lose sight of the fact thaidua was mistrusted by many in the
business community until very recently. The vergcass of the Blair-Brown strategy
for enhancing Labour’s credibility led to criticisitom within the party that the
restrictive policies of the first term in office vee in fact, unnecessary, and that the
government should instead have been focusing auiregthe welfare state and key
public services from decades of decline. The decith effectively freeze public
spending during the first two years of office wagoad way of demonstrating
Labour’'s commitment to balancing the governmentisks. However it also meant



that key public services continued to be starvecash well into Labour’s period in
office.

When the taps were finally opened after 1999 thenrbeneficiaries of
increased spending were healthcare and educatespite the Thatcher and Major
governments’ commitment to a healthy private mankdtealth and education
services, the vast majority of British citizens eened reliant on state provision in
these two areas. Moreover, opinion polls had Idrayw that voters demanded
higher spending on these services, and that matheaf even claimed to be willing
to pay higher taxes to achieve this. As regardadipg, there is little question that
Labour has met this demand for greater resourahscdfion spending, for example,
rose from £38 billion in 1997 to £73 billion in 280a spectacular increase in times of
low inflation. Health spending, in turn, grew eviaster, from £33 billion in 1997 to
£96 billion in 2006. Visible evidence of this greatargesse can be found in the new
school and hospital buildings which sprung up adotlne country in the years after
2000. Evidence of increased performance in theveligliof services has been more
controversial, however. Official government targetscutting medical waiting times
and achieving better school exam results have imsnbut public scepticism over
the effective improvement in services abounds.déone Labour opponents the
prioritization of public health and education opeivate consumption has simply
increased the pay of public sector workers wittanyt clear productivity gains.

The growth of government spending was the ‘bigystaf Labour’s second
term as far as domestic politics were concerned:h\holitical debate therefore
revolved around two related questions: how to payHis higher spending, and how
to ensure that this extra money was transformexduatter services. The first
guestion could be elided for some time thanks ¢dbiiioyant budgetary position built
up during Labour’s first term of office. Howeves soon as the economic cycle
began to turn downwards, budget surpluses quicktyed to deficits in 2003 and by
2005 had breached the Euro area’s 3% limit. Thelpro of how to pay for higher
spending was met in a combination of ways. Fingtsdime slippage on Labour’s
observance of its own ‘fiscal rules’, which requiteudgets to balance over the
economic cycle. In 2005, Brown’s Treasury recal@dahe dates of the economic
cycle in order to make the rules easier to mektwalg higher borrowing to
continue. Second, by raising taxes. Although Bretutk to Labour’s promise not to
increase income tax rates, he did increase revehtmsggh fiscal drag, and also
increased the British payroll tax — National Insur@— for high-end wage-earners.
Third, the government’s budgetary position was &élpy the consistent economic
growth enjoyed from the mid-1990s, which reducexldbsts of unemployment and
brought increased tax receipts from property satesconsumption. In short, Labour
seemed to have pulled off a difficult balancingagsignificantly increasing public
spending without a dramatic increase in persornxaiti@an.

The issue of public sector performance was if lingt rather more difficult.
Although Labour’s natural supporters in the pubkctor were buoyed by increased
spending and growing job opportunities, they wése hostile to the government
plans to restructure public services in order tioagice productivity. Blair was
convinced that the public sector was an ideal afen@hird Way politics. The
government would increase spending - a classialstemocratic policy — but insist
on reforms to introduce the kinds of efficiencyrgacharacteristic of private
companies - a new right policy. This strategyirda two obstacles. First, the public
sector was the only sector of the British econormayentrade unions remained strong,
and the unions were generally unsympathetic todf@ms. Second, there was



inadequate evidence that reforms such as the inttimoh of simulated markets in
healthcare provision, or the publication of leataldes of school exam performance,
actually did anything to improve the delivery ohsees. As the Labour government
moved into its third term, it faced the challeng@ersuading a sceptical public that
its higher taxes were in fact producing better ises:

The Balance Sheet

Tony Blair and Gordon Brown can point to severdli@zements in the fields of
economic and social policy. Most obviously, Labbas presided over one of the
longest periods of uninterrupted economic growtBiitish history, with high levels
of employment, historically low inflation and anes®ge growth rate of 2.5%
between 1997-2006, well above trend. Although pieisod of growth began earlier,
after the 1992 devaluation, Labour can certairtg tsome credit for these benign
economic conditions. The handing over of interast policy to the Bank of England
helped bring inflation and interest rates downrprecedented levels, whilst
Labour’s relatively cautious budgetary policy atemtributed to low inflation. More
controversially, a further factor appears to hawaelena significant contribution to this
non-inflationary growth. Record levels of immigatiinto the UK since the late
1990s have fuelled economic growth, particularlgenvices, whilst keeping a lid on
wage increases. This growth in the labour force n@yhave been the result of
deliberate government policy, but it has resolVedgroblem of capacity constraints
in the booming personal services sector in the-ok@vded South-East of England.
However, large-scale immigration has also creabethbtensions, whilst its
contribution to containing wage growth has acceeti#he unequal distribution of
the fruits of economic growth.

Labour has perhaps been less successful in theas which might have been
expected to be a priority. Gordon Brown achieveatappeared to be an impossible
task in dramatically increasing health and eduoatjgending without sparking a tax
revolt. But the jury is still out on whether thisvestment will pay off in terms of
better services. Perhaps more surprisingly, Lahasrnot been able to make serious
inroads into one of Britain’s more serious problemits highly unequal distribution
of income and wealth. The Thatcher reforms hadaandtic effect on poverty rates,
and by the 1990s Britain was the most economieailgual society in the European
Union. Despite a number of flagship redistribugpaicies, such as the Welfare to
Work programme and higher pensions spending, indoaguality remained
stubbornly high, largely because of the increagitaylge share of national income
taken by the very top income groups. By increasmtjare allowances for children,
Labour did succeed in moving many families out @¥grty, but in the mid-2000s
Britain remained a society with European-stylerates and American-style income
inequality. This failure to make Britain a moredgtated society must weigh heavily
in the Blair government’s ‘end of term report'.

The British Constitution: A Modern Democracy?

The Third Way thinking which formed the basis ofnydlair's governing strategy
was not solely concerned with governing the econantymanaging the social
consequences of economic change. The Third Waycalsiemplated addressing the
workings of democracy itself, in order to make ploditical system more open,
transparent and effective. Labour had developazharent and powerful critique of



the failings of British democracy, which it saweasessively centralized and elitist,
and governed by an unaccountable metropolitan dlite 1997 Labour manifesto
therefore proposed a number of reforms in a bimdoernize and open up the UK
political system.

The Background: The United Kingdom’s ‘Westminster Model’

The United Kingdom is often described as the oldestocracy in the world. With
the Magna Charta of 1215 the English King becanbgestito legal constraints, and
the House of Commons — the lower house of thedBripiarliament — is the oldest
legislative institution in the world, sitting contiously in the Palace of Westminster
in central London since 1547. Unlike in many otbeuntries, in Britain there has
been no specific founding moment at which a dentimcsgistem became established.
Instead, British democracy was the result of aunged-long process whereby
political power gradually passed from the monapdrliament, and parliament
itself won democratic legitimacy by progressivekpanding voting rights until
universal suffrage was finally attained in 1928isT¢onventional interpretation of a
smooth transition from absolute monarchy to fulihderacy of course glosses over
the political violence and social conflict whichshmarked several periods of British
history, such as the religious tensions sparkethé&yProtestant Reformation in the
16" century, the civil war of 1642-49, or the workicigss mobilization of the 19
and early 28 centuries, not to mention the frequently chandiorders of the British
state. However it does accurately reflect the réatale institutional continuity the
UK has enjoyed at least since at least the lafecgfitury, with a stable parliamentary
monarchy which has managed to avoid the violerdlugons or foreign invasions
suffered by many of its European neighbours.

This remarkable history has left the UK with eneatanomalous constitutional
system. First of all, Britain does not even haweritten constitution: there is no
single text codifying and recording the rules ragualy the political system. Instead
the British constitution, such that it exists, dstsof a mixture of legislation and
conventions, many of which are only written dowragademic texts. As a result,
‘much of the substance of the contemporary corgtiiremains shrouded in
uncertainty®. Secondly, a number of features of Britain’s ‘détntion’ appear out of
date and inappropriate for a modern' 2&ntury democracy. For example, although
the monarchy appears for the most part to playralypsymbolic role in British
politics, a number of powers exercised by the &mitjovernment, including the
decision to engage British troops in combat, fofynlaélong to the monarch through
the so-called ‘Royal Prerogative’. This reflects British political elite’s reluctance
to address the thorny issue of the constitutictherathan any particular enthusiasm
for extending the powers of the Queen. The anad$tiorand sometimes
dysfunctional nature of the British system of goweent can be best understood in
terms of the British elites’ preference for workiagound the constitution rather than
openly and systematically updating it.

This peculiar approach to defining the way goveentrworks has some
advantages. The British constitution is inheremdlyy flexible. When laws regulating
the broader political system become obsolete, taeyeasily be changed. One of the
defining principles of the British political system‘parliamentary sovereignty’,
which means that no parliament can bind futureigragnts, and that legislation is
not subject to judicial review. This gives the garient of the day unlimited freedom
to legislate on any matter with a simple majoribge; making reform of the political



system much more straightforward than in other deawies, where constitutional
reforms often require enhanced majorities and oftepular referenda too.
Parliamentary sovereignty explains in part why iBhigovernments have often
preferred to leave the constitution alone: as las@ government enjoys a
parliamentary majority, there are relatively femils to its freedom of action.

This very flexibility is also a problem. Becauberte are few constitutional
restraints on a parliamentary majority, a strontledigovernment with sufficient
parliamentary support can force through unpopuleasuares relatively easily.
Moreover, through the Royal Prerogative many powerse belonging to the
monarchy are now exercised by the head of the gavent, the Prime Minister, in
the monarch’s name. These powers, such as govetappointments, are not
subject to any consultation with parliament andlinggreater concentration of
power around the head of the executive than islusyerliamentary democracies.
Parliamentary sovereignty, of course, also meaaisthie executive is ultimately
dependent on the majority support of the Housearh@ons in order to continue
governing. British Prime Ministers, unlike AmericBresidents, can be forced to step
down at short notice by a majority vote of censirmwn as a ‘vote of no
confidence’. But provided the Prime Minister retathe support of a parliamentary
majority, there are few limits on his or her pow&nce parliament can pass any law
and there is no higher judicial power to reviewidégion.

In practice therefore, the British parliamentaygtem has tended to create
strong governments subject to few checks and betarBritish political parties tend
to be fairly cohesive, and individual Members ofllaent (MP) are usually heavily
dependent on their parties’ support in their effoot win re-election. As a result,
governing majorities in parliament are mostly diticied in their support for the
executive in general and the Prime Minister (whal$® party leader) in particular.
Moreover, members of the House of Commons areezléntsmall, single member
constituencies, which leads to a heavy over-reptatien of the winning party.
Governments often enjoy very large majorities m @ommons which make their
parliamentary position almost unassailable. Theeuppuse of parliament, the House
of Lords, is traditionally an unelected body of iiéypand party appointees, and
therefore lacks the political legitimacy to chatierthe power of the government. The
Lords can return legislation to the Commons foraétthg, but ultimately must
acquiesce in passing the legislation without amedrii the Commons stands firm.
In the democratic era, the House of Lords, whictil @899 had an inbuilt
Conservative majority due to the predominance oédligary peers (nobles), has only
used its delaying powers against Labour governments

The Thatcher governments of the 1980s, for marntsapponents,
epitomized the abuse of executive power made pedsybthe UK'’s constitutional
vagueness and the distortions of its electorabsyswith a little over 40 per cent of
the vote but a comfortable majority in the Hous€ofnmons, the Conservative
administration forced a number of controversial divisive measures through
parliament in the face of great popular unrestidter’s own robust style was
criticized as authoritarian, as she refused towbmsth interest groups and trade
unions, and even rode roughshod over Conservapigerents within her own
government. In response, demands for constitutieiatrm grew, with the Electoral
Reform Society arguing for the House of Commonise@lected by proportional
representation, whilst a group named Charter 8%eagned for a wholesale updating
of Britain’s constitutional arrangements, includithg democratization of the House
of Lords and greater transparency in government.



Ironically, Margaret Thatcher's own demise waswely reminder that
parliamentary sovereignty was not a blank chequé®Prime Minister. Faced with
an economic crisis and growing unpopularity overrisform of local taxes and her
European policy, opposition mounted to Thatchex&lkership within the
Conservative party itself. At the end of 1990,vakichallenged Thatcher to a
leadership election; although she won the electitmnumber of votes against her
signalled that a substantial portion of her parbatary party wanted a new leader.
Persuaded by her own ministers that she was imaumstainable position, she
resigned, only three years after winning her tigiederal election. But her long period
in office, and Labour’s own disillusionment at insibility to defeat Thatcher at the
polls, had entrenched demand for constitutionahgkawithin the opposition party.
When Tony Blair led Labour to victory in 1997, daen of the British system of
government was a key part of the party’s progranirhés was consistent with
Blair's ‘Third Way’ thinking, which emphasized gteatransparency and
accountability in government as well as the imparaof social reform. A more
cynical interpretation would suggest that an ambgiprogramme of constitutional
reform was a good way of distracting Labour’s miaglitional supporters from
Blair's lack of radical ambition in the field of esomic and social policy.

Decentralizing Britain: Devolution and Northern Ireland

The most urgent item on Labour’s reform agenda ‘degolution’ — the creation of
new tiers of government in Scotland, Wales and inort Ireland, all part of the
United Kingdom but culturally and politically distit from England, where the bulk
(around 85 per cent) of the British population $ivBevolution addressed one of the
most potent critiques of the British system of goweent; its intense centralization of
power around the capital city, London, where thecexive, civil service and
parliament are based. Decentralization — bringimgegnment closer to the people —
was a prominent feature of Third Way discourse, apukared to offer a response to
citizens’ growing sense of detachment from thetjoali elite. Labour had long
pushed for greater decentralization of power, ucss&fully proposing devolution to
Scotland and Wales in its previous period of gorent in the 1970s. Reviving this
project in the 1990s was consistent with both Laliadition, as well as the New
Labour image.

Understanding the devolution issue requires arrstadnding of the rather
complex history of the United Kingdom. It was ardwearlier that the British state
has enjoyed remarkable institutional continuitytia past three centuries, but the
same cannot be said for the UK’s borders. The obtiee British state, England, has
a long history as a unified nation, dating on saweounts from the f0century. The
history of Britain, however, is marked by a proceSsxpansion, and then partial
retreat. Wales was definitively annexed by Englander King Henry VIII in 1536,
and Scotland was absorbed into the British stattéyAct of Union in 1707. The
island of Ireland, long dominated by its largergidiour, was integrated into the
United Kingdom in 1800. This political unity of tigxitish Isles did not last long.
Discontent amongst the majority Catholic populatdireland developed into a
political movement for Irish independence, and‘theh question’ dominated British
political life towards the end of the ®@entury and the beginning of the"2Gaced
with constant unrest, the London parliament decidei®21 to pull out of most of
Ireland, but retained six counties with a larget&tant population (mostly
descendants of Scottish settlers) in the northetbuntry (Ulster). This act, known



as ‘partition’, allowed for the creation of an ipésdent Irish Republic in the South,
whilst the North remained part of the United Kingdd\orthern Ireland was
governed by its own parliament based at Stormostl€autside Belfast, which was
dominated by Unionists — mostly Protestant suppexéthe Union with Britain.
This arrangement was relatively stable until th6Qk9 when the growing Catholic
population of Ulster — largely of Irish Nationalstmpathies - began to protest
against discrimination and denial of political ighThis movement, initially a
peaceful protest, turned to violence as the Uniatosninated security forces adopted
a repressive line, and the British Army was semraw restore order. After 13
Catholic protesters were shot by British troop8Btoody Sunday (1973), the
situation developed into open conflict, betweenidielist para-militaries (the Irish
Republican Army — IRA) fighting for a united IreldnUnionist para-militaries
defending the status quo, and the British Army allgudentified with the Unionist
side. Two decades of sectarian violence followedyiding terrorist attacks on the
British mainland.

The situation in Scotland and Wales was very dbfie Although both
countries had a distinctive national identity, eegsed through culture, language and
political movements, Scottish and Welsh nationadismere almost exclusively non-
violent. Political nationalism in the two countriead emerged with some force in the
1974 election, were both the Scottish NationalyPE@NP) and Plaid Cymru (the
Party of Wales) made spectacular electoral gaimsing substantial parliamentary
representation at Westminster. Although the Lalgmwernment of the late 1970s
failed to push through devolution, Scottish and $ielationalism grew in strength in
the 1980s and 1990s. This was in part a respongatgaret Thatcher’s virulent
English nationalism, and in part the result of &oat and Wales suffering
disproportionately from the economic changes ragufrom her free market
reforms. Governed by an increasingly unpopular €oradive party, despite voting
overwhelmingly for the Labour opposition, both Santl and Wales saw big
increases in support for more self-government, laadzbur adopted devolution as one
of its priorities once elected.

Although devolution to Scotland, Wales and Nonthigeland may have
appeared to form part of a coherent package oftitotienal reform, there was a
clear difference between the Scottish and Welstasins, on the one hand, and
Northern Ireland, on the other. In Scotland andé¥alabour was keen to shore up
its support base by delivering decentralized gavemt. In Northern Ireland, the aim
was to resolve a historic problem facing the Bmisate, taking advantage of the shift
in mood in Irish nationalism, increasingly favoueato a negotiated solution. By
dealing with these very different issues simultarshyg Labour could also attempt to
defuse the Northern Ireland situation by pointioghte peaceful nature of territorial
reform on the British mainland.

The Good Friday Agreement

Although Labour can claim credit for addressingNwethern Ireland problem, it also
enjoyed favourable circumstances. Under John M&j@onservative government, the
IRA had sent clear signals of a change in stratealing a ceasefire in 1994 which
held for two years. The Major government was unéblake advantage of the
opportunity, in part because of opposition to negmns amongst hardline sectors of
the Conservative party, in part because his weakmmonent frequently sought the
support of Unionist MPs in the House of Commonpdss legislation. Shortly after



the 1997 election the IRA called a new ceasefind, a&ter several months of
negotiations agreement was reached between thenidhand Nationalist leadership
in Northern Ireland, and the British and Irish goweaents, with the US
administration playing an important mediating role.

The basis of this agreement was that the Nortlieland Unionists would
share power with Nationalists in a new Northertaind Assembly and Executive,
rather than being governed directly from Londonijclvhmost Unionists preferred. In
return, the Nationalists accepted the ‘principleafsent’ — in other words, that
Northern Ireland would remain part of the Uniteachg@om until a majority of its
population decided otherwise. Given the Unionistgjority status in the Six
Counties, this locked the province into the UK thoe foreseeable future, a major
concession for the IRA, dedicated to the creatioa wnited, independent Ireland.
The Irish Republic, as part of the deal, removedaitritorial claim on the Six
Counties from its constitution. All of this was elited at reassuring the Protestant
majority in the North that they would not be swali up into a united Ireland as a
result of the agreement. Just as importantly, gneeanent included a commitment,
albeit vaguely worded, from the IRA to disarm amdimitively renounce violence,
whilst the British government undertook to reduiggiicantly its military presence
in Northern Ireland.

The power-sharing agreement meant that the Ndisbicammunity would
gain a substantial role in the government of NartHeeland, a role denied them
under direct rule from Westminster. The Northeeddnd Assembly was to be elected
by proportional representation in order to ensagheommunity was adequately
represented. Moreover, its procedures were to sedoan ‘cross-community
consent’: Assembly members would have to declai thommunity identity’ —
Unionist, Nationalist, or ‘other’ — and importargaisions would require the support
of either a majority of community, or a 60 per cergjority with at least 40 per cent
support in each community. This innovative arrangettiorced the two sides into a
close working relationship if the province was doverned effectively,
encouraging political leaders to overcome the sisps of the previous decades. The
outcome of the agreement remained uncertain evéredBlair government moved
into its third term. On the positive side, an efifee ceasefire of all the major para-
military organizations had remained in place evecesthe agreement, a remarkable
achievement given the levels of bloodshed of tlewipus quarter century. Moreover,
historical enemies had indeed been involved int jo@tision making, with
Nationalist leaders for the first time taking ogrsficant executive powers. On the
negative side, the new devolved institutions haldetgsuspended twice and direct rule
re-established, due to the difficulties involvedrerifying the IRA’s adherence to the
commitment to dismantle its para-military structudevertheless, although the future
of the agreement is in doubt, the achievementd#cade of effective peace has
changed, perhaps irreversibly, the political atnhesp in Northern Ireland.

Devolution to Scotland and Wales

In the context of resolving such a difficult issagNorthern Ireland, the creation of
decentralized government institutions in Scotland Wales appeared rather
straightforward. Unlike Northern Ireland, where ajamity of the population was at
the very least sceptical, and in part openly hestd devolution, in Scotland and
Wales there was broad support for institutionsetffgovernment. Moreover, in the
Scottish case, all the major parties with the etioapf the Conservatives had been



working together to plan devolution for some tirile vast majority of the Scottish
political class was therefore broadly in agreenwenthe path to follow, and the
Labour party in Scotland, itself closely alignedhiine national leadership in
London, was an enthusiastic proponent. A referendeit in Scotland in September
1997, only four months after the Blair governmeaswelected, showed
overwhelmingly support for devolution, with 74 pemt of Scots voting in favour.

The Scotland Act of 1998 established a ScottistidPaent in Edinburgh,
which would elect a Scottish Executive respondibiea range of policy areas,
including education, healthcare, transport, andllgovernment. The Parliament,
elected by proportional representation, has letiyglgpowers and can pass laws on
any issue except those ‘reserved’ to Westmingdterptost important of which are
foreign and defence policy, monetary and fiscalqyoland social security. The
Wales Act of 1998 established devolved governmenWales, but with more
limited powers. Only a bare majority (50.3 per ¢emtted in favour of devolution in
the Welsh referendum, and the project came withiaradful of votes of failing at the
first hurdle. The Welsh Assembly, elected on sinplianciples to the Scottish
Parliament, was granted only secondary legislgioxeers, meaning that it could only
developed the detailed implementation of legisfaBmanating from the Westminster
parliament, rather than making law of its own. hescondary powers related to
similar areas to Scotland: mainly education andthednlike Scotland, which had
minor tax raising powers, Wales was entirely depandn the central government in
London for its budget.

Devolution made an immediate political impact iagh two territories. The
first step towards devolution was the electionegiresentatives to sit in the new
institutions, and the elections in Scotland andé¥ah 1999 suggested a major
change in the workings of British politics. Firgtadl, the selection of candidates
caused tensions in the governing Labour party,cey Blair's national party
leadership sought to block selection of populaala@bour figures, with only mixed
success. Secondly, the elections took place unfigmaof proportional
representation, making it difficult for Labour -etdominant party in both territories —
to win sufficient support to govern alone. In Watles party fell just short of a
majority, forcing it to rely on the support first the centrist Liberal Democrats, then
of the Nationalist Plaid Cymru. The Labour admirg@tbn’s precarious position in
the Assembly also helped dissident Labour memioeasdert their independence:
after only Blair’s choice as First Secretary in B&las forced out of office and
replaced by Rhodri Morgan, an opponent of the Piirester. In Scotland, Labour
was far short of a majority, and therefore formexbalition government with the
Liberal Democrats. There too, albeit for differesdsons, there was instability in the
leadership of the Scottish Executive: the first cuabFirst Minister, Donald Dewar,
died suddenly after little over a year in charge] his successor lasted no longer,
before being forced out over a minor party fundimgdemeanour. Coalition
government and initially frequent changes of exeutadership marked a departure
from the patterns of government stability obsenved/estminster.

Devolution, as might be expected, also led to &odtland Wales adopting
different policies to those followed in England.Snotland, policy differences were
partly the result of coalition government: although Scottish Labour party was
close to the UK party leadership, the demands alitoen government with the
Liberal Democrats led to policy decisions at oddth whose taken at Westminster.
The most notable examples of this were over unityetgition fees, which were
raised in England under Westminster legislation tbned into a form of graduate



tax in Scotland. Controversial pro-market reformghie running of the National
Health Service and schools passed by the Blairrgavent were adopted in neither
Scotland, nor Wales. Although devolution has noulght about dramatic change, it
has opened up the possibility for the two countitesxpress their distinctiveness
through their own institutions and through differeatterns of policymaking. It has
not been as successful as had been hoped in regdne trend towards citizen
disillusionment with democratic politics, and urfgitig spectacles such as the
spiralling cost of the new Scottish Parliament diaidy in Edinburgh led to
considerable scepticism over the benefits of ddiaiuHowever the popularity of
the devolved institutions in their territories @atively high, and even the initially
unenthusiastic Welsh ultimately warmed to devohlitidemanding powers
comparable to those enjoyed by the Scottish Pagium

Democratizing Westminster and Whitehall?

Although devolution and Northern Ireland had bytfe highest profile, the Blair
government also introduced other significant retmthe British system of
government. Perhaps most importantly, Labour wasnaitted to reform of the upper
house of the Westminster parliament, the Houseood$. The House of Lords in
1999 was an extraordinarily anachronistic body stximg of 759 hereditary peers,
and 26 bishops and archbishops of the Church ofalBdgas well as 510 ‘life peers’
— political appointees, often former members ofieeise of Commons. In short, the
House of Lords was not a democratic representatdy, and contained an in-built
majority of members of a centuries-old economic smclal elite based around land
ownership. Although the powers of the House of lsdndd been gradually pared
back throughout the 3century, it retained powers of revision and detéyjch

could hinder, if not subvert, the implementatiorthad will of the people as expressed
in the democratically elected House of Commonsolualtherefore stood for election
in 1997 with a formal commitment to remove the rgtrights of the hereditary
peers. This was achieved in 1999, although 92eptrers (voted by the other
members of the Lords) were allowed to retain thetmg rights. However to the
disappointment of more radical reformers, Blaitsgrnment refused to go further
by introducing some kind of democratic legitimaoythe Lords, and the reform
programme stalled leaving the second chamber ptgllargely by retired party
politicians.

Labour also made a major commitment in its 1997ifaato to the reform of
the House of Commons, the pillar of the Britishtegs of government. Most
radically, Blair promised an enquiry into the pbdgy of a reform of the electoral
system for the Commons, followed by a referendura proposed reform. The
enquiry, headed by former Labour Chancellor Rokiien) did take place, and
recommended a form of proportional representatioilay to that used in the Federal
Republic of Germany. However this report was simghored, and no referendum
took place. This outcome was perhaps predictable light of the enormous
difficulties involved in persuading members of d&céed institution to change the
system that elected them. The Blair governmentrididduce some changes to
modernize the working practices of the Commonduding more family-friendly
hours. But the basic workings of the Commons asdoie in the constitution
remained essentially the same.

The rest of the Labour reform project was largelgcessful on its own terms.
The Human Rights Act of 1998 fulfilled the manifegtromise of incorporating the



European Convention on Human Rights into UK lawphging a major anomaly of
Britain’s unwritten constitution: the lack of anlear definition of individual rights. A
Freedom of Information Act in 2000 also addresswutlzer long-standing problem -
the secrecy and lack of transparency in Britainislic administration (often referred
to as Whitehall, the area of central London wheostministries are located). These
reforms amount to significant progress in clarifysemocratic rights and practices in
Britain, and the Blair governments deserve recagmifor this. However, after two
terms of office there is little sign that Britishizens feel closer to their political
institutions than before 1997.

Britain in the World: Which Side of the Atlantic?

In 1997, the most pressing problem facing the Ukhiarnational affairs appeared to
be its relationship with the European Union, markgdensions and
misunderstandings in the final years of the Thatdhigjor era. A decade later, a very
different set of problems were posed, with the egqnences of the Septembef"11
attacks and the resultant changes to Americangoneolicy. Although foreign and
European policies were far from most voters mintienvLabour was elected to
government in 1997, the tail-end of the Blair prership was dominated by Britain’s
international role, and particularly, its relatibiswith the United States.

The Background: Atlanticism and Euroskepticism

At the end of the Second World War, the United Kioign found itself in a
contradictory position. On the one hand, it séliained a vast overseas empire and,
by virtue of its successful defence of its bordegainst the Nazi military threat, was
able to take its place at the post-war negotiatimta/een the great powers at Yalta.
On the other, Britain was exhausted by a conflicicw had confirmed the
extraordinary military and political weight of tiheo new superpowers, the United
States and the Soviet Union. Its status was noarlgl¢hat of a ‘second rate’ world
power, and its colonial interests were threaternyeddmnomic limitations and the
growth of independence movements in various pditiseoempire. It is often said that
post-war British foreign policy has revolved aroundnaging decline’, retreating
from colonial commitments and recalibrating iteimational role in recognition of
its diminished resources. But this process of miangagecline has thrown up a major
dilemma. The UK, as a founder member of NATO boasé ‘special relationship’
with the United States, has seen a close transiatihance as the key to
maximizing its influence in the world. But this skness to the United States,
reinforced by a shared language and historical ies frequently been viewed with
suspicion by Britain’s partners in Western Euragegermined to enhance integration
between the European democracies, in part to cdaaiéerce American power.
British governments since the war have been pitietifferent directions by the
global perspective inherited from the country’s éripl past, and the European
imperative dictated by its geographical positiod aammercial priorities.

Britain’s complex relationship with the rest offlepe began with the historic
decision not to participate in the first phasehaf process of European integration.
Preoccupied with maintaining ties to the formeoo@ts in the Commonwealth, and
hoping to ‘punch above its weight’ through the sattantic ‘special relationship’, the
UK stayed out of the European Economic Communitgtéshed in 1957 by the
Treaty of Rome. Very quickly, British foreign pofimakers changed their mind,



applying for membership in 1963, but the Frenclsi@lent de Gaulle, suspicious of
Britain’s closeness to the United States, vetoedagplication. When the UK finally
entered the Community in 1973 its essential charestics were already entrenched,
and the close alliance between the two largestdeumembers, France and West
Germany, left Britain in a marginal position. Biita ambiguous position was also
illustrated by its close military cooperation witie United States, and the presence of
significant American military installations on Bsih soil.

The essential tension between Atlanticism and i@maism came to a head
during the 1980s under the premiership of Margahettcher. Thatcher was an
instinctive Atlanticist, a great admirer of the téd States and its economic
dynamism, and supportive of America’s tough appndaccommunism and Soviet
Union. Conversely, Thatcher was suspicious of Feaard Germany, and had little
patience for the intricate negotiations that chi@rémed European policymaking.
Although a strong supporter of the European Comtyisnileregulatory drive to
create a Single European Market by 1992, she waerglly unsympathetic to further
integration. Her close personal friendship with RidrReagan, and poor relations
with European leaders such as Mitterrand or Kalbhed her into increasingly
Euroskeptical attitudes at a time when other merataes were planning to share
sovereignty over an increasing range of policy sirgeluding monetary policy, and
home and foreign affairs. The situation came teadhn 1990, where Thatcher
marked her clear opposition to proposals made bggaan Commission President
Jacques Delors in the House of Commons, declamniogrio, no’ to his vision of
Europe.

Although Thatcher was forced out of office shodfijerwards, the situation
under John Major improved little, and anti-Europ€amservative MPs forced Major
to adopt a tough line towards the other membeest#t one stage this went so far as
to order British representatives ‘boycott’ all Epean decision-making processes, in
protest at the European ban on British beef dutiegmad cow disease’ crisis. By
the mid-1990s British relations with its Europeantpers were at a low point, and
one of Tony Blair's key promises during the 1998cé&ibn campaign was to place
Britain ‘at the heart of Europe’. This new pro-Epean policy included the
controversial proposal for Britain to join the n&uro currency agreed at the
Maastricht summit of 1991.

Blair's European Policy

Tony Blair’s relations with the other EU membertasagot off to a promising start, in
part because of the relief felt amongst other Eemodeaders at no longer having to
deal with an instinctively hostile Conservative adistration. The honeymoon period
in UK-Europe relations was extended because oélgngtion of a number of centre-
left governments in the EU towards the end of ©9@0%k. Centre-left leaders were
eager to associate themselves with a leader whavbadhe 1997 election so
decisively and was enjoying high levels of poptain his own country. This led to
the attempt by Blair and the German Social Demdeeater Gerhard Schroeder to
develop a close working relationship around ‘TAWdy’ principles, the German
party having adopted a similar slogan, the ‘Neutei{New Center). However the
apparent conservatism of many of Blair's publidestzents, and the UK'’s refusal to
commit to joining the Euro, put a damper on coopena

The Euro, launched in 1999, was a difficult iskarethe Labour government
to address. Opinion polls suggested that the Brjiisblic was overwhelmingly



opposed to membership, and the UK'’s relativelyuaits economic performance in
the second half of the 1990s did little to predsp&uroskeptic Britons towards a
currency dominated by sluggish economies suchascEr Germany and Italy. Blair
appeared strongly committed to membership, whissChancellor, the key figure in
determining economic policymaking, was unenthuiiast ‘wait and see’ approach
was therefore adopted, with the government exprgsts intention to join the Euro
‘in principle’, but only making a final decision wiew of a complex set of five
‘economic tests’, announced in 1997. These testgh as for instance ‘Would
joining the euro promote higher growth, stabilitydaa lasting increase in jobs?’ —
were sufficiently ambiguous as to allow the goveentrto make a decision on the
grounds of short-termealpolitik. The Blair government failure to join the Euratlire
first wave has had stark consequences: given Bistabmparatively better economic
performance since 1999 than the other large Eumzonntries, it would appear
difficult in the extreme for it to join in the cunt circumstances. As of 2006,
therefore, Britain remains a marginal force in Bagan level decision-making on
macro-economic issues.

However Blair's government did engage with Europpalicy-making in
other ways, most significantly by arguing stronfyly structural reforms to liberalize
European economies. This pressure on relativelymegulated economies such as
France and Germany to adopt an ‘Anglo-Saxon’ mofleconomic governance was
not always popular in European capitals, and reedrebme Europeans a little too
much of the overbearing style of his Conservatinezlpcessors. However Blair won
sufficient support amongst some other reform-mingi@eernments to launch the so-
called ‘Lisbon agenda’ for economic reform, at Eneopean Council in the
Portuguese capital in 2000. The aim of the Lisbacgss, rather optimistically, was
to turn the European Union into the world’s foretrkisowledge economy within ten
years, an aim that half a decade later appeargtiddle. However the Lisbon
objective did amount to a coherent plan for refatombining liberalization of
markets with an emphasis on innovation and teclyyobm the one hand, and
sustainability and social justice on the otherhAltgh the process has not been taken
as seriously as Blair would have hoped, it ceryaamhounted to an important
constructive British intervention in the debateEmrope’s future.

More difficult for the Labour government was ttanstitutional issue arising
from the expansion of the EU eastwards in 2005eé&adth a further 10 member
states, the EU’s institutions clearly needed updatind reforming, but the proposal
to combine this updating with the writing of a Epe@an constitution created a serious
dilemma for the UK. Britain’s tendency towards Eskepticism, added to its
tradition of constitutional ambiguity and flexiltifi made a European constitution an
unwelcome proposal, and placed Labour in an uncaaiite position. Blair wanted
to play an active, constructive role in the debbte,was wary of how the
constitutional issue would play at home, and conadithe government to holding a
popular referendum. Although by most accounts Lalbwre successful in defending
what the government perceived as UK interestserptioposed constitutional text,
opinion polls continued to show unremitting hostiliFortunately for Blair and his
government, the ‘no’ votes cast in the French anttDreferenda on 2005 made the
constitutional project unviable, allowing Britaim $uspend its referendum and wait
for the issue to disappear.

Foreign and Security Policy: Tony Blair and the ‘Wa on Terror’



Although Blair quickly succeeded in overcoming mwéithe negative legacy of
Euroskepticism bequeathed by the Conservativeselagonship with the other
European member states was to run into troubleresudt of the dramatic events of
11" September 2001. The response to the challengé@BAda terrorism drove a
wedge between the United States and the most iamggarontinental European
powers, Germany and France. Britain’s difficultiios as the transatlantic ‘bridge’
was placed under acute strain by these developpeamdshe consequences of the
choices made by the Labour government have defmedlosing phases of Tony
Blair's premiership.

Blair's emergence as an ambitious and activistdverader surprised many,
as the Labour leader appeared to pay little atiartt foreign affairs before his
election in 1997 Very quickly, however, he developed a distincépproach to
foreign affairs which contrasted with the flexifpeagmatism which marked British
policy towards international affairs in the postryariod. Very quickly the Blair
government found itself involved in military actidirst cooperating with the U.S. in
air strikes on Iraq in 1998, then playing a visitwée in the U.S.-led intervention in
the Kosovo region of Serbia, where alleged ethl@arssing was practiced against the
Albanian majority population. Indeed, during thesdwo conflict Blair made a major
statement on foreign affairs in Chicago, in whiehl&id out an agenda for active
commitment on the part of Western powers to inteevagainst dictatorships and use
military action on humanitarian grounds. This sppedemonstrates that the choices
Blair made after September"itvere actually consistent with his thinking almost
from the very beginning of his premiership. ThetiBh intervention in Kosovo was
facilitated by Blair's close relationship with Billlinton, an enthusiast of Third Way
thinking and fellow alumnus of Oxford University.NAt surprised many was Blair’s
keenness to continue such a close relationship@litiion’s successor George W.
Bush, a very different kind of political figure wiappeared to have little in common
with the British Prime Minister.

In the aftermath of September™Blair was quick to line up behind the U.S.
administration in its response to the atrocitigse British government participated in
the attack on Afghanistan, but perhaps most sicanitiy, also backed the shift in
strategy announced by the Bush administration sdten, which opened up the
possibility of pre-emptive military action againsitential threats to U.S. security.
The Afghanistan operation received almost unanini@aeging from shocked
European governments, but the next phase of the'Wa on terror’, military
intervention in Iraq, divided the European powerarn unprecedented degree.
Although opposition to the invasion of Iraq was w&ain Britain than in countries
such as France, Italy and Spain, public opinioriccbe described as at best sceptical,
and there was deep unease within the Labour pasgrds the plan. In these
circumstances, Blair was able to exploit the poulezbnstitutional position of a
British Prime Minister to push ahead with suppartg full participation in, the Iraq
operation. Despite losing two members of his Cabivko resigned in protest, and
facing substantial parliamentary opposition frofarge number of Labour MPs,
Blair pressed ahead. The consequences were fdringac

As far as European politics were concerned, the issue divided the UK
from the other major European actors on the internal stage, with both France and
Germany vehemently opposed. Blair was thereforeefbto line up with
conservative governments in Spain and Italy in sujipg the Bush administration.
This had consequences for Blair's European polidth the initial attempts to form
alliances with friendly centre-left governmentd-rance, and particularly Germany,



being definitively shelved. The Lisbon agenda fooreomic reform was also tainted
by association, as Blair's closeness to Bush ogidarpolicy discredited his centre-
left credentials on socio-economic issues. Morady Blair's influence over
European politics was affected by the increasinggmion, especially in the
founding member states of the European Commuthiat,Britain was a mere proxy
for American power.

The consequences for Blair's domestic standingwenything far more
serious. Determined to roll back American unilaisna, Blair was instrumental in
persuading Colin Powell to seek a United Nationsdase for the invasion of Iraq,
and regarded suspicions that Saddam Hussein watogeg weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) as the most effective rationaled U.N. resolution. This move
was insufficient to win broad international backifieg the war, but did force Blair
into exaggerating the available evidence of the Witii2at in a government
document used to win over the British foreign ppbommunity. The misleading
suggestion that Iraq could launch WMD in 40 minutad devasting consequences
for Blair's political credibility when, after thevasion, no such capacity could be
found.

The political damage suffered by the Blair goveemtrover Iraq is difficult to
calculated accurately, but appears substantiat, FEven before the war massive
demonstrations took place around Europe, withuheout of perhaps even 2 million
protestors in London constituting perhaps the Ilsirgablic protest in British history.
Second, the war caused deep upset in Britain’ I&hgslim population. British
Muslims, who are mostly of Pakistani or Bangladesigins and tend to be
concentrated in the less prosperous areas of Bstkargest cities, had traditionally
been strong supporters of the Labour party, peeceas the most effective defender
of ethnic minority rights. However, the Iraq waidats aftermath undermined this
long-standing relationship. Muslim unease at Lalgmlicy was exploited by George
Galloway, a former dissident Labour MP expelledrirthe party for his close
relations with the Saddam Hussein regime. Gallofeanded a party called Respect,
which mobilized around the Iraq issue and was tbigin election in 2005, defeating
a Labour MP in one of its safest London constitiesidviany Muslims also
abstained, or supported the Liberal Democrats, dtbopposed the war. The Iraq
issue undoubtedly cost Labour in the 2005 electidrich saw its majority cut in half
and its vote share decline to just 35 per cent.

Blair's decision to back Bush’s war in Iraq, amtbsequent pro-American
positions over Israel and Palestine, includinglginaeli attack on Lebanon in 2006,
have become the defining feature of the Blair pegsfiip. Any British Prime
Minister would have been placed in a difficult gimsi by world events after
September 112001, given the UK’s historically close relatioishvith the United
States, and ambiguous relationship with the refte@European Union. However
Blair took a big risk in identifying himself so dely and so publicly with the Bush
administration, which has become extremely unpapol8ritish and European
public opinion. It is difficult to escape the coasion that the Blair premiership will
be remember more for its foreign policy choicesitfa anything else.

Conclusion
In 2006, British politics was dominated by discossof Tony Blair's political future.

In 2004, Blair had already announced that the 200&tion would be the last he
would fight as Labour leader. In the 2005 electiabour won a third successive



victory for the first time in its history, but tldFop in its vote share to just 35 per cent
revealed the fragility of its support base. Althbugbour still won a comfortable
governing majority, this was purely an artefacBotain’s ‘first past the post’
electoral system which tends to over-represeniaiiyest parties in general, and
Labour in particular. The Conservative party’s vavin 2006 after the emergence of
a young and dynamic leader, David Cameron alsoesigd that Labour’s grip on
power might soon loosen. In these circumstancesr Bbon came under pressure
from nervous Labour MPs to give a clear indicattbrmvhen he would resign from
office.

Blair's near-decade in power has been a curiousofiiinprecedented success
and unexpected failure. The usual problems facatdgolur governments in Britain in
the past — economic problems, pressure from trags and other vested interests,
small parliamentary majorities — have been congpisiby their absence. Labour has
presided over a remarkable period of consistemi@oic growth and rising living
standards, and has won electoral success on aeaealented scale, notwithstanding
the losses in 2005. In many respects, Blair's govent has been one of the most
successful in recent British history, combiningemmic expansion with strong
public investment in popular services such as aducand healthcare. Despite
persistent public fears over crime and disorddiciaf figures show a substantial and
constant fall in reported offences throughout thbdur decade in office. Power has
been devolved to those countries that demanded setfrgovernment, and the
intractable problem of Northern Ireland is clogeatsolution than at any time for
decades. On most measures, the average Briton appkehr to be far better off in
2006 than ten years earlier.

However, like almost all of his predecessors, BEto leave office as an
unpopular Prime Minister. This is partly a pathglag the British system of
government. Lacking any term limits, successfutisi Prime Ministers will tend to
stay in office long enough for the public mood btaoge and voters to tire of familiar
faces. But Blair's unpopularity is partly the rasofl the political consequences of his
government’s choices. The invasion of Iraq has @dos deeply unpopular decision.
But there are other reasons for unpopularity: tleegiase in the tax burden, public
impatience with the slow rate of improvement in [mbervices, the growing urgency
of the environmental crisis. It is in the natureaafompetitive two-party democracy
such as the United Kingdom that political leaderys\dt receive gratitude for their
achievements, but rather criticism for their fadisir After a period of Labour
dominance the revival of the Conservative partygests that in the near future
British politics will witness once again an altetioa in power between its two major
parties. However another possibility can be suggkdtabour’s electoral decline, and
the Conservative party’s persistent unpopularitgame sectors of society, could lead
to a situation where no single party holds a paréiatary majority. The emergence of
coalition government in Scotland, Wales and NoriHezland offers a precedent for
what may happen if the Westminster parliament taildeliver a governing majority.
If this happens, it will represent a major changéhe way Britain is governed.
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