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‘What can be done about the Conservative Party?’

I was in a lift in the Lords the other day with Lady Thatcher – how’s that for a throwaway line? – when 2 very grand personages in the Tory Party got in.  After a few pleasantries they got out at the next floor, and we went on.  ‘Well’, said the great Lady, ‘I may have made a few mistakes when I was in power’ – ‘oh gosh no, Lady T, of course you didn’t’ I demurred – but she went on; ‘well, yes, looking back on it I did, but at least we all knew where we were jolly well going’.  And I couldn’t disagree with that!

When I was asked to address you today, Malcolm Wood suggested the title: ‘The modern political vacuum’, but I chose instead ‘What can be done about the Conservative Party?’ which I trust you agree is much the same thing.

I thought I would start by sharing some thoughts as to why that vacuum exists, why the British people have become so disenchanted with our political system, or with what I prefer to call the ‘discredited hen-coop of Westminster’ Then I thought I’d tell you how I see the Conservative Party today, and end by saying what we might do about it.

If you ask pretty well any decent British subject today what he thinks of our main political parties, and politicians generally, you get an answer along the lines of ‘They tell lies, and they are in it for themselves’ (UKIP excluded, of course!)  Let’s look at that answer shall we?  It isn’t just that they tell lies, which of course they do, so much as that at a deeper level the modern professional politician seldom says anything, or gives an answer, which might go against his career, his climb up the greasy party pole.  He can’t afford to, because if he loses the party whip, he loses his job, and he may well be unemployable elsewhere; he has nothing to fall back on.  There are a few honourable exceptions, and I’ll come to them later.  What about the second part of that perceptive answer from our decent British subject:  ‘They are in it for themselves’?  I suppose that what I am going to say now probably applies to the Labour and Liberal Democrat Parties as well, but I have been privileged, if that is the word, to watch the Conservative Party at close quarters for the 15 years since Margaret Thatcher was forced out of office, and I’m sure it applies to them.  

The problem starts because their main aim in life is to gain power.  That is, power over you and me, and when you look at most of them you wonder how on earth they have the nerve – after all, very few of them have any experience of real life – they have never run a piss-up in a whelk stall, as the saying goes, so why should they boss us around?  You don’t hear them saying they want to serve – unless by that they really mean they want to be given power.  Then, in order to acquire power they consult focus groups and opinion polls to discover what the people think they want.  They then put those wants into policies, and offer them to the people, so that the people will vote for them and give them power.  That, I think you will agree, is the modern routine, and missing from that routine are vision, leadership, duty, courage, service – and fun.  Where there is no vision, Ladies and Gentlemen, the people perish.  Now I suppose the average voter would not analyse it quite like that; they haven’t had to spend 15 years as I have observing this system at work – but they do know that they don’t like what they see; they don’t feel part of it; they feel powerless and they see that the system is meaningless to them and their needs.  Small wonder, Ladies & Gentlemen, that 40% of them don’t bother to vote.  And alas, its worse than that because modern Governments are elected by less than half those who do bother to vote, or about 22% of the electorate.  Even that 22% has to vote hook, line and sinker for all the manifesto commitments of the Party concerned, or some 167 commitments in the case of the present Government.

And of course, Ladies & Gentlemen, it’s even worse than that, because a large majority of our laws are now made in Brussels, with the House of Commons, to which the voters have dutifully sent their representatives, bound by the Treaties to rubber stamp whatever emerges from the secret conclaves of the EU.

So the House of Commons and the Lords – Parliament if I may be so bold as still to call it such, has become largely redundant, and our General Elections have become largely charades.

But I must return to my task of looking at what is happening in the Conservative Party, in which I have many political friends and even a few close personal friends.  I do not want to be disloyal to them, but I have to say that under its new leadership the Party’s policy toward the corrupt octopus in Brussels has taken a step backwards.  Under Michael Howard there was at least a clear written commitment to repatriate our fish.  (And don’t let’s forget that our fish are important.  Before Edward Heath deceitfully gave them away in a secret letter just before signing the Treaty of Accession in 1972, we owned 75% of the fish which swim in ‘European’ waters – and a huge domestic industry depended on them.)  Howard’s commitment was contained in a letter to John Whittingdale MP, dated 9th June 2004.  I quote:

We are determined that the next Conservative Government will establish national and local control over fishing.  We intend to raise this in the Council of Ministers at the first opportunity, and I believe we can achieve this by negotiation.  However, should negotiation not succeed, it remains the case that the British Parliament is supreme and we would introduce the necessary legislation to bring about full national and local control.

For a modern politician, Ladies & Gentlemen, that’s a pretty clear commitment, and it was the cunning plan of those in the Party who wanted to leave the EU, without being brave enough to spell it out.  The idea was that the illegality of unilaterally repatriating our fish would have forced a sufficient showdown with the Dutch and the Spanish particularly, and with the Luxembourg Court, so that exit from the EU would have been forced upon us.

I say that the Conservative’s EU policy has weakened because, as far as I know, David Cameron has abandoned Howard’s commitment to repatriate our fish.  It seems that Cameron’s Euroscepticism is limited to two initiatives.

The first is to move his Conservative MEPs away from sitting with the European People’s Party in the European Parliament.  I accept that this is welcome to Conservative Euro-sceptic activists and those who follow what goes on in the European Parliament, but it is scarcely of great significance to most people in this country, who haven’t the faintest idea what goes on in the EU Parliament, and don’t much care.  More or less the only time we take an interest in that dreary assembly is when our UKIP MEPs enliven the proceedings by challenging the fraud, waste, and general facism of the whole frightening project – and very courageously and well they do it, too.

Cameron’s other euro-sceptic initiative is to say that he will renegotiate the return of our social and labour policy from Brussels, but he will not say what he would do if all the other member states do not agree – which of course they would have to, because Treaty changes have to be unanimous, and which of course they won’t.  At the moment he will not commit to take our social and labour policy back when the others don’t agree; he merely says he will succeed in its renegotiation.  When challenged on this he takes refuge in the fact that Margaret Thatcher successfully negotiated our rebate, and so he will do the same with our social and labour policy.  If you then point out that Margaret Thatcher didn’t in fact negotiate our rebate at all, you get a rather confused look.  She famously said: ‘Listen, this is my money, and you are not getting it.  Do you understand?  You are not getting the money and so you might as well agree with me, or otherwise this conference will look even sillier than usual’.  So they agreed.  

That is a rather different position to the one in which David Cameron will find himself, and so I think we can agree that his policy is worthless.

Those are the two sops which the present Conservative Leadership is thinking of throwing to the Party’s Euro-sceptics, and personally I think they are unlikely to cut any ice with the electorate.  What beats me about Cameron and co is that they seem unable to appreciate that the Project of European integration cannot stop now; it will become steadily less democratic and more dictatorial and therefore the situation they will face at the next General Election will be very different to what it is now.  So why do they insist on cutting off any idea of leaving when that time comes?  Why don’t they say ‘we don’t like the way it’s going – and if it gets worse we may need to think again’?

There is, however, one more sop which the present leadership is thinking of offering to what it describes as the right wing of the Party, which may be more attractive to many UKIP supporters.  It is foxhunting.  At the moment it isn’t clear whether Cameron would restore hunting through the easy option of a free vote in the Commons (which might not produce the desired result) or whether he will commit to legislation.  I suppose this one rather depends on what has happened to hunting in the meantime.

Apart from these initiatives, Conservative policy-making in other areas is awaiting the outcome of the various policy groups.  For Conservative Euro-sceptics, it can’t be madly encouraging that Kenneth Clarke has been put in charge of the group considering our Constitution.

So these are some of the specific policies which are emerging from the new leadership.  I have to say there are worrying signs that the more general strategy may be even more disturbing. There are those who say that the broader strategy starts with the theory that on the whole Oppositions do not win General Elections; Governments lose them.  So David Cameron’s longer term strategy may be to buy off the right of the Party with the policies I have just mentioned (and there may be a few more to come, but not many) and then to position the Party as near to the Centre, or as near to the Labour and Lib. Dem. parties, as he dares.  The assumption is that in 2 or 3 years the Labour Government will have become sufficiently unpopular for the voters to swing to the nice, clean, new young Conservative Party, which will thus be returned to power.  I fear it may work, Ladies & Gentlemen – what did I say about vision?

Ladies & Gentlemen, I feel I should now mention some of the more positive things which are happening in the Conservative Party.  First of all, Cameron seems to be holding to a promise he made before he was elected, which was that back-bench MPs would not be sacked if they said they wanted to leave the European Union.  As far as I am aware, only two have been brave enough to break cover and say so publicly – Philip Davies and Douglas Carswell, both young MPs from the new intake.  They join that great hero of the Euro-sceptic movement, Daniel Hannan, MEP, who is of course a long way the brightest and best of all Conservative politicians, who has been saying ‘out’ for some time.  I am aware of quite a few other Conservative MPs who also believe that we must leave the clutches of the corrupt octopus, but none of them have quite dared to say so publicly.  I hope and believe they will; quite a few of them; quite soon.  What effect this will have on policy remains to be seen.  I suppose it depends on how many of them there are, and how vigorously they say it.  Remember, there is no vision.  So its only numbers that count.

There are signs that the Party establishment is starting to move.  Listen to this:

Ever-closer Union should be repudiated, along with the supremacy of the European Court, and we should look to normal Government-to-Government treaties to conduct activities such as cross-border trade, pollution control, and extradition.  An early exit from the European agricultural and fisheries policies, renewed sovereignty over our coastal waters and an end to the European Government’s extra-territorial jurisdiction would be embraced, whilst withdrawal from the European Convention on Human Rights and the repeal of the Human Rights Act would restore the commonsense position that foreign nationals do not enjoy the full protection of our law until they are lawfully admitted here.  If our partners refuse to return the rights signed away by Edward Heath, then we would have no option but to repudiate the 1972 Act of Accession.

Well, Ladies & Gentlemen, that is my Noble and very good friend, Lord Tebbit, writing in the current issue of the Salisbury Review.  He doesn’t quite say: ‘Lets get out now anyway’, but its hard to think of a form of words which could come closer to that conclusion without actually saying it.

And what about this?

Parliament must reassert the principle of parliamentary supremacy by reaffirming its right to legislate, where necessary inconsistently with the European Communities Act 1972 and the Human Rights Act 1998.

That comes from my Hon. Friend, Bill Cash, MP, writing in the Times this month, on March 3rd. Again, I agree he doesn’t actually say ‘Let’s get the hell out of here’, but he is a constitutional lawyer with a deep knowledge of the European Treaties.  He certainly knows that reasserting the principle of Parliamentary supremacy means leaving the European Union, whose fundamental purpose is to emasculate the national democracies of the Member States and dilute them into the new supra-national EU Government, run by a Commission of wise and honest technocrats (ho-ho!).  So both Norman Tebbit and Bill Cash as more senior Tories appear to be almost there, while some of the new intake have beaten them to it.

And that is not all.  The leading Conservative think-tanks are starting to think what used to be the unthinkable and to make noises about ‘disengagement’ from the European Union.  The Centre for Policy Studies, that most senior of Conservative Party think tanks, has just published a brilliant exposé of how the EU’s Charter of Fundamental Rights is surreptitiously being incorporated into British law.  It’s entitled Sleepwalking into an EU Legal System, and it is written by My Noble Friend, Lord Blackwell, who was the head of John Major’s Policy Unit at No. 10. from 1995-1997.  The foreword is written by Martin Howe, QC, our leading barrister in EU Constitutional law.  Martin Howe says that Lord Blackwell’s analysis, and I quote:

…raises fundamental questions about whether we should merely shrug our shoulders and allow ourselves to be drawn by stealth into an ever closer political union – or whether we should negotiate a new relationship with the other members of the European Union, which allows us to escape from that process.

Lord Blackwell concludes his analysis of how the EU’s Charter of Fundamental Rights is being smuggled into British law by saying:

This is yet another reason for believing that this is the moment at which the United Kingdom, if it is to retain its status as an independent nation state, must take the initiative to negotiate a new relationship with the other members of the European Union which allows it to opt out of the legal and institutional processes of political integration.

Ladies & Gentlemen I appreciate that neither of these pillars of the Conservative establishment are quite saying ‘let’s get out’ either, but they are coming very near to it.  At least no-one in the Conservative Party, except perhaps David Cameron and his immediate circle, is still talking about ‘variable geometry’, ‘concentric circles’, or ‘à la carte menus’.  It is beginning to dawn on a large and growing section of the Party that it was a mistake putting the restaurant on the street in the first place, that it has become the haunt of gangsters, hoodlums and thieves, and that its time to move out of the district. 

So that’s a bit of a look, Ladies & Gentlemen, at what’s going on in the Conservative Party.  What can be done about it, or rather what can we do about it?  Ladies & Gentlemen I know that many people who support UKIP are not Conservatives.  Indeed I am told that perhaps half of you in this hall were Labour or Lib.Dem supporters before you saw the light.  So I hope what I am going to say is not too unpopular.  

This is that we must pause and ask ourselves, in true military fashion, what is the object of the exercise?  The object of the exercise is to get the United Kingdom out of the European Union as soon as possible.  I hope its not too controversial to suggest that the only instrument which can realistically be expected to get us out of the EU is the Conservative Party – or some new amalgamation of Euro-sceptics if the Conservatives do badly enough at the next election.  But that is perhaps 4 years away, and so we must deal with what we’ve got in the meantime.  What can you do?  I am afraid you’ve just got to keep the pressure on.  In the absence of vision, the only thing the Conservative Party may understand is votes, and of course money.  It’s perhaps impertinent of me to say this, because I know you will do it anyway.  

Down the road, as we get nearer to the next election, I hope you will forgive me if I say I feel it would be a mistake to field candidates against the Philip Davies and Douglas Carswell’s of this world, who have clearly said they want us out of the EU.  By then there may be more, and there may be candidates in other Parties, who are clear and unequivocal that this is their primary aim in politics. It depends on the configuration of each constituency of course, but the exercise requires us to get as many ‘come-outers’ as we can onto those green leather benches in the Commons.  

[Some heckling here.  ‘No!  Why don’t they cross the floor?’  Answer: ‘Because they would lose their seats, and so we would lose them to our cause’]

Of course I understand, being a belligerent little man myself, those of you who want all out war on all of them.  But I feel we have a better chance of persuading more of them to come clean, if they know they will not be opposed by you if they do so.  We have a better chance to get that vote in the Commons to repeal the 1972 Act quicker, if we take the more conciliatory route.  

And together we must keep making the now overwhelming, unanswerable case to leave.  We must keep going with the research, which already shows that the cost of our EU membership is anything between 4% and 10% of GDP, or 40 to 100 billion pounds per annum.  We must make leaving the EU into a positive prospect, which indeed it is, not negative.  We must convince the public of the truth, that leaving the EU would enrich each one of them; that leaving creates jobs.

It was Alexander Solzhenitsyn who reminded us: ‘One word of truth outweighs the whole world’. I was talking to him about it some years ago, and asked ‘Yes, Alexander Issayevich, but when?  ‘Ah’, he replied, ‘that is in the hands of God!’.

So we keep fighting.  We must keep our teeth into the creeping EU Constitution, as the Eurocrats wriggle and squirm to get it through without our consent, and as our mainstream politicians stand idly by in shameful appeasement.  We must continue to show that too much of our sovereignty has already been thrown away, and we must stand firm in our determination to take it back.  Nothing else matters.

Ladies & Gentlemen, I trust that we may continue to do these things together.

Thank you.

Malcolm Pearson

25th March, 2006
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