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Choose freedom: 28 countries, 500m people and one of the
most successful liberalising projects in history
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Amid the rows about EU migrants and the economic impact of a Brexit, let’s not overlook the
incredible achievements of the EU, writes Simon Hix. The single market is not just a matter of
‘free trade’ – it enables the free movement of people, goods and capital between 28 countries,
something we now take for granted. The EU is still too technocratic and unaccountable,
though it has taken great strides to improve that over the past decade. But now is the
opportunity for the UK – with the help of Scandinavian and Visegrad allies – to further
liberalise the single market and re-energise the EU project.

The debate about whether we should Leave or Remain in the EU has mostly focused on a
few narrow issues, such as a possible economic downturn in the few years after we left, or if immigration numbers
might come down by a few tens of thousands (I say this because we already have more migration to the UK from
outside the EU, so restricting the number of EU migrants would not have a major impact on total immigration
numbers).  These are important issues, of course. But, to my mind, they miss the bigger picture, which relates to
what the EU represents in broad historical terms.
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From this perspective, the European integration project has been one of the most successful and powerful
liberalising projects in human history.  Complete removal of barriers to the free movement of goods, services, capital
and labour between 28 countries and over 500 million people in a ‘single market on a continental scale’ is an
incredible achievement.  This achievement is often underestimated, as we take for granted the social, economic,
employment, education, consumption, travel and numerous other opportunities we now have as a result of the
single market.  A single market is qualitatively completely different to “free trade”, which is simply an agreement to
trade in a sub-set of goods (as services are usually excluded from free trade agreements), and hence is a rather
limited form of free interaction between people.

The EU has also spread democracy and human rights, including gender equality and gay rights throughout our
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continent.  The EU has expanded the minimum protection of workers, including paid holiday leave and maternity and
paternity rights.  The EU has established high environmental standards in the face of global corporations who have
powerful incentives to try to push these down to the lowest level possible.  And the EU has led the way in liberalising
world trade, via the push for zero tariffs in the World Trade Organisation and the EU’s network of global free-trade
agreements.  The comparison with the United States is striking here, in that powerful US business interests are
increasingly pushing for restricting free world trade and fighting against global social and environmental standards
rather than promoting them.

Many other regions of the world – such as South America, South East Asia, Central America, the Caribbean, and
West Africa – have the aspiration to create an EU-style single market on a continental scale, but none has yet been
able to move beyond a very limited free trade agreement, mainly because of petty nationalist squabbles and
protectionist interests.

Admittedly, the EU institutions are not as democratic or accountable as they could or should be, and too much of the
EU is technocratic and bureaucratic.  Indeed, I have taught and written about these issues for much of my academic
career (for example in my book What’s Wrong With the EU and How to Fix It).  But even on these issues the EU is
much better now than it was 10 or 15 years ago: with more checks-and-balances, more powers for national
parliaments to scrutinise and block EU laws, a court which is more willing to strike down EU laws for breaching
subsidiarity principles, far more constraints on powerful business lobbies and other vested interests, a much smaller
budget (less than 1% of EU GDP now, and with huge cuts to agriculture price support), and a Commission
appointment procedure which is starting to become genuinely contested – via rival candidates for the EU’s ‘top job’
ahead of European Parliament elections (it is not the EU’s fault that British party leaders unilaterally opted out of this
contest in the 2014 elections).

And, by the way, if the EU was genuinely more directly “democratic”, for example with a directly-elected “European
President”, this would be a huge federalising step, which many people are not ready for.

It is also my firm belief that many of the EU’s liberalising achievements are due to the role the UK has played, with
like-minded countries, for example in pushing for the single market programme, the liberalisation of goods and
services markets, and enlargement to 28 countries.  Instead of retreating to the sidelines, the UK should be thinking
about how to rebuild a “liberal coalition” – an Anglo-Scandic-Benelux-Visegrad alliance – to re-energise Europe’s
liberalising and democratising project.  For example, there needs to be more liberalisation of the European services
market, a far more decentralised and flexible regulatory structure in the single market, and more creative ways to
engage citizens and national parliamentarians in EU politics.

If the UK withdraws, the liberal democratic project for Europe will become marginalised, as the EU will become
dominated by the corporatist and bureaucratic instincts of some of the French and German elites and the politics of
the growing populist right movements.  This would have a huge impact on the UK, as the EU’s single market would
continue to be our dominant trading partner and we would inevitably have to apply EU single market rules to be able
to sell our goods and services to the continent.  Put simply, whether we are inside or outside the EU we will continue
to trade more with Germany than the US, more with Italy than India, more with Belgium than Australia, more with the
Netherlands than New Zealand, more with Sweden than Canada, and so on, because geographic closeness is by
far the biggest predictor of trade patterns.

And do not kid ourselves that the UK outside the EU could lead a globally socially liberal world.  The US certainly
doesn’t have much appetite for that, and neither do the rising powers of China, Russia and India.  It is supreme
arrogance to think that Britain can ‘punch its weight’ in a globalising world alongside the US, the EU, China, India
and Russia, and the numerous other emerging global players.

So, let’s stop focussing exclusively on narrow short-term concerns, and start considering the longer and broader
political and economic meaning of what we have managed to create in our small corner of this planet.
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