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4.1. External influences on the country's democracy

Executive Summary

This chapter reviews the available evidence relating to the three ‘search questions’ concerned with external
influences on UK democracy.

Our analysis in this chapter identifies a number of changes and continuities since our last full Audit of UK democracy. These are
summarised below under three separate headings: (a) areas of improvement; (b) areas of continuing concern; and (c) areas of new or
emerging concern.

(a) Areas of improvement

1. Steps taken to improve the democratic legitimacy of the European Union.

Under the Lisbon Treaty of 2007 various provisions were made to strengthen the position of national parliaments with respect to the EU.
The position of the European parliament was enhanced also. Changes to the procedure of the Council of Ministers has made their
business more transparent; and a basis was provided for a system of 'European Citizens’ Initiatives’, which could enable citizens to call
upon the European Commission to act in particular areas. (For further details and discussion, see Section 4.1.1)

Areas of continuing concern

1. The lack of transparency and direct democratic accountability of international organisations.

Various international and regional organisations such as the European Union and World Trade Organisation may well perform necessary
and potentially democracy-enhancing functions. Yet they are criticised both for their negative impact upon the autonomy of democratic
nation states; for their lack of transparency; and - with the exception to some extent of the European Union - their lack of direct democratic
accountability. (For further details and discussion, see Section 4.1.1)

2.  Continuation of European Union 'democratic deficit'.

The European Union is at the peak of its power to date in certain senses: the scope for its policy activity, which has broadened
substantially; and the potential for it to act on a basis of qualified majority voting, potentially against the wishes of some member states. Its
decisions are directly incorporated into the law of member states. Concerns about the so-called 'democratic deficit’ in EU affairs - that there
is no clear line of democratic accountability for the decisions that it makes - persist. Yet, there is also evidence to suggest that the UK would
face as much of a 'democratic deficit' operating outside the EU as it does inside it. (For further details and discussion, see Section 4.1.1)

3. The 'special relationship’ with the United States serves to compromise UK foreign policy autonomy.

In the period since the Second World War, the UK has tended to place a high premium on close relations with the US. This relationship has
been founded in a variety of concerns, including matters of security and intelligence, and military issues. At times, for instance over UK
participation in the Iraq War of 2003, the desire to adhere to this alliance has appeared to override more regular democratic decision-
making and led the UK into activities of a democratically questionable nature. It is not clear that the UK obtains the influence over the US
that it seeks through public support for many of its policies; nor that the negative consequences of pursuing a more independent foreign
policy would outweigh the potential benefits. The value of the special relationship is not generally the subject of wide political scrutiny and
debate. (For further details and discussion, see Sections 4.1.1, 4.2.2, 4.2.4 and 2.4.3)

4. The role of UK in supranational arrangements testing traditional constitutional/democratic models.

Parliamentary sovereignty is a central doctrine to the UK constitution as traditionally understood. This doctrine is called into question both
by the European Communities Act 1972 and the Human Rights Act 1998, both of which are protected from implied repeal by subsequent
acts of parliament, a break with regular constitutional practice. Moreover, parliament is unable by convention to alter the royal rules of
succession without obtaining the agreement of all the other states of whom the UK monarch is also head of state. These doubts about
parliamentary sovereignty are problematic because they create a lack of clarity regarding how UK democracy functions, but it is by no
means clear that repealing the European Communities Act 1972 and the Human Rights Act 1998 would resolve the problem. (For further
details and discussion, see Section 4.1.1)

5.  Parliamentary EU committees lack of formal authority.
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When placed in comparative European perspective, committees charged with oversight of the European Union lack the formal ability to
control or oversee the government. Moreover, the UK parliament is not characterised by an institutional environment in which
parliamentarians cooperate across party lines to assert their authority over the government. In this sense, both requirements for a strong
system of parliamentary oversight of European business are absent. (For further details and discussion, see Section 4.1.3 and Table 4.1e)

6. Lack of parliamentary authority in overseeing activity within international organisations.

The rights of the UK parliament with respect to UK participation in international organisations is even weaker than its position with regard to
the European Union. Diplomacy continues to be conducted under the non-statutory royal prerogative. Mechanisms such as the 'mandating’
of ministers prior to their attendance at international negotiations used in other countries have not yet been adapted to the UK. (For further
details and discussion, see Sections 4.1.3 and 4.2.4)

(c) Areas of new or emerging concern

1. Exaggerated claims about globalisation have served to restrict discussion of economic and social policy options.

It is not at all clear that economic globalisation is, of itself, an irresistible force that will inevitably serve to entirely compromise the autonomy
of nation states. Indeed, while the UK has often portrayed itself as unavoidably responding to world economic trends in its policies of
economic liberalisation, the UK is certainly not amongst the most globalised or open economies. This observation leads us to the
conclusion that globalisation has been used primarily as a rhetorical device to close off debate on different policy options in the UK, rather
than responded to it as a reality. (For further details and discussion, see Section 4.1.1 and the Introduction to Section 1.4, and Table
4.1a and Figure 4.1a)

2. Domestic policies adopted in response to globalisation are causing the UK to diverge from European social welfare norms.

Evidence exists that there has not been a single pattern of policy response in European democracies - or indeed internationally - to the
trend of globalisation. In the area of welfare policies, some countries have been more disposed to retrench than others. It is in the liberal
welfare states, such as the UK, that retrenchment has been greater, as compared with the social democratic welfare states. (For further
details and discussion, see Section 4.1.1 and Introduction to Section 1.4, and Table 4.1a and Figure 4.1a)

3. The impact of coalition retrenchment plans upon the capacity of the Foreign Office.

The capacity of the UK effectively to secure influence over decisions impacting upon it may be undermined by reductions in the Foreign
and Commonwealth Office (FCO) budget under the present coalition retrenchment plans. The FCO had already undergone spending cuts;
and its scope for absorbing reductions was less than in some other departments. (For further details and discussion, see Section 4.1.2)

Introduction

The external influences bearing on a state are a crucial determinant of the quality of its democracy, being both capable of helping and
hindering national democratic processes and institutions. This much is demonstrated by an observation from the previous Audit that a
'country might have the most perfect democracy internally, but enjoy little real self-government if most of the decisions that mattered for the
life of its citizens were taken beyond its borders’ (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 274). We use this simple premise as the basis of our analysis in
this chapter, which is split into three areas. In the first, we examine, in general terms, whether the external influences affecting the UK
compromise its democratic processes and national interests; while in the second and third, we assess the extent to which the influence and
decision-making power that the UK government wields within international organisations, is both equitable and subject to proper
parliamentary scrutiny and public debate at home.

As a key member of various international institutions, and one of the most fully-integrated units in the new global economy, the UK, like
many other comparable states, is of course subject to a broad range of external influences, which include political, diplomatic and trade
organisations; powerful corporate bodies operating in industry and finance; and even other nation-states more powerful than itself. Yet, as
we discover in this chapter, the influence that these entities exert over the UK does not always appear to be to the benefit of its democracy.
Indeed, the decision-making of international bodies such as the EU and the WTO, for instance, continues to be criticised for a lack of
transparency and accountability; whilst elsewhere, public unease appears to be growing over corporations intent on shaping domestic
policy at the same time as paying very little tax on profits made in the UK. In the realm of foreign policy, meanwhile, we find that the UK
government continues to be influenced to an unhealthy extent by the position of the United States - despite that country’s ongoing relative
decline. A constitutional doctrine central to the traditional model of UK democracy, that of parliamentary sovereignty, is tested by UK
participation in such organisations as the European Union.
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Although these are the same concerns, for the most part, that were made by the previous Audit, the threat that they pose, collectively, to the
integrity of UK democracy appears to have grown, just as the ability of democratically-elected governments to effect change appears to
have shrunk. This trend has been particularly evident in relation to the unbalanced relationship between government and international
industry and finance. On this subject, the previous Audit (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 275) felt that, although the UK, like other countries, was
undoubtedly vulnerable to the whims of transnational corporations and financial markets, the danger posed by them was mitigated by a
combination of the UK’s economic weight, reducing national debt and adequate exchange reserves. However, events since the onset of
the worldwide financial crisis in late-2007 have arguably shown the autonomy of states such as the UK to be rather more limited now than
previously appeared to be the case. Indeed, having taken on considerable debts in bailing out crisis-stricken financial institutions, national
governments in Europe and beyond find their economic policies dictated not by the wishes of the electorates to which they are supposedly
accountable, but increasingly to the privately-run credit ratings agencies whose assessments affect the ability of a state to borrow money
through government bond issues. Mainstream acceptance of the idea that globalisation dictates certain policy options has served to close
off discussion of different policy options for the UK. The policy courses that have been entailed have also led to divergence from social
policy norms in Europe.

Elsewhere, meanwhile, the impact of the EU is also no less ambivalent, despite the introduction of reforms designed to improve the
democratic credibility of that organisation in the eyes of the EU citizenry. At the same time, the UK approach to the EU falls between two
stools of either: accepting the constraints upon national autonomy that membership entails because of the gains, including of a democratic
nature, that can be obtained; or on the other hand, not participating in order wholly to preserve national sovereignty. In international affairs,
the UK continues to punch above its weight; generally enjoying far greater influence within multilateral bodies than its population alone
would entitle it to, although without sufficient oversight of this power from both parliament and the public.

4.1.1 External influences on UK democracy

How free is the country from external influences which undermine or compromise its democratic process or
national interests?

External influences upon a state can take many different forms and can, as is discussed above, serve to challenge internal democratic
processes. In this subsection, consideration is given to the impact of economic globalisation; UK membership of international and regional
organisations, including the European Union (EU); and the UK's bilateral dealings with a key ally, the United States. It is also necessary to
consider the relationship between the internal constitutional arrangements of a state and its external dealings. In this context, the status of
the UK doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty is considered.

Economic globalisation

In our last full Audit, we touched briefly on the role of global economic forces as an external influence which potentially undermines the UK
democratic process. In particular, we noted the potential vulnerability of UK political actors to threats of 'capital flight' associated with
multinational corporations and international financial actors. At the same time, we noted that the UK ranked among those national
economies with the least exposure to volatile international economic conditions. 

In the period since our last Audit, debates about the origins, nature and consequences of globalisation have developed considerably. As a
result, discussion of the implications of globalisation for democracy have featured more significantly in both academic social science
research and public policy-making. Within the academic literature, the consequences of globalisation for democracy has been addressed
in two contrasting ways, with this distinction also reflected in much political and policy debate. First, a number of authors have attempted to
assess whether globalisation has fostered the recent growth in the number of democracies world-wide, by virtue of creating the conditions
of economic liberalisation which have historically promoted demands for political freedom (Li and Reuveny, 2003; Eichengreen and
Leblang, 2006). Second, a contrasting body of work has considered the extent to which globalisation has brought about a 'power shift',
which has eroded the autonomy and capacity of the state and therefore narrowed the policy options open to democratically elected
governments (Cox, 1992; Schmitter, 1996). In this second body of literature, various 'threats' to democratic decision-making arising from
globalisation are discussed. These potential threats include: the enhanced power of international financial interests (Cerny, 1999); the
growth of multinational corporations, whose turnover is often greater than the GDP of small European states (Dicken, 1998); and the
growing influence of international organisations such as the EU, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (Jones and Hardstaff,
2005).

Before turning to consider the evidence relating to how globalisation may have impacted upon UK democracy, it is vital to note that there is
much disagreement about what globalisation constitutes. Indeed, despite - or perhaps because of - its widespread conceptual usage,
protagonists in debates about globalisation have tended to define the term in a multitude or different ways or, more commonly, not
attempted to define it at all. Consequently, the assumed nature of globalisation is often left implicit, while in some cases the concept is used
in a relatively crude rhetorical fashion. At its core, however, globalisation is generally defined with reference to a set of economic and
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technological changes which are held to have dramatically increased economic and communication flows across what are seen as
increasingly porous national borders. Hence, globalisation is generally associated with notions of the world becoming increasingly
interconnected, with goods, services, investment, financial transactions and skilled labour moving freely between countries, and of the
globe effectively 'shrinking' in comparison to previous decades, due to rapid developments in telecommunications and the continued
growth and expansion of air travel.    

As noted above, it has been suggested by a number of commentators that the liberalisation and intensification of global economic flows
has fostered the growth in the number of democracies over the last four decades. However, attempts to assess the validity of this
'globalisation promotes democracy' thesis empirically have generally been inconclusive and, in some instances, sceptical. Certainly, the
era of economic globalisation has coincided with a period of democratisation, which has seen a trebling of the number of electoral
democracies worldwide from around 40 in the 1950s to about 120 today. However, as Eichengreen and Leblang (2006) note, it would
appear that the relationship between globalisation and democracy is one of 'bi-directional causality', whereby democracy and globalisation
foster one another via a sort of positive feedback loop. Meanwhile, Li and Reuveng (2003, p. 52) have found that while 'the spread of
democratic ideas promotes democracy persistently over time', indicators of economic globalisation suggest that its association with the
growth of democracy is, if anything, negative. As the same authors put it:

'the growing capital mobility accompanying globalization produces a political dilemma for governments who want both economic
competitiveness and democratic political accountability. Footloose capital is generally not accountable to the public. The mobility of
capital reduces democratic governments' ability to respond to popular demands for social welfare and effective economic
management. Our findings imply that under economic openness, the room for policy manoeuvring is obviously reduced. Hence, the
threats to democracy from financial inflows and foreign direct investments are substantial' (Li and Reuveng , 2003, p. 53).

These conclusions have been echoed in much of the second body of literature which we identify above. In particular, the early literature on
globalisation, particularly that originating from Marxist political economy perspectives, argued that even wealthy western states were
increasingly unable to exert themselves against the panoply of powerful external political and economic forces operating beyond their
borders (Cox, 1992; Schmitter, 1996; Cerny, 1999). These studies tended to assume that globalisation would lead to competitive pressures
on welfare states which would be felt more or less equally by all countries, thus resulting in universal retrenchment and convergence
towards the (neo-) liberal 'subsistence' model of welfare (Mishra, 1999). As we noted in Section 1.4.6, this analysis was also reflected on
the opposite side of the political spectrum, in the form of  corporate interests and right-of-centre political parties arguing for a distinctive set
of neo-liberal policy changes in areas such as the labour market, social welfare and fiscal policy.

However, we also noted in Section 1.4.6 that there is evidence of clear variation in the extent to which individual democracies have
adopted measures deemed to be 'essential' or 'inevitable' policy responses to globalisation. Indeed, empirical analyses have shown that
the political and corporate pressures to adapt to globalisation via a neo-liberal 'race to the bottom' are far from evenly spread; and that
particular countries have been more susceptible to retrenchment than others. In one view, the impact of globalisation on public policy, and
on the welfare state in particular, has been generally exaggerated. Indeed, Liebfried and Rieger (2003) argue that it is the existence of the
welfare state which has provided western societies with the degree of social protection which has enabled their democratically-elected
governments to push for policies fostering globalisation. Meanwhile, Dreher et al. (2006) find that there is no evidence of globalisation
causing shifts in the composition of government expenditure internationally. In addition, there is clear evidence to suggest that the impact of
globalisation has been heavily mediated according to the principal welfare regime 'types' operating in established democracies (Swank,
2002; Korpi and Palme, 2003; Navarro et al., 2004; for details of the welfare regimes, see Introduction to Section 1.4 and Esping-Andersen,
1990).

Indeed, both Navarro et al. (2004) and Korpi and Palme (2003) show that, despite some specific examples of policy transfer, there was no
overall convergence among welfare states during the 1980s and 1990s. Thus, retrenchment has been greatest in liberal welfare states
(Navarro et al., 2004) and the value of benefits has been cut less in social democratic welfare states than liberal ones (Korpi and Palme,
2003). Meanwhile, despite the general reduction in corporate tax rates we noted in Section 1.4.6, the proportion of tax revenue originating
from taxes on profits and corporate gains has only fallen in liberal welfare states (Navarro et al., 2004). As Table 4.1a shows, levels of
social expenditure as a proportion of GDP increased across all types of welfare state from 1980 to 1997, but the average increase was
significantly higher in social democratic welfare regimes (plus 5.2 percentage points) than it was in liberal welfare states (plus 2.9
percentage points). Moreover, the statistics for public employment in Table 4.1a point to a similar trend, with public employment  growing as
a proportion of the workforce in social democratic welfare states (plus 6.5 percentage points) compared to a modest decline in liberal
welfare regimes (minus 0.9 per cent).

Table 4.1a: Change in social expenditure as % of GDP and in public employment as % of all employment, by
welfare regime type (percentage points)
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Welfare regime type
Change in social expenditure as % of GDP,
1980-97

Change in public employment as % of total employment,
1974-97

Social Democratic 5.2 6.5

Conservative/corporatist 4 2

Liberal 2.9 -0.9

Source: Adapted from Navarro et al. (2004, p. 138)

There is some more recent evidence, using data from the 2000s, to suggest that the impact of globalisation on social expenditure may be
having more of a convergent effect than previous studies had established (Busemeyer, 2009; Schmitt and Starke, 2011). Nonetheless, it is
not at all difficult to find evidence to support the supposition that it is in liberal welfare states in the Anglo-Saxon realm, notably the USA,
Australia, New Zealand, Ireland and the UK, that governments have been most enthusiastic in responding to, and championing, demands
for neo-liberal policy change (Seidel, 2005; Sapir, 2006). Indeed, as Colin Hay notes in relation to the UK:

'The British economy has been widely touted, not least by the government itself, as a model of - and for -European competitiveness
in an era of globalization. Its unquestionably impressive record (until 2008 at least) of steady and uninterrupted growth, stable and
low unemployment, and, certainly in comparative historical terms, low inflation is typically attributed to its lean and flexible labour
markets, its fiscal and monetary discipline, and, in European terms, its light-touch regulatory environment. It is, in short, widely seen
as a model of adaptation to the imperatives of globalization - and one which other more reform-averse European economies can
benefit from emulating' (Hay, 2009, p. 874).

However, as Hay goes on to note, this notion of successful UK adaptation to globalisation is a myth for two key reasons. First, the UK's
weak economic performance since 2008 exposed the inherent flaws of an economic model based on boosting consumer demand via
'unprecedented levels of personal debt and the release of equity arising from sustained house-price inflation' (Hay, 2009, p. 876). Quite
aside from the impact of the crash which arose from the banking crisis of the late-2000s, the UK was already showing signs by the
early/mid-2000s of failing to adapt to increased international economic flows. Thus, the UK's weakness in export markets prompted a sharp
rise in its balance of payments deficit from 2001 onwards, while the UK has long been a net exporter of foreign direct investment. Second,
Hay argues that the UK economy has not been 'globalised' to anything like the extent that is commonly argued and, moreover, is less
exposed to international markets than other European states. As Hay notes, patterns of change in relation to international trade, foreign
direct investment and even financial trading point primarily to a strengthening of economic ties with the rest of the European Union, and to a
lesser extent with North America and Japan, rather than to the integration of the UK into a genuinely 'global economy'.

This myth of UK adaptation to globalisation highlights a genuine paradox. For two decades or more, UK public policy has been
underpinned by a specific neo-liberal logic of adapting to globalisation, despite the fact, as with other Anglo-Saxon countries, the UK's
economy is far less open to international economic forces than most OECD member states. Figure 4.1a shows the ratio of merchandise
trade to GDP, a standard measure of the extent to which an economy is open to the international economy, for each OECD member state in
2010. Based on this indicator, the UK's exposure to international markets is the lowest in northern Europe and significantly less than
smaller European states such as Belgium, the Netherlands, Ireland and Austria. As the graph shows, most other Anglo-Saxon economies
also have comparatively low levels of openness to world trade, including Canada, the USA, Australia and New Zealand.

Figure 4.1a: Ratio of merchandise trade (value of imports and exports) to GDP, OECD members states, 2010
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Note: Figures for Australia and New Zealand are for 2009.

Source: World Bank (2011)

Yet, many of the countries with the highest levels of economic openness have higher levels of social expenditure, more tightly regulated
labour markets, and lower levels of income inequality than those countries with far lower levels of exposure to international markets
(Rodrik, 1998; Reuveney and Li, 2003; Brady et al., 2005). Indeed, while the strong correlation between economic openness and levels of
social expenditure found up until the 1990s (Katzenstein, 1985; Rodrik, 1998) appears to have diminished (Busemeyer, 2009), it remains
the case that countries with a high dependency on international trade tend to have lower levels of inequality (Reuveny and Li, 2003). In
addition, a number of small European states have opted to maintain expansive welfare states, with large-scale income redistribution,
despite the alleged pressures of globalisation. The most notable examples of this continued commitment to social democratic policies are
found in the Nordic countries, which we find to have out-performed the UK on virtually every democratic indicator presented in this study:

'the Scandinavian social democracies of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden [...] have always maintained highly globalized economies,
and have institutionalized generous decommodification. Moreover, these countries have increased their decommodification as they
became even more internationally open' (Brady et al., 2005, p. 943).

Despite all these observations, there can be little doubt that claims about globalisation have impacted significantly on UK political debate in
recent decades. Yet, there are very strong grounds to argue that it has been the power of globalisation as a discursive construct, rather than
as an empirical reality, which has been used to justify the policies adopted by UK governments (Hay and Rosamund, 2002). In doing so,
the UK has diverged increasingly from the European social model and taken an increasingly oppositional stance to EU policies aimed at
promoting social protection and social cohesion (Hay and Rosamund, 2002; Sapir, 2006). Given the experience of other north European
countries, we reject the straightforward view that globalisation acts automatically as an external force which serves to compromise UK
democracy. This is not to deny that the dynamics of economic internationalisation do not pose genuine challenges for national
representative democracy. It cannot be denied, for instance, that in the financial sector at least the UK has been exposed to external forces
which have had and continue to have a detrimental impact on our democratic life. The degree of integration of the UK’s banking sector into
an international financial network meant that a problem originating in the US mortgage market threatened to destroy our banks in 2008, and
led to a prolonged recession and drain on the public finances from which the government was powerless to protect its citizens. That same
international network makes possible a huge industry of tax avoidance and evasion that has further weakened our public finances, and
transferred a greater burden onto ordinary taxpayers. Furthermore, the external, US based, ratings agencies now set clear limits to the
government policies for addressing the fiscal deficits which are deemed acceptable to international lenders, even if they do not determine
them.

However, we would also argue that the greater threat to UK democracy arising from globalisation is the use of the concept, by all of the
principal political parties, to justify the adoption of neo-liberal policy agendas, including deregulation of the financial services, as a
necessary response to the challenge of promoting a competitive UK economy. While neo-liberal policies have without question left both
government and citizens increasingly vulnerable to external forces outside our democratic control, it is vital to note that they were originally,
and remain, policies of choice. With regard to this latter point, it is vital to note that not only are assertions of UK adaptation to a globalised
economy based on a flawed understanding of globalisation, but the policy choices adopted have also failed to provide the UK with a
successful economic model.  As Hay (2009, p. 877) argues, the UK economy 'has simply not experienced a process of globalization by any
but the least exacting of definitional standards [and] despite the rhetoric, Britain is […] no model of adaptation to globalization'. Yet, as the
same author notes, none of this has done anything to prevent UK policy-makers from asserting the need to adjust to global economic
imperatives: 'in no other country has globalization been invoked so frequently and so consistently as a source of constraints and
imperatives which domestic policy-makers must negotiate and internalize' (Hay, 2009, p. 856).     
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The UK is a member of a number of international organisations established for the purposes of trade, diplomacy and military assistance -
most of which enjoy unquestioned and often implicit support from government, the general public and business interests. However, a small
handful of these organisations - including, most notably, the EU and the World Trade Organization (WTO) - do attract criticism from those
with an interest in safeguarding and strengthening UK democracy, both from the left and the right of the political spectrum. These concerns
are longstanding, and are too manifold to be considered here comprehensively. However, for those on the right, concerns might typically be
said to focus on the ways in which particular national democratic values, practices and customs are perceived to be threatened by the loss
of sovereignty that membership of international bodies (in particular, the EU) is believed to entail; while for those on the left, criticisms tend
to emphasise the ways in which the purportedly shadowy and publicly unaccountable structures and practices of international
organisations are vulnerable to lobbying by corporate interests.

There is at least a superficial level of plausibility to both of these arguments. It is certainly true, for instance, that international organisations
are not, for the most part, subject to a great deal of direct popular control or accountability; and this should be the cause of legitimate
concern. Yet, it could be asked in response, firstly, how realistic an objective this would be to adopt in a world still characterised by quite
distinct and, at times, antagonistic national identities. Even the EU, for example, with its directly-elected European parliament, remains to a
great extent a fragmented collection of peoples lacking any strong sense of shared European identity - having relatively little interest in
European affairs, and exhibiting a noticeable disinclination to assert their right to influence EU policy via European elections. More
fundamental still, however, is the question as to whether direct public accountability is really necessary at all for an international
organisation to satisfy commonly imagined notions of democratic legitimacy. Although Dahl (in Shapiro and Hacker-Cordón, 1999), for
instance, argues that the inverse relationship between 'efficacious popular control’, on the one hand, and 'consequential decision-making’,
on the other, makes it impossible to operate international organisations on a democratic basis, he nevertheless concedes that they can fulfil
valuable and, in many cases, democracy-enhancing ends. Elsewhere, others (see, for instance, Grant and Keohane, 2005, pp. 29-30) have
argued, similarly, that despite the fact that large international organisations may score poorly on direct democratic accountability, they often
have well-developed mechanisms to ensure fiscal and supervisory accountability to the governments of member states; and that
membership of international organisations can in practice boost other aspects of democracy within member states, by contributing, for
example, towards the protection of human rights (through organisations such as the European Court of Human Rights), the provision of
high-quality and politically-insulated information on which to base policy (through organisations such as the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change), and the restriction of special interest factions (Keohane et al., 2009). Likewise, although membership of international
bodies may also - as right-wing critics of the EU fear - entail the loss of control over certain areas of policy, the 'pooling’ of that sovereignty
arguably leaves the state better equipped to act effectively in pursuit of policies that will benefit its people.

Concerns regarding international organisations such as the EU and the WTO would be far less prominent in public discourse if it could be
satisfactorily demonstrated that they are: (i) necessary for the fulfilment of public goods that nation-states acting alone could not achieve; (ii)
ordered in an internally democratic way, so as to ensure the equitable distribution of power between member states (for further discussion,
see Section 4.1.2); and (iii) transparent and accountable, so as to facilitate scrutiny of their internal workings, and responsibility to the
people whose lives they affect. Yet, the adherence of international organisations to all of these standards would, in general, be very difficult
to prove. This is, in part, simply because the governance and structures of an organisation such as the EU are enormously complex, and
thus difficult to evaluate as a whole. However, it is also partly because the essence of terms such as 'accountability’ can be contested by
those on opposing sides of the debate. In some cases, it can even be because some of these standards are, in practice, achieved by
international organisations at the expense of others.

The European Union

In two key respects, the EU is more powerful now than at any point in its history. Firstly, it is has greater scope for action. Where once the
European project was concerned primarily with matters relating to trade, its remit now spans the full range of policy areas, from food
standards and customs, to foreign policy and home affairs. Secondly, it has greater power to make decisions that are opposed by the
governments of a number of its member states. Where most decisions by the Union were once exercised by representatives of the
governments of member states on the basis of unanimity, now the most common method of decision-making (known officially as the
'ordinary legislative procedure’ since the Treaty of Lisbon came into effect) is for co-decision between the directly-elected European
parliament and the Council of Ministers; with the latter acting on the basis of a qualified-majority vote (QMV; see also Section 4.1.2). This all
matters for two key reasons. Firstly, as a member of the EU, all European legislation automatically becomes part of the UK legal framework
without the need for approval by the UK parliament (as in accordance with the European Communities Act 1972, see below for the impact
upon the UK doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty). Second, it also matters because the notion that the EU suffers from a 'democratic
deficit’ is widely accepted. Together, this creates the anxiety that a significant proportion of UK law could be being made, and transposed
directly, by a body that is severely flawed in its democratic architecture and processes.

Since the last Audit reported, a number of steps have been taken by the EU to enhance the democratic legitimacy of the Union. Chief
among these were the measures enacted by the Treaty of Lisbon to strengthen the role of national parliaments (for further discussion of
which, see Section 4.1.3) and the European parliament. As mentioned above, the European parliament was strengthened by the treaty
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through the expansion of co-decision into most policy areas. However, a number of other reforms were also passed. For instance, meetings
of the Council of Ministers - which had previously been held in private - were made more transparent by the decision to split them into parts
dealing with legislative and non-legislative acts, with the provision that the former be held publicly. The treaty paved the way for European
Citizens’ Initiatives: a new scheme under which European citizens will be able to call upon the commission to initiate legislation in a
specific area (provided an initiative attracts at least a million citizens from a quarter of EU member states). Finally, Lisbon also introduced
the 'yellow’ and 'orange’ cards procedures, to allow national parliamentary chambers to express concerns about the compatibility of draft
legislation with the principle of subsidiarity directly to the EU institution from which the legislative proposals originated. The procedures are
simple. In the case of the 'yellow' card, for instance, draft legislation must be reviewed if one-third or more of national parliaments make
reasoned objections that the principle of subsidiarity has been violated. Where a majority of national parliaments issue such objections, the
'orange' cared procedure is triggered. In such instances, the European Commission is required to re-conisder the legislative proposal and,
if it wishes to proceed, to make a clear justification for doing so.  Where draft legislation proceeeds with an orange card, a majority of 55 per
cent in the Council of Ministers or the European Parliament is sufficient to vote down the bill at the first reading. These changes were
welcomed by national parliaments; although many have questioned the likelihood of these mechanisms ever being used, given the level of
inter-parliamentary cooperation that they would require (Cygan, 2011, p. 6).

Yet, the greater involvement of the European parliament in decision-making has also led inadvertently to practices which are arguably
undermining the best intentions of the European leadership. For instance, the House of Lords European Union Committee and others have
noted with unease the increasing tendency towards 'first reading deals’ between the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers,
which are typically reached through informal discussions rather than formal debate. These early stage agreements have been possible
since the Treaty of Amsterdam, but look set to increase in number following the expansion of the co-decision procedure by the Treaty of
Lisbon. In evidence to the committee, the European Commission itself disclosed that over 70 per cent of cases were now agreed at the first
reading stage; while Professor Simon Hix stated that since 2004 '94 per cent of co-decision bills (201 out of 219 agreements) were
discussed via the informal trialogue procedure before open deliberations and votes could take place in committee’ (European Union
Committee, 2009, pp. 12-15). Although supporters argue that this arrangement allows the EU to be more efficient, it also involves
legislation being passed more secretively: a development that cannot be conducive to proper scrutiny, either by the European parliament,
national legislatures or the European people itself.

The Protocol on the Application of the Principles of Subsidiarity and Proportionality created by the Amsterdam Treaty were also rewritten at
Lisbon, further extending the procedural requirements, although the European Scrutiny Committee, in a report of 2008, felt that the
substance of the subsidiarity article in the Lisbon Treaty was not substantively different from that which already existed (see European
Scrutiny Committee, 2008, p. 11). Following the Treaty of Amsterdam, national parliaments were given a legal right to receive European
documentation (albeit with some exceptions, and without any explicitly stated responsibility for national governments to transmit the
documentation), as well as a guaranteed period of at least six weeks in which to scrutinise draft legislation before it became law. However,
as this did not in practice lead to the prompt and comprehensive transmission of European documentation to national parliaments that
many would have hoped for (Cygan, 2011, pp. 3-4), it was decided under the Barroso Initiative of 2006 that most EU documentation would
henceforth be sent directly to national parliaments from the institutions of the Union. This right of national parliaments was later affirmed in
the Treaty of Lisbon, which also expanded the minimum scrutiny period guaranteed by the European treaties from six weeks to eight
weeks; although national parliaments, including that of the UK, do not appear convinced that even this extended period allows enough time
in which to conduct effective scrutiny (COSAC, 2011, pp. 35-7). As a result of the Treaty, national parliaments were given the responsibility
to ensure that EU legislation complies with the principle of subsidiarity. National parliaments have often been considered to be 'losers’ from
the process of European integration. 

Quite apart from the issues concerning the relationships between national parliaments and the EU, which have acquired a particular
significance in the UK, it is also important to note that UK citizens are among the least enthusiastic participants in EU affairs, including
elections to the European parliament. UK turnouts at European elections are among the lowest of all member states; public knowledge of,
and interest in, the EU is low; and negative perceptions of the EU are widespread. In part, these perceptions may arise from the content of
UK media reporting. In a recent Eurobarometer survey, respondents from the UK were the most likely to report that the media - and, in
particular, the press - is too negative in its treatment of the European Union (European Commission, 2008).

The 'Special Relationship’

During the present Audit period, the UK has engaged in a variety of activities in international policy, that can be regarded as democratically
problematic, which arise from its close association with the US. In particular, participation in the invasion of Iraq in 2003 involved the
arguable misuse of the royal prerogative war powers - themselves a democratically questionable device; the presentation of misleading
evidence to parliament and public; and in the military operation itself what is widely regarded as a violation of international law (see
Sections 2.3.5, 2.4.3, 2.5.1, 4.2.2 and the Introduction to Section 2.4). More broadly, in the period following the terrorist attacks on the US of
11 September 2001, the UK was supportive to the US in its rejection of a multilateral response. In the process, the UK may have become
complicit in ventures, including rendition and torture, that served to undermine key democratic principles such as the upholding of human
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rights and the international rule of law (see Sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2).

This adherence to the US, which might reasonably be seen as leading to an erosion of UK democracy and possibly the compromising of its
national interests, has longer-term historical roots. The basis is historical and cultural, given the origins of the US as an English colony. In
the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, relations between the UK and the US were not always strong. However, the Second World
War brought about an increasing closeness, with the UK emerging as the subordinate partner. The Suez crisis of 1956 confirmed for UK
policy-makers that they could not carry out major international initiatives without the backing of the US. Thereafter, the 'special relationship’
developed further. It involves, in particular, close cooperation over military activity and technology, and intelligence sharing. The status of
the UK as a nuclear power was dependent upon the technological support of the US and is sustained by the 'Mutual Defence Agreement’;
a renewable treaty dating from 1958 (Burall et al., 2006, pp. 70-3). The UK has also at times had a degree of financial and economic
reliance upon the US since the period of fixed exchange rates under the 'Bretton Woods’ system that existed from the end of the Second
World War until 1971. As is discussed elsewhere in this Audit, the nature of the 'special relationship’ has rarely been the subject of serious
mainstream political debate or challenge (see Section 4.2.4). Yet, it represents an external influence to which the UK - or at least its political
leadership - could be seen as having voluntarily subjected itself. Other options have existed. Adherence to the US has not always been
slavish. For instance, the UK resisted participation in the Vietnam war in the 1960s; and in the 1970s Edward Heath as prime minister
prioritised relations with Europe; securing UK membership of what is now the EU. Moreover, other European powers, including France and
more recently Germany, have been able to pursue policies which diverged with those of the US, including over Iraq in 2003, without
noticeably suffering (Burall et al., 2006; Wallace and Phillips, 2009; Foreign Affairs Committee, 2010).

External influences and the doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty

Traditionally, parliamentary sovereignty is often regarded as a - or indeed the - key feature of the UK constitution. Although both the
desirability and viability of the notion of a sovereign parliament are often and increasingly disputed, successive UK governments have
continued to assert the overriding nature of this principle. The doctrine is central to the way in which UK democracy functions, even though
it raises problems for other important aspects of a democratic constitution, such as the rule of law (see the Introduction to Section 1.2;
Cabinet Office, 2011). However, a number of supranational arrangements have arguably served to compromise parliamentary sovereignty
(as has the process of devolution to the three 'Celtic’ nations, see Section 1.1.4). Three sets of supranational arrangements are of particular
significance: the European Union; the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR); and the Commonwealth.

The organs of the EU have long asserted that European law is superior to national law simply by virtue of a member state’s acceptance of
membership. The idea of the supremacy of European law was well developed by the time the UK formally became a member of what was
then the European Economic Community in 1973 (Jowell and Oliver, 2011). Member states have a tendency to assert that European law is
given expression by the domestic legislation or constitutional text that provides for EU membership. But the practical effect has been the
same; that EU law takes precedence over the national law of member states.

European law may be expressed in the form of regulations, which directly become law in member states; or directives, which must be
transposed into legislation by member states in the way they deem proper (although failure to do properly carries with it legal
consequences). The doctrine of direct effect means that not only can the European Commission seek to enforce European law through the
European Court of Justice, but individuals within member states can seek to uphold rights provided by the EU through legal action in
domestic courts. Sensitivities surrounding the doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty have been part of the basis for Euroscepticism in the
UK, helping to explain both why UK membership was delayed, and the ongoing controversy that has existed since entry. Those who seek
to radically alter or end the position of the UK within the EU often argue that the impact of the EU on parliamentary sovereignty represents
an unacceptable imposition upon UK democratic practices.

One consequence for the UK of EU membership has been that the UK parliament no longer possesses a monopoly on law making for the
UK (Bradley and Ewing, 2011). Another has been that acts of parliament cannot by implication repeal the European Communities Act 1972
(ECA), which gives domestic legal expression to UK membership of the EU. Some argue that the traditional doctrine of parliamentary
sovereignty cannot be reconciled with this development since the UK parliament of 1972 effectively bound future UK parliaments through
the ECA - the one thing parliament is supposed to be legally unable to accomplish (Wade, 1996).

On the other hand it might be held that European law only has effect in the UK because parliament wills it, via the ECA, to do so; and that
parliament retains the explicit ability to amend or repeal the ECA, and indeed to affect departure from the EU (which is now expressly
allowed for under the Treaty of Lisbon of 2007). A clause included in the European Union Act 2011 sought to assert parliamentary
sovereignty by arguing that European law was only effective in the UK by virtue of an act of parliament. However, this measure did not
address the issue of the ECA being immune to implied repeal. Moreover, it seems logically impossible that the authority of parliament could
be founded in, or sustained by, an act of parliament, since it would not explain where such an act drew its force from (Cabinet Office, 2011;
European Scrutiny Committee, 2010; Goldsworthy, 2010). Whatever the precise conclusion, European law is clearly the primary mode of
legislation within the UK while it remains a member of the EU.
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The Human Rights Act 1998 (HRA) also involves a supranational legal order which poses challenges for parliamentary sovereignty, in
particular through undermining the doctrine of implied repeal (see also Section 1.1.5, 1.2.2 and 4.2.1). The HRA gives domestic legal
protection to the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which was signed in 1950, ratified by the UK in 1951 and first came into
force in 1953. The convention is a document of the Council of Europe; and is enforced by the European Court of Human Rights. What
made the ECHR different from many other international human rights instruments which have appeared since, a number of which the UK is
a signatory to, is that it created the possibility for individuals to petition for their rights. The UK acceded to this mechanism in 1966, as well
as signing up to the compulsory jurisdiction of the court (Bradley and Ewing, 2011). This change can be seen as a crucial moment in UK
constitutional development, though it was not until 1975 that an individual petitioner was first successful. While before the HRA, the ECHR
existed only as an external obligation, although UK governments took findings against it by the court seriously and acted upon them
(Wicks, 2006). But the recent conflict between the European Court of Human Rights and UK politicians over prisoner voting rights shows
the potential that can arise from this arrangement and lead to claims that UK democracy has been undermined by an external force (see
Section 1.1.1). On the other hand, since human rights are universal and fundamental in nature, as well as being essential to a meaningful
democracy, it could be concluded that a supranational mechanism which can protect rights even against national legislatures is
democratically desirable. Indeed, since the UK is exceptional in the lack of restraints upon its parliament, the ECHR might be seen as
particularly valuable to it.

The Labour government elected in 1997 was committed to incorporating the ECHR into UK law. This policy was presented as a means of
enabling individuals to seek recourse to their rights in domestic courts, rather than at the court in Strasbourg, in order to create an
institutional culture of human rights compliance. The HRA was designed to operate within the traditional framework of parliamentary
sovereignty. It did not enable courts to disapply acts of parliament. Where primary legislation was found to violate the ECHR, the courts
would make a declaration of incompatibility, leaving both the offending act and the HRA on the statute book, and passing the decision
about how to respond back to ministers and parliament: UK politicians. However, the HRA was protected from implied repeal by
subsequent acts of parliament (while at the same time not repealing earlier acts). In this sense it conflicted with traditional notions of
parliamentary sovereignty. Moreover, the HRA called on the UK courts as far as possible to interpret acts in such a way as to render them
compatible with the ECHR; possibly meaning they can go as far as reading into them words that are not in the text, arguably tilting the
balance of power away from parliament and towards the judicial interpretation of an international treaty. If such interpretation is not
possible, a fast-track procedure enabled ministers to correct incompatibility through subordinate legislation amending primary legislation.
Declarations of incompatibility have not been ignored, even if they have not always been responded to in an ideal fashion. When they
review the compatibility of legislation and administrative acts with the convention, courts are called upon by the HRA to take into account
Strasbourg jurisprudence, underlining the supranational dimension of this important work.

In comparison to the EU and the ECHR, the potential implications of the Commonwealth for the doctrine of UK parliamentary sovereignty
are not immediately obvious, and are rarely discussed. On the surface, the Commonwealth appears more as a loose organisation of largely
historic significance to the UK, rather than wielding the dynamic impact upon the everyday functioning of democracy in the manner of the
'special relationship’, the ECHR or the EU. However, the relationship between the UK and some of its former empire places an important
practical restriction on the exercise of parliamentary sovereignty, which existed some time before more recent issues arose involving the
EU and HRA.

Historically, it is arguably the most important feature of the UK parliament that it is able to regulate the rules of royal succession. Indeed, the
doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty has been held to have come about to a significant extent as a means of asserting the principle of
parliamentary strength in the face of assertions of the divine right of kings (Goldsworthy, 1999). In this sense, while the doctrine of
parliamentary sovereignty was pre-democratic in its origins, in so far as it introduced a limitation on arbitrary monarchical rule, it helped
create the conditions in which democracy could develop.

Of the 53 members of the Commonwealth, 16 including the UK have Queen Elizabeth as their head of state. It would be possible for each
of the Commonwealth states that remains a monarchy to have different rules of succession. The ultimate consequence of such an
arrangement would be that countries would end up with different individuals as their heads of state. Such a pattern developed in Hanover
after 1837, which did not allow female succession and therefore did not accept Victoria on its throne. UK policy makers have long regarded
such an outcome as undesirable from the point of the political solidarity of the Commonwealth (and before then the Empire). In 1931, an act
of parliament, the Statute of Westminster, set out in its preamble a previously agreed arrangement to the effect that the consent of the
parliaments of all the countries involved was required for any change to the rules of succession. This stipulation is not a legal requirement,
because it is not in the main body of the act, but it is a convention to which successive UK governments have adhered. It means today that
any change to the succession to the UK throne would be dependent on the complex constitutional procedures of various other countries.
Indeed in a number of cases, formal constitutional amendment procedures far more demanding than those applying to the UK would need
to be fulfilled (Blackburn, 2011; see also Section 1.1.5).

These restrictions could be seen as an issue of general principle, in that they have the practical effect of restricting the power of parliament
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in one of its most important traditional areas of operation. They also create difficulties for any attempt to remove discrimination from the
rules of succession, which are discriminatory both on grounds of gender and faith, and would contravene equality law if applied in the
regular workplace. However, unlike with the issues of the HRA and the EU, the apparent infringement upon the autonomy of the UK and its
parliament signified by the convention embodied in the Statute of Westminster has not been subject to major political or media criticism.

4.1.2 UK influence on international organisations

How equitable is the degree of influence exercised by the government within the bilateral, regional and
international organisations to whose decisions it may be subject?

Nation states and international decision-making

All nations in the world are subject to decisions that involve countries other than themselves. These decisions may involve direct one-on-
one dealings between particular states in various bilateral relationships, such as between the UK and the US. They may also be made by
multilateral groupings, some of an informal nature, such as the G8, or some more formally, such as the United Nations (UN), which is
underpinned by international agreements signed by its members and which has its own institutional support. Organisations may be
regional, such as the European Union (EU), or international, such as the UN. The actions these organisations vary by degrees,
meaning they may simply make agreements for their member stated to act in a certain way; produce obligations that are binding under
international law; or even that take effect in the domestic law of their members, such as happens in the EU. The scope and potential
importance of these sorts of deliberations should not be underestimated as they can cover a wide range of policy areas - including the
environment, the economy and national security (Burall et al., 2006).

Clearly democratic principles suggest that nations should have a meaningful role in decisions which impact upon them, while at the same
time, no nation should have excessive influence over issues affecting other nations. Diplomacy should be conducted in as even-handed a
way as possible and supranational institutions should be designed to accommodate democratic procedures; although this principle is not
always realised in practice. In many instances, nations may not even participate in discussions at all. An extreme example would be
when Afghanistan did not take part in the initial decision for a North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) military action in the country in
2001. Also, developing world countries are disproportionately impacted upon by the work of the EU and Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), of which they are not members. In an organisation such as the UN, each individual nation has
limited scope for influence, because of its sheer size and esepecially if a state is not a member of the UN Security Council (UNSC). In this
sense, the tendency for the established powers to dominate decision-making and perpetuate their position of advantage they hold at a
national level is replicated on the international stage. In some instances, as in certain critiques of the EU, supranational institutions may be
held to be power-hoarding institutions in their own right, seeking to impose their own agendas upon nation states.

However, there is another dimension to this discussion. The purpose of many international agreements and organisations is to create
conditions conducive to the functioning of a healthy democracy at national and international level, such as protecting the environment,
creating economic stability, guaranteeing security or promoting international development. Often, other less democratic agendas may play
a part and the means by which these objectives are sought can be controversial to those who are adversly affected. Nonetheless, the need
to adhere to democratic decision-making and involve countries in decisions affecting them should not be interpreted as meaning that each
individual nation should always have an absolute veto over any form of action that may be in the wider international interest. For instance,
the UNSC can authorise action to prevent states endangering international security, even to the point of military action (see Section 4.2.2).
Therefore, as at national level, individuals may be bound to pursue courses of action that they do not support due to majority decision-
making or wider social requirements. As such, a democratic assessment of the impact of the UK on international decisions which affect it
must consider these sometimes conflicting needs.

The UK and mechanisms for decision-making

Central to an understanding of the influence that the UK has on external decisions that impact upon it is the formal role the UK occupies
within a variety of international organisations, including: 

The World Bank (WB) is responisble for international development around the world and the UK government, as one of the five
largest national shareholders, is able to appoint one of the 24 executive directors of the bank and holds voting power which
reflects its dominant position.
Within the International Monetary Fund (IMF), which is responsible for providing emergency loans to countries in financial difficulties
and reporting on the economic policies of countries, the UK has a larger than standard voting share due to its use of a quota system
partly based on national income.
The Bank for International Settlements (BIS) seeks to maintain international financial stability and operates as a bank for central
banks and supranational institutions. Only six countries have ex officio directors, of which the UK is one.
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The World Trade Organisation (WTO) is responsible for the regulation of international trade. Although the UK is an individual
member of the WTO, the EU (as a customs union) conducts negotiations within the WTO on behalf of all its members - including the
UK.
Within the UN, the UK is a member of the general assembly, which includes all UN members, each with an equal vote. The UK also
holds a permanent seat on the UNSC, alongside the US, France, China and Russia, and ten temporary members. The UN Charter
binds all members to follow the decisions of the UNSC, but only its permanent members, including the UK, have the right to veto its
resolutions (see Section 4.2.2) (Cabinet Office, 2011; Burall et al., 2006).

Table 4.1b presents details of the UK's membership of various organisations in comparison with other European nations of a similar
population size. It shows that France and the UK are the best represented across the three organisations considered, due in part because
of their status as nuclear powers.

Table 4.1b: Larger European nations’ participation in supranational organisations

Main source: Burall et al. (2006)

As noted above, the EU is an exceptionally important supranational organisation for the UK because, not only does the EU operate across
a wide range of areas, its laws are directly incorporated into the domestic legal system, taking precedence over other UK law, and is
not subject to implied repeal by subsequent acts of parliament (see Section 4.1.1). The way in which the UK government influences the
production of European law is therefore of substantial significance to the present discussion. Legislation is proposed by the European
Commission, which also takes action to enforce it, and the UK, like all EU member states, appoints one commissioner. Prior to the
enlargements of the EU in 2005 and 2007, the UK was one of the countries which appointed two commissioners, but from 2014, only two
thirds of states will have appointed commissioners at any given time.

The European Council of Ministers is an intergovernmental organisation, attended by ministers from member states; with the particular
minister who attends determined by the nature of the business under consideration (Bradley and Ewing, 2011). Increasingly, as discussed
previously (see Section 4.1.1), the council has come to reach decisions through a system of 'qualified majority voting’ (QMV), whereby
votes are allocated on a general basis of the population of each country. Out of a total of 345 votes overall, the UK, France, Germany and
Italy, have the most votes each, with 29. Under present rules, QMV requires: 255 of the 345 votes to support a proposal; that the states
supporting it cover 62 per cent of the EU population; and that the majority of member states are in favour of the proposal. Rules coming into
effect in 2014 will mean that only 55 per cent of member states (15 out of 27) must support a measure, although these countries will have to
account for 65 per cent of the population of the EU. QMV means that any state, including the UK, may become subject to a measure which
it originally opposed unless it can assemble a blocking minority (Barnett, 2011; Bradley and Ewing, 2011). However, following the
transferral of justice and home affairs matters to QMV under the 2007 Treaty of Lisbon, the UK was able to obtain mechanisms to enable
it to opt-out of proposals in these areas before they were agreed (Donnelly, 2008).

Traditionally the council has been the most important body in the legislative process, although the directly elected European
parliament has gained an increasingly prominent role in this respect, particularly following the 2007 Treaty of Lisbon. There are 736 seats
in the parliament which are allocated to member states on a basis of population size. As such Germany has the largest number of seats
with 99, followed by the UK, France and Italy, each with 72 seats. The normal process for law-making requires that the commission
proposes a measure to the council, which passes it on to the parliament to scrutinise, known as the first reading. Following this initial
review, the European parliament then refers the proposal back to the council, which votes on the proposal using QMV. The position of the
council is then considered by the European parliament, which constitutes the second reading, and then can either: agree to the measure,
which the council can then adopt; propose changes for the council to make to the original proposal; or reject it altogether. If the council does
not agree to amendments, or if the parliament rejects the measure, a conciliation committee composed of members of the
European parliament and the council is set up, wherein a resolution to the proposal can be agreed upon, which can then be adopted if it is
approved by QMV in the council and majority vote in the parliament. If mutual consent cannot be achieved, the council can reassert its
original positionthrough a majority vote, although the parliament can in turn veto this response by a majority vote of its own. In effect,
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legislation now requires the agreement of both bodies (Jowell and Oliver, 2011).

Assessing UK influence over international and regional decisions

The position of the UK within the various multinational institutions discussed above suggests that in formal terms, it is in a strong position to
influence the decisions which apply to it. Indeed, it would seem that the UK is one of a number of privileged nations that possess excessive
influence relative to other nations. This position is derived partly from its existing relative prosperity, but also from historic resources. The
introduction of the present structure of multinational organisations began at the close of the Second World War, in which the UK was one of
the victors, guaranteeing it a place at the table as such. It remains to be seen that if such organisations were to be re-established in the
current political and economic climate, whether the UK’s existing position would be maintained with respect to new emerging powers, such
as India, who might well have a claim for higher status in these organisations.

The relatively strong position of global influence possessed by the UK is suggested when the concept of 'soft power’ is considered. Soft
power involves the ability to influence other actors through such means as persuasion and agenda setting. It is distinguished from 'hard
power’, meaning the coercion through routes such as the use of force, diplomacy or economic measures. Table 4.1c provides the headline
findings of the 2011 Global Ranking of Soft Power for 30 states. It measures the soft power of countries across five categories of
government - culture, diplomacy, education and business/innovation - and takes into account variable subjective elements. The various
scores are combined to produce a figure between zero and one, which is then multiplied by 10 for presentational purposes. The UK was
placed second, behind the US, ranking ahead of comparable European powers such as France and Spain, as well as larger economies
such as Germany and China. The UK performed particularly well in 'culture’ and 'diplomacy and 'education’, coming second overall in each
of these categories, but was outside the top 10 for 'government’ and 'business/innovation’ (McClory, 2011).

Table 4.1c: Soft Power Index Results 2011

Rank Country Score

1 USA 7.41

2 UK 6.78

3 France 6.21

4 Germany 6.15

5 Australia 5.64

6 Sweden 5.35

7 Japan 5.08

8 Switzerland 5.07

9 Canada 4.91

10 Netherlands 4.9

11 Norway 4.82

12 Denmark 4.78

13 Spain 4.68

14 Korea 4.52

15 Finland 4.45

16 Italy 4.28

17 New Zealand 4.17

18 Austria 4.1

19 Belgium 3.8

20 China 3.74

21 Brazil 3.55

22 Singapore 3.49

23 Turkey 3.33

24 Chile 2.94
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25 Portugal 2.81

26 Israel 2.67

27 India 2.64

28 Russia 2.43

29 Czech Republic 2.36

30 Greece 2.35

Source: McClory (2011, p. 15)

While the UK government certainly possesses the potential to wield influence in international decision-making, its capacity to do so may
currently be under threat. The House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee recently argued that the present government retrenchment
programme was likely to impede the capacity of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) to represent UK interests abroad. The FCO
already had a relatively small budget within Whitehall and, therefore, its scope for reducing costs was inhibited because of the imperative
nature of the programmes it is involved in. Substantial cuts had already been made under the previous administration and those intended
for the FCO in the current round were relatively large in the context of the overall coalition package, resulting in the likelihood of diminished
future capacity (Foreign Affairs Committee, 2011).

Whatever its position within multilateral bodies, there are grounds for believing that UK governments have failed to achieve sufficient
influence within arguably its most important bilateral relationship with the US - sometimes termed the 'special relationship’ (see Sections
4.1.1 and 4.2.4). It is widely claimed by observers that UK representatives tend to take a less realistic approach to this engagement than the
US, which pursues specific practical objectives in a more direct fashion (Wallace and Phillips, 2009). In this sense, the UK may not achieve
the influence that it hopes that adherence to US objectives obtains for it. Relatively little mainstream political scrutiny of the value of this
relationship has taken place (see Section 4.2.4). However, in 2010, the Commons Foreign Affairs Committee, while positive about its
overall nature, suggested that the term 'special relationship’ should no longer be used since it overlooked the fact that the US had close
connections with other nations. It argued that UK influence over the US was likely to decline in future and that the UK should be less
deferential towards the US. Where UK and US policy differed, it was suggested that the UK should look more to other partners, particularly
in Europe (Foreign Affairs Committee, 2010).

Assessing the equitability of UK government influence on EU decisions is a complex task. On one level, it could be held that changes in
the organisation of the EU reflecting in part the growth of its membership - as well as a broader shift away from intergovernmentalism,
culminating in the 2007 Treaty of Lisbon - has led to a lessening of UK influence. The simple fact that it is only one state amongst a growing
number of others could be seen as a trend of diminishing influence, while the rise of QMV on the council increases the chances that the UK
will become subject to decisions that it did not support. Moreover, the growth in the power of the European parliament means that a
supranational body is playing an increasingly important role in the legislative process, which was previously dominated by the council.
While the UK will still be able to appoint members of the commission, their specific role while serving in such offices is to represent the
whole of the EU, not the individual nation which nominated them.

However, whether these ongoing developments in the nature of the EU should be seen as necessarily entailing a reduction in influence is
open to question. It partly turns on the conception of national sovereignty within the UK itself. Some might view any transferral of
sovereignty to the supranational level as a loss, and that full democratic legitimacy is not possible above the UK level, even if it involves the
directly elected European parliament. Others would note that by pooling sovereignty with other European states, it is possible to gain
additional influence that could not be attained by the UK acting alone (Wicks, 2006). On this second model, any gains for UK influence
might be achieved when both it successfully secures the adoption by the EU of policies it favours, and more generally by its participation in
an organisation through which it is able to achieve an impact on the outside world, such as through its participation in the WTO. Indeed, it
might be better to view the EU as in some senses an extension of the UK government, rather than an external body to be influenced.
Moreover, democratic oversight of the pooled functions is possible via the European parliament, which, as noted above, has recently been
growing in strength.

These contrasting perspectives on how the UK's membership of the EU impacts on parliamentary sovereignty and domestic democratic
accountability more generally are considered in more detail in Section 4.1.1, where it is noted that it is by no means the only example of a
constraint on the notion of the absolute sovereignty of UK parliament. Yet, it is questionable whether there are any demoxcratic gains to be
made from the only obvious means of resolving this apparent conflict outright; namely, that the UK would leave the EU altogether. Given
that the vast majority of UK trade is with EU member states, a decision to leave the EU would almost certainly have dire economic
consequences, unless the UK were to negotiate a detailed agreement with the EU via membership of the European Free Trade
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Association (EFTA), as is the case for Norway, Iceland and Lichtenstein. Aside from the complexities of moving from the EU to EFTA
membership (which has never previously been attempted), it would be hugely misleading to assert that such a move would resolve the
democratic tensions we highlight in this chapter. As we outline in Case Study 4.1a, a recent study published by the Norwegian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs illustrates that the democratic deficit associated with EFTA membership is as great, if not greater, as that associated with full
EU membership.

Case Study 4.1a: The democratic implications of Norway's membership of EFTA

In January 2010, the Norwegian government appointed a European Economic Area (EEA) Review Committee with a mandate to
'carry out a comprehensive and thorough review of the political, legal, administrative, economic and other social consequences
(including its implications for welfare and regional policy) of the EEA Agreement' for Norway (EEA Review Committee, 2012). The
membership of the committee was primarily comprised of academic experts, with additional representatives from the legal profession
and the corporate sector.

The committee's report was submitted to the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs in January 2012. It noted that, by virtue of being
part of the EEA, Norway had entered into agreements with the EU covering issues as diverse as immigration, foreign policy, police
co-operation, agriculture and fisheries. Moreover, the committee identified a total of 170 statutes and 1000 government regulations
which incorporated some element of EU law. The committee's report was clear that no other international agreement impacted as
substantially on Norwegian domestic policy as extensively as the EEA.

In light of this influence on, and incorporation into, domestic policy, the committee took the view that the most problematic
consequence of Norway's membership of the EEA was a democratic one. As the report notes:

'Norway is in practice bound to adopt EU policies and rules on a broad range of issues without being a member and without
voting rights. This raises democratic problems. Norway is not represented in decision-making processes that have direct
consequences for Norway, and neither do we have any significant influence on them. Moreover, our form of association with
the EU dampens political engagement and debate in Norway and makes it difficult to monitor the Government and hold it
accountable in its European policy.

'This is not surprising; the democratic deficit is a well-known aspect of the EEA Agreement that has been there from the start.
It is the democratic deficit. It is the price Norway pays for enjoying the benefits of European integration without being a
member of the organisation that is driving these developments' (EEA Review Committee, 2012, p. 7).

Unlike the UK, Norway has never been a member of the EU or its predecessor organisations, although the case for membership was
twice put to the electorate in referendums (in 1972 and 1994). If the UK were to seek to leave the EU and acquire membership of the
EEA, it is clear that the very same profound democratic considerations highlighted by the EEA Review Committee would apply.

If the EU is considered as a means by which influence is achieved, its effectiveness as a coherent organisation requires consideration. The
Treaty of Lisbon contained measures intended to bring about the more effective coordination of EU foreign policy (Federal Trust, 2009).
While some institutional changes have been secured, other tendencies may have undermined the potential gains for the EU. It has been
argued that the recent economic difficulties experienced by the EU have inhibited its ability to act as a unified force in international affairs
and that member states have acted on a more individual national basis (Vaisse and Kundnani, 2012, p. 17). The specific contribution made
by the UK to the cohesiveness of EU foreign policy is also questionable. According to the European Foreign Policy Scorecard,
which assesses the collective performance of the European Union in achieving foreign policy and outcomes across a variety of goals, its
2012 survey it found the UK to be the third highest scoring 'leader’ in the EU, behind Germany (first) and France (second). However, while
noting that the UK had played a prominent role, alongside the French, over the intervention in Libya of 2011, the report found that the UK
was becoming less active over European foreign policy matters and was failing to take a creative approach to policy-formation (Vaisse and
Kundnani, 2012, pp. 21-2). In its wider approach to the EU, the UK seems to have followed a middle course with regard to the two
interpretations of sovereignty. While participating in the EU suggests that the UK sees some value in sovereignty pooling, it has
increasingly emerged as less than a fully-committed member, such as when it has secured opt-outs over justice and home affairs. When
this occurs, the arguable impact of UK policy is potentially to undermine an organisation of which it is a member (Blick, 2012).

Democratic Audit notes that in some respects the UK has a substantial ability to influence decisions that impact upon it. Indeed, this role is
arguably greater than its present economic and global political position merits, and is difficult to justify. However, we are also concerned
that the UK does not achieve the degree of influence that would be required to validate its policy of adherence to US foreign policy. While
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we accept that it is always possible to make a case against cuts in virtually any area of government, we note the concerns that have been
raised about possible damage to the capacity of the FCO to function effectively in ensuring the representation of UK interests.

The issue of the role of the UK in the EU is complex and controversial. It is certainly the case that the particular role of the UK in individual
decisions has been potentially reduced, as it has for all member states. However, we also accept that differing views of the nature of
sovereignty are possible, some of which do not treat the position of the UK and the EU as a zero-sum power game. We do not take a
specific position on the terms of UK membership of the EU, we are clear in our view that a decision by the UK to leave the EU would not
resolve the genuine democratic tensions we have highlighted. Indeed, as the report of the Norwegian EEA Review Committee (2011)
suggests, the option of remaining outside of the EU but inside the European Economic Area also has very serious democratic implications.
At present the UK appears to be pursuing a dual approach which entails an uncomfortable combination of European and national outlooks
(Adler-Nissen, 2008), but we are by no means persuaded that such a stance can be sustained.

4.1.3 Domestic oversight of relations with international organisations

How far are the government’s negotiating positions and subsequent commitments within these organisations
subject to effective legislative oversight and public debate?

The effective parliamentary and public oversight of government negotiations within international organisations is clearly essential if
decision-making at that level is to be democratically accountable and in the best interests of the country. Yet at the same time, it is generally
recognised that these safeguards should not be so stringent as to sacrifice the flexibility that is often required for important compromises to
be achieved between governments when negotiating at an international level. A balance between these two competing priorities can be
difficult to achieve in practice, and observers may disagree over where exactly the line between them should be drawn. However, most
would affirm that if parliament is to influence international negotiations to any reasonable extent, it must, as a minimum enjoy the right of
swift and unencumbered access to information it requires; sufficient time and resources to consider this information; and the formal rights to
scrutinise and influence government action, within the context of a parliamentary and party system in which these powers are able, and
likely, to be used (see also Section 4.2.4).

The European Union

In common with every other national parliament of the European Union (EU), the UK parliament maintains a number of committees and
sub-committees to oversee the actions of the government in relation to the EU (for a summary of the committee structure, see Case Study
4.1b). As consistent with the features of a 'document-based’ system of scrutiny, the work of these committees focuses mainly on the
examination of documents produced during the pre-legislative and legislative processes of the EU; with the stated aim of the committees
being able to influence the government on EU matters and hold its ministers to account.

Case study 4.1b: Parliamentary scrutiny of EU affairs

While matters relating to the European Union are occasionally debated on the floor of both Houses of Parliament, the majority of the
work that parliament does in scrutinising the proceedings of the EU is performed by specialised European committees - of which
there exist separate networks in both the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Broadly speaking, these committees employ
similar, 'document-based’ systems, in which European draft legislation and consultative papers are the focus of scrutiny, rather than
the negotiating positions of government ministers themselves; and where the scrutiny process itself is guaranteed by 'scrutiny
reserve’ resolutions in both houses, which state that the government will usually refrain from agreeing to an EU legislative proposal
which has not cleared parliamentary scrutiny.

In the House of Commons, the scrutiny process begins with the weekly meeting of the European Scrutiny Committee, where EU
documents received by parliament (around 1,000 per year in total) are sifted to identify those of legal or political importance. Those
documents not judged to be important are cleared from scrutiny immediately. However, when the committee does consider a
document submitted to it to be of legal or political importance (of which there are usually around 500 per year), further action is taken.
This may involve the committee requesting further information from the government, either in writing or in the form of oral evidence
from a minister, in order to arrive at a decision. It may also, from time to time, involve the recommendation that a document be
debated, either by one of the three general European Committees (this typically happens around 40 times per year), or on the floor of
the House of Commons itself (this requires the approval of the government, and typically happens only around three times per year).

These processes offer some scope for parliamentary influence over the government - not least because ministers can be called
before the European committees to answer questions. However, the extent of this influence remains limited by the control that the
government retains over the terms of debate. Resolutions arrived at by the European Committees, for instance, do not clear scrutiny
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before being sent for resolution in the House of Commons, where the government is responsible for tabling the final motion, which is
held without debate and does not have to be the same motion agreed upon by the committee. For documents that the government
agrees to debate on in the House of Commons, meanwhile, it is the government, again, that is responsible for the motion that is
tabled for debate.

In the House of Lords, the task of scrutinising EU documents is entrusted to the European Union Committee and its seven
specialised sub-committees. As under the Commons system of European scrutiny, the European Union Committee first sifts the
documents it receives in order to determine whether an EU document is unimportant, and should thus be cleared immediately; or
whether it is important, in which case it is referred to the relevant sub-committee for further consideration. In contrast to the Commons
European Scrutiny Committee, which considers hundreds of documents every year and often reports on them within the week, the
Lords committee is more deliberative - considering fewer documents but often spending a great deal more time in debating them.
However, the stages of the scrutiny procedure are not markedly different. If a document is referred for further consideration, then the
sub-committee responsible can choose either to correspond with the government in writing, hold one-off hearings, or commence a
full inquiry - the report of which may then be debated on the floor of the House (usually on the basis of a 'take note’ motion or a
'question for short debate’), if the committee so wishes. The scrutiny process is then considered complete.

The existing system is acknowledged to have a number of strengths. For instance, although initiatives undertaken by the EU should ensure
that national parliaments now have near-universal access to all of the European consultative papers and draft legislation needed to
conduct proper scrutiny (see Section 4.1.1), the UK parliament has previously declared itself generally satisfied with the range of European
documentation that it receives from the government (COSAC, 2009). In addition, the fact that the government cannot usually approve a
document at the European level unless it has cleared parliamentary scrutiny means that the committees have time to deliberate and, if
necessary, request further information from the government either in writing or at committee debates. The work of the committees
themselves, moreover, is highly transparent by European standards, thus facilitating greater involvement in the scrutiny process by both the
public and the media (see Table 4.1d).

Table 4.1d: The transparency of European affairs committees within each member state of the Union

 

Member state
(lower house)

Are EU committee
meetings publicly
accessible?

Are EU documents received
by parliament from EU/
government publicly
accessible?

Are EU documents
produced by parliament
publicly accessible?

Are the meetings of other
specialised committees
publicly accessible?

Austria Yes Yes (EU) / No (government) Yes No

Belgium Yes No Yes Yes

Bulgaria Yes Yes Yes Yes

Cyprus No No Yes No

Czech
Republic

Yes No Yes Yes

Denmark Yes Yes Yes No

Estonia No Yes Yes No

Finland No Yes Yes No

France No Yes Yes No

Germany No No Yes No

Greece Yes* No No Yes*

Hungary No No No No**

Ireland Yes No Yes Yes

Italy No Yes Yes No

Latvia Yes No Yes Yes

Lithuania No Yes (EU) / No (government) Yes No
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Luxembourg No Yes No No

Malta No Yes Yes Yes

Netherlands Yes No (EU) / Yes (government) Yes Yes

Poland Yes Yes (EU) / No (government) Yes Yes

Portugal Yes No Yes Yes

Romania Yes Yes No Yes/No***

Slovakia Yes No Yes Yes

Slovenia No No Yes No

Spain No No Yes No

Sweden No Yes Yes No

United
Kingdom

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Note:

*Possibly not open to public visits as such, but committee meetings are as a rule broadcast on Parliament TV.
** Open to the press.
*** Contradictory information on parliamentary website.

Source: Table and accompanying notes derived from Raunio (2011).

However, in terms of their formal powers of influence and control, the European committees of the UK parliament are relatively weak
compared to those of the national parliaments of many other EU member states with regards to having no rights either to direct or veto the
positions taken by the government at the European level. As Table 4.1e shows, this is in stark contrast to arrangements in countries such
as Denmark, Finland, Sweden and Austria, where national parliaments have the power to issue mandates that bind the actions of their
government in the meetings of the council of ministers.

Clearly, the mere existence of such powers is no guarantee that they will be used regularly or effectively. The fact that, in Denmark, the
European Affairs Committee of the Folketing is highly involved in EU matters; whereas, in Austria, the Nationalrat  has, by contrast, made
very little use of its ability to issue binding resolutions on matters relating to EU negotiations (Pollak and Slominski, 2003), illustrates this
point very well. This disparity could be argued to lend credence to theory that the broader features of the parliamentary and party system in
which each parliament operates are a more reliable predictor of effectiveness in relation to EU matters than the narrowly-defined powers
that the parliament possesses in this area. The partisan domination of parliament has been identified as a key factor in explaining the
Austrian parliament’s reluctance to make full use of its powers in influencing the EU agenda (Pollak and Slominski, 2003); whereas the
long history of minority government in Denmark, and the politics of compromise and consensus-generation that this necessitates on a daily
basis, is, by contrast, thought to explain the prominence of the European committee in that country (Auel, 2007, pp. 493-4). The problem for
the UK parliament is that it arguably enjoys neither the formal powers nor the wider institutional context required to operate in the same way
as the Danish Folketing. Indeed, although it could be argued that the responsibility for backbench MPs of the majority party (or parties) to
scrutinise and oversee the actions of government in EU affairs is especially great (as this is one area in which they have no direct influence
on the legislative process), the strong desire to avoid any appearance of disunity among the governing party (or parties) can nevertheless
be a powerful deterrent to those wishing to question the government line.

Table 4.1e: National parliaments and the EU-15 (ranking of relative powers, where Danish parliament = 10.0)
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Source: Adapted from Lord (2004, pp. 169-171) after Rozenberg (2002).

The task of European scrutiny is made more difficult, still, by the apparent lack of interest or concern with the EU outside of parliament. As
Figure 4.1b shows, the EU has never been considered to be an issue of great importance by the vast majority of the public, despite the
unequalled level of negative media coverage of the EU in the UK media (see Section 4.1.1); while UK citizens’ knowledge of, and interest,
in the EU is among the lowest in the Union.

Figure 4.1b: The percentage of the public citing Europe as an ‘important issue facing Britain’

Note: Respondents to the survey are asked 'What would you say is the most important issue facing Britain today?’ and 'What do you
see as other important issues facing Britain today?’. The answers given by respondents are unprompted. The results in the graph
above combine the answers from both questions, but only for those respondents citing Europe (that is, the Common Market, the EU,
Europe or the Single European Currency) as an important issue facing Britain.

Source: Ipsos MORI (various years).

Other supranational organisations
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Parliament possesses less clearly defined rights still in relation to supranational organisations other than the EU. While the national
parliaments have enhanced roles defined for them under the EU treaties, most international business of the UK government is conducted
under the royal prerogative (see also Sections 2.4.3, 2.5.1 and 4.2.4). The royal prerogative is by definition a non-parliamentary set of
powers. It covers, in the field of external policy, the conduct of diplomacy and treaty-making. Recently, the conventions governing the role of
parliament in treaty ratification were placed on a statutory basis by the Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010, but the difference
this shift will make remains to be seen. Moreover, the actual power of treaty-making remains on a prerogative footing. Parliamentary
involvement in the supranational commitments of the UK is therefore largely a matter of informal political influence. The practice of
'legislative mandates’ used in the US, stipulating the parameters within which the executive may operate in certain international
organisations, does not exist for the UK.

Specialist select committees play an important role. For instance, in the mid-2000s, the Commons International Development Committee
began taking evidence from the international development secretary annually after the autumn meeting of the board of governors of the
World Bank. However, World Bank secrecy rules have seriously restricted parliamentary knowledge of what transpired at World Bank
meetings. Sometimes, the route to parliamentary accountability is unclear. The Bank of England represents the UK at the Bank of
International Settlements (BIS). Since the Bank of England is independent from the Treasury, the Commons Treasury Committee has found
it difficult to establish responsibility for the UK role in the BIS. For some bodies, such as the G8, there is no single committee with a role,
because it is a cross-cutting responsibility within the UK government (Burall, 2006).

Democratic Audit notes that it is not possible to apply the same standards of democratic oversight to international policy as it is to domestic
policy. However, the weaknesses in legislative oversight inherent in the UK constitutional system (see Section 2.4) are magnified for the
accountability of the executive in its supranational activities. There are clear problems with the formal powers of oversight of EU policy, and
the institutional environment in which this oversight is conducted. Moreover, the extent and quality of public debate in this area is not
conducive to meaningful democratic accountability. The position with regards to other multilateral organisations is worse still. Such
oversight as exists is largely retrospective, with no means of formally mandating ministers in advance of negotiations.

Conclusion

Democratic legitimacy in international policy is a complex concept; and one that is difficult to secure. One area in which there has been
improvement is through the enhancements for the roles of the European and national parliaments in EU activity provided for under the 2007
Treaty of Lisbon, as well as its limited improvements to transparency within the council of ministers, and its enabling of citizen calls for
action. The UK does have access to various levers of influence both of the hard and soft variety - though arguably the extent of its reach is
too great when considered in an international perspective. However, elsewhere the picture has been one largely of continuing or emergent
problems.

Despite the improvement, the EU - in some ways now at the peak of its influence to date - continues to suffer from a democratic deficit
(although, as we note, UK withdrawal from the EU would almost certainly substitute one type of democratic deficit with another). The UK’s
relationship with the US sometimes leads it to pursue policies which raise democratic difficulties in themselves, and are adopted in ways
which also raise democratic problems. Moreover, 'the special relationship' may not achieve the gains for the UK in terms of influence which
governments hope to receive for their loyalty; while other options are available. Traditional constitutional models in the UK, particularly that
of parliamentary sovereignty, are difficult to match up to modes of international interaction. Partly because of its attachment to the doctrine
of parliamentary sovereignty, the UK has had difficulties in establishing a clear democratic rationale for its engagement in the EU; while at
the same time judging it necessary, nonetheless, to participate within it. The means by which the UK parliament oversees the executive in
its conduct of European and international policy are, when placed in international comparison, weak, overly dependent upon informal
methods of which the UK constitutional system discourages the effective use.

A growing body of analysis now also suggests that the concept of globalisation - which is complex in itself - has seemingly been misused
for some time in political discourse in the UK. It is used as a means of portraying policies of retrenchment in public welfare as inevitable,
when international evidence suggests that they are not - even in countries subject to greater exposure to globalisation than the UK.

The findings presented in this chapter connect to a number of the key themes in the Audit as a whole. The constitutional tensions
highlighted in this chapter are of particular significance to the wider evidence we produce in this Audit that the UK is characterised by
growing constitutional instability. The traditional model of a sovereign UK parliament, legally unlimited, is increasingly difficult to sustain
intellectually or in practice, in light of UK membership of the EU and the incorporation of the European Charter of Human Rights into UK
law (see also Section 1.1.3 and 4.2.1). However, it is far from clear that decisions to leave the EU or repeal the Human Rights Act 1998
would  provide the basis for restoring  parliamentary sovereignty. The high degree of public controversy about the EU and UK membership
of it provides another example of the distrust towards established democratic institutions in the UK (see Section 1.1.3), although it is
notable that the level of distrust is higher in the UK than in virtually all other EU members states (Wilks-Heeg and Blick, 2009). The various
measures introduced to render the EU more democratic, regardless of their merits (or otherwise) have not altered this position and may
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have aggravated it.

Meanwhile, policies which have been justified - often in rhetorical terms - by reference to the concept of globalisation underline the
democratic implications of growing corporate power. International comparisons highlight that measures such as labour-market deregulation
and reductions in welfare spending are by no means the 'inevitable' consequence of globalisation. However, the adoption of a distinctively
neo-liberal policy response in the UK has clearly served to aggravate social inequality, and has become a key factor driving the growth of
political inequality which we highlight throughout this Audit (see Section 1.4). Finally, the difficulties in ensuring parliamentary oversight of
the EU and other organisations provide further illustrations of extent to which representative democracy in the UK is faltering, but with no
clear alternative democratic model currently in sight.
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