
Why you should vote for the EU Lisbon Treaty – and why we don’t need a 
national referendum 
 
A riddle: how can The Lisbon Treaty (aka The Reform Treaty) be 95% - choose your 
own percentage – the same as the abandoned Constitution yet not need a referendum? 
 
Answer: because the constitutional parts, which were a small but symbolic part of the 
former document, have been ditched leaving a straightforward amending treaty – like 
those previously ratified by Parliament. 
 
The Lisbon Treaty is an amending text like all its predecessors since the Treaty of 
Rome. Referenda are not in the tradition of the UK’s parliamentary democracy.  
 
The 1975 referendum might be justified as joining the then European Community did 
signal a significant departure from the UK’s unwritten constitution, not least because 
it meant the acceptance of legal judgments that took precedence over our own courts.  
 
Subsequent Prime Ministers, including Margaret Thatcher and John Major firmly 
opposed referenda for ratification of the Single European Act and The Maastricht 
Treaty, both of which had a far greater constitutional impact. 
 
It is appropriate to ask what defines a constitutional change and it can be argued that 
the totality of the treaties amounts to a significant constitutional change, which was 
why a mandate was sought through the 1975 referendum.  
 
(And, for those who suggest they did not know where the European project was 
leading, please read the preambles to the European Coal and Steel Community Treaty 
and The Treaty of Rome.) 
 
An argument for a referendum could be made for a referendum on continued 
membership but that would be a far greater challenge for EU opponents partly 
because the dissemination of hard information would kill their case, and partly 
because the British people have a great talent for exercising common sense, which 
would certainly lead them to the conclusion that the EU, while worth a grumble, is 
essential to our economic and political security in an increasingly dangerous world. 
 
The Lisbon Treaty is a reasonable and intelligent compromise between those who 
wished to see a comprehensive, constitutional document that clarified and integrated 
EU decision making processes and those who thought it should just meet immediate 
needs.  
 
It is inefficient, expensive and wasteful to try and run a community of 27 countries 
(and possibly more) with institutions unchanged from those appropriate to a 
membership of 15.  
 
The UK has long encouraged EU enlargement for both trade and political benefits; the 
result has made institutional reform a direct consequence of this policy. 
 
It increases democracy and accountability in the decision making processes of the 
Union: the European Parliament’s right of co-decision procedure has been extended to 



over forty areas, and the National Parliaments’ role in overseeing European legislation 
has been strengthened.  
 
The Commission will be reduced to 18, two thirds of its present size. 
 
It gives more effectiveness on the international stage by allowing for the election of 
the European Council President by national governments (as opposed to the 6 
monthly rotating system), extending the mandate to two and a half years, and creating 
the post of High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, which 
combines two existing posts that led to confusion.  
 
This will provide much needed continuity and consistency for European policies on 
the world (unless we wish to simply accept we are an unquestioning satellite of a 
superpower). 
 
It brings greater fairness and efficiency in the decision-making.  
 
The Council of Ministers will need a 55% majority of the member States representing 
at least 65% of the European population to adopt a decision.  
 
The increase in the UK’s share will be about 45%. 


