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Referenda   
Do the disadvantages of referenda outweigh the advantages?
The use of referenda (or referendums) has been urged as a way of re-introducing an element of direct democracy in a representative system. Those who press this case focus on certain key  points. Firstly, that certain issues are so important that they cannot be left to elected politicians. Secondly, that an element of direct democracy will ‘reconnect’ ordinary people with politics.
Those who dislike referenda are often accused of being unimaginative and simply opposed to change of all kinds and put forward a variety of arguments against them. Questions can be phrased in a way that influences the choice of voters, and however careful the wording, they may exclude certain options that might actually be very popular. People who do not normally take an active part in politics may be swayed by emotional rhetoric. Some also argue that it is impossible to get a really fair contest because of unfairness in the way funding is available. For example, powerful lobby groups like the anti-Euro campaign have access to enormous sums of money compared with other pro-Euro organisations. Referenda can also be held at a time that suits the government of the day.
[image: image2.bmp]Many of these arguments were used before the first UK wide referendum, held in 1975 on the question of continued membership of what was then the European Economic Community (EEC). Before the contest, the arguments against the use of referenda tended to be used by  people who wanted the UK to stay in the Community. With justification, they claimed that the then prime minister, Labour’s Harold Wilson, only favoured a referendum because it allowed him to avoid personal responsibility for a decision that was bound to split his party. As it turned out, supporters of EC membership had reasons to be thankful for Wilson’s decision. The result of the poll, held on 5 June 1975, was almost two-thirds in favour of continued membership. The turnout was high (also around two-thirds) and almost every area of the UK said ‘yes’. The pro-EC group could thus claim that ‘the people had spoken’. However, the defeated opponents of membership challenged the question presented to voters. Voters were asked, ‘Do you think that the UK should stay in the EEC?’ They argued that voting to stay in was very different from voting to join in the first place. In addition, the pro-EEC campaign was much better funded than the opposing side. For opponents of the European Union, it is significant that there has been no further referendum on Europe since 1975, despite the far-reaching changes that have been made.
One reason for the lack of a cohesive debate over the principle of referendums is that several more have been held in the UK since 1975, although not across the whole nation. The problem is that, although it seems agreed universally that referenda should be held on constitutional issues, people continue to differ in their view of what is important. Thus in June 2003, the Labour government announced referenda on regional governments in the North East, the North West and Yorkshire and Humberside. However, at exactly the same time the government rejected the case for a referendum on a European constitution.
Adapted from ‘UK Government & Politics’, M. Garnett & Philip Lynch
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