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“May Contain Fish.”
These three words sum up for me the whole European debate.

Back in the day, when we voted to become part of the “Common Market”, we had a rough idea of what we were voting for. It was just a trading club, we knew everybody in it, and it seemed a good thing at the time.

Now, the club has undergone numerous rebranding exercises, and discounted memberships, so that as well as the trading, it offers an entire vision of an ever expanding Continent, where national identity is subsumed into the quagmire of regulatory proscription and national legislature is subsumed under the authority of a European Court. 

I don't recall ever being asked to vote on that. So, it is a good thing that we being given our say, despite what we may all feel about interminable election campaigning. All the pundits are correct in that this will be the most important democratic exercise in this country this century.

However I'm beginning to get suspicious. Have you noticed how the people who most vocally want us to vote to stay in the EU are the (very) well off?  Have you noticed also how those who campaign the loudest for us to leave tend to represent the poorest sections of our society ?  Does this mean that Europe only works for the rich, and that it has not yet delivered on promises to help the poorest and most marginalised of its own citizens?

Simple geography tells us that we in the UK are on the edge of Europe. So how do we imagine that politically we can ever be anything but on the edge of Europe? 

History tells me that on the occasions when Europe falls apart we in England simply look elsewhere for our trading and resourcing partners. In the Hundred Years War on the continent we went west to the Americas and more recently it is unlikely that we would have beaten the Nazis had not the resources of the US and USSR both been brought to bear.

The agenda for today's federalists in Brussels is fiercely secular. This kind of social model is hostile to any sort of religious heritage and based on the rigid separation of church and state, such as is found in Germany and France. We do not operate this way in England, but have an “establishment” of church/monarchy/parliament forged in our own bloody civil war, and tried and tested through centuries of legislature and freedom of expression and worship.

What is most unsettling are all the claims now appearing that we will be “safer” in Europe, because our security services can share data more effectively (or, rather, the UK services will not be excluded from inter-agency data sharing). It puzzles me how we as voters are supposed to be to be able to judge whether this data is worth the risk of the open border, without being privy to it. And of course having data is one thing. Knowing what it means is something altogether different. Being able to act on what you know is something different again.

Perhaps it simply boils down to freedom, or the lack of it. Will I be a freer person inside Europe, where I can wander at will, as long as I abide by their rules? Or will I be a slave to the single market, to the bureaucracy and pettiness which insists the packaging for some smoked salmon must be reprinted with a warning sign:  “may contain fish” ?

Rev Kevin Davies.
