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This month, David Cameron will embark on a second 
charm offensive around European capitals as part of his 
quest to renegotiate the terms of British membership.  

In an exclusive survey of opinion in ten of the most critical 
EU member states, ECFR has found that Cameron is less 
than a third of the way to securing agreement to a reform 
package that he can put to the British people.

According to government insiders, the PM’s charm offen-
sive seeks to avoid some of the mistakes of earlier British 
diplomacy.  Most striking is the outreach to other capitals 
– rather than just focusing on Angela Merkel (an approach 
which visibly failed in the PM’s quest to block Jean-Claude 
Juncker).  While his opening tour took in Berlin, Paris, 
and Warsaw, we hear that the new tour will take in other 
capitals such as Madrid and Lisbon. 

Participants from other EU countries in some of the meet-
ings in the PM’s first tour told me how Cameron went out 
of his way to listen rather than lecture, pointing to wide 
areas where he is seeking reforms rather than outlining a 
specific set of proposals.  They were also impressed by the 
way Cameron laid out his goals at the European Council 
meeting in late June which was described as ‘a commercial 
break’ from the acrimony of the Grexit debate.

British officials are now further refining the original 
approach by reframing some of the ‘buckets’ of issues – in 
particular away from the idea of migration and towards the 
idea of benefits.

Cameron’s political outreach to national capitals comple-
ments more technical talks between British officials (led 
by Tom Scholar and Ivan Rogers and their teams in the 
Treasury and FCO) with their EU counterparts in Brus-
sels designed to work out which reforms can be achieved 
through secondary legislation, which can be secured 
through ‘inter-institutional agreements’ and which will 
require change to the EU’s treaties. 

There is however – in spite of the strong start - still a lot of 
confusion in the political and media classes in key member 
states about the nature of British demands, and the forces 
driving British diplomacy. The UK’s slow and reluctant 
response to burden sharing at a European level in the face 
of the refugee crisis in recent weeks may also have set 
Cameron back a few steps in the context of negotiating EU 
reforms.

Cameron’s renegotiation has a shadowy ethereal feel 
because the management of internal Tory party politics 
means he is afraid to publish a list of demands until he 
knows that they are likely to be accepted by other member 
states. Other member states – on the other hand – are 
reluctant to respond to hypothetical questions, giving the 
whole debate necessarily a ‘chicken and egg’ feel.  

ECFR’s research team have tried to piece together its best 
guesses on the likely elements of a renegotiation package 

through a close reading of the public utterances of David 
Cameron, George Osborne, Philip Hammond together with 
private interviews with many officials, MPs and advisers in 
London and in the other capitals where they are based.  We 
then interviewed over 100 thinkers and policymakers in the 
ten member states that will matter most in the negotiations 
to get a sense of which proposals are most likely to land 
well and where the government still has work to do.

So what did we find?

The first finding is that there are still big areas of red.  Of 
the 100 data points, 37 are still red and 30 are amber – so 
Cameron has barely got one third of the way.   

A closer analysis shows that there is the most consensus 
for the idea of extending the single market and cutting red 
tape – although translating rhetorical support into concrete 
action has bedeviled successive generations of politicians.  
The good news for Cameron is that Donald Tusk has made 
the idea of an energy Union into one of his signature pro-
jects; Juncker has placed his full support behind ‘capital 
markets union’, and the vice-president of the European 
Commission Frans Timmermans has already done more to 
cut red tape with his better regulation agenda than all his 
predecessors combined (as Dutch foreign minister he pub-
lished a report in 2013 that spelled out 54 different policy 
areas that should not be ceded to Brussels, and in his first 
few months he tried to block 80 out of 450 of the commis-
sion’s proposals). However, some – such as the proposals 
to slow down freedom of movement and restrict access to 
benefits - will be much more difficult if Cameron tries to 
make changes at a European rather than national level.  
One of the biggest challenges will be to convince people 
that Britain wants to make Europe better for everyone and 
that it will not seek to destroy the DNA of the European 
Union by undermining fundamental principles such as free 
movement and non-discrimination.

The second finding that jumps out is the pattern of group-
ings. First, there are the all-weather friends whose fate 
is most closely linked to the UK’s.  Right at the top of the 
table is Ireland (we are their biggest trading partner, home 
to 330,000 of their citizens, and have a peace process 
with them in Northern Ireland which could be disrupted 
by the UK leaving the EU).  Also in the top group are the 
Dutch who share British positions on liberalizing markets,  
promoting free trade and reducing red tape.  They also 
have enormous investments in the UK (totally 1,5 percent 
of the Dutch GDP).  Sweden and Denmark are in a similar 
position and – as non-euro members – they also share the 
UK’s concerns about preventing euro group caucusing. We 
understand that the Danish government plans to take as 
supportive a position as possible – within reason – as the 
renegotiation process gets underway. It is worth noting, 
however, that even some of these all-weather friends have 
doubts about some of the Cameron proposals in their cur-
rent form.  For example,  Ireland is sceptical about the red 
cards for national parliaments, job offers for EU migrants 
and the idea of restricting access to in-work benefits.  



Apart from the core group of friends, Cameron will have to 
mobilise shifting alliances on the different issues he is try-
ing to push.  New member states like Poland and Bulgaria 
will be very supportive of measures to enhance the single 
market, cut red tape and protect the rights of non-euro-
zone members and – with hundreds of thousands of their 
citizens in the UK – they are keen to keep Britain in.  How-
ever they are viscerally opposed to the attempts to restrict 
access to employment and benefits for the citizens of other 
EU member states.  They could also be more swayed by 
greater British engagement in the Russia/Ukraine crisis as 
geo-political concerns weigh heavily with them.

Southern European countries like Spain and Italy support 
the pro-free trade and liberalizing elements of the Cameron 
agenda but they are integrationist to the core and worry 
about Cameron’s attempts to unravel the EU.  They also 
have a totally different approach to migration and the euro 
– and are stung by a lack of British solidarity on the crisis 
in the Mediterranean and on euro-bailouts. 

The key swing states for Britain are ultimately the Fran-
co-German couple. Although Paris and Berlin have distinct 
priorities and different weight within the system, the Fran-
co-German axis has residual power and the two coutnries 
do influence each other. When British governments have 
tried to play Paris and Berlin off against each other it has 
often backfired. 

The French government is firmly committed to avoiding 
reopening discussion of the EU treaties  - though with some 
difference of emphasis between President Hollande and 
the more sceptical foreign minister Laurent Fabius -  and 
has a certain ambivalence about British membership. On 
the one hand, French elites have traditionally been keen to 
have Britain in the EU as a partner on foreign and defence 
adventures - although following the House of Commons 
vote on Syria - Britain is seen as a less reliable partner. The 
UK is an important economic partner for France, receiving 
7.1 percent of French exports, 3.9 percent of its foreign di-
rect investment, and hosting a large proportion of France’s 
expat population – London is sometimes referred to as 
France’s sixth biggest city as home to over 300,000 French 
citizens. At the same time, there are traditional cultural dif-
ferences of vision on the question of free trade, liberal mar-
kets, and the role of national parliaments. Although France 
worries about the impact of free movement on social stand-
ards (see its concerns on the ‘posted worker’ directive), the 
French government is concerned that Cameron’s emphasis 
on migration might benefit the opposition, including the 
National Front. One important principle for Cameron – as 
he seeks to win over other countries (particularly those 
with a socialist or socialist-dominated government) to his 
free trade and anti-red tape agenda – will be to avoid giving 
the impression that he wants to attack the Union’s social 
and economic policy frameworks  - something that is also 
important if he wants to avoid losing the support of large 
segments of the left in a UK referendum. 

Ultimately, on this, as on so many other issues, the most 
important swing figure will be Angela Merkel.  She is not 
only keen to keep Britain in the EU because of German eco-

nomic exposure to the UK (the UK recives 3 percent of Ger-
man exports and 2,4 percent of its FDI) and the number of 
Germans resident in the UK (over 300,000).  She sees Brit-
ain as an ally on free trade, the size of the EU budget and 
its policy towards Russia.  However, there are profound 
worries about the British position in Berlin around the idea 
that the UK could question core EU principles such as free 
movement, or non-discrimination.  Angela Merkel has also 
made very clear that there are limits to German support – 
even when she agrees with Cameron on the substance.  The 
Prime Minister encountered this in the Juncker debacle 
which is one of the reasons why London is trying to build a 
broader base of support for the renegotiation.

Lurking in the background is the question of treaty change. 
Most countries are unwilling to commit to treaty change for 
the proposed reforms, but for most of the reforms men-
tioned in this paper, there are ways to achieve the same 
goals without treaty change. For example, some of those we 
interviewed for this project argued that the contested issue 
of regaining national control over access to welfare benefits 
might be achieved by amendments to various directives 
and regulations. And greater powers for national parlia-
ments can be arranged between member states and the EU 
Institutions. However, reforms that are easily negotiable 
are also easily reversed, and treaty change would bring 
greater legal certainty. The Irish famously negotiated a 
post-dated protocol to the Lisbon treaty after a referendum 
on the treaty. A similar arrangement could help Cameron 
convince his voters that his reforms have a strong legal 
foundation.

The biggest challenge for the Prime Minister is whether 
he can reframe the debate so that it is not perceived as a 
means of having less Europe for Britain but rather a better 
Europe for everyone. This matters both for the debate in 
the UK as well as for negotiations across the EU but is a 
tricky balance to strike as the danger of starting a wider 
reform debate is that it could start an endless period of 
revisionism where every member state tries to renegotiate 
policies that it dislikes.  It will also be important for Camer-
on to convince his fellow leaders that he genuinely wants to 
stay in and will fight to win over British sceptics. One of the 
reasons some other capitals have been reluctant to make 
concessions is their perception that he will pocket whatever 
they offer you whilst rolling over each time he is pushed by 
his Europhobic backbenchers.



1)   Enhancing the single market, especially in services, digital, and energy

In recent speeches relating to EU reform, David Cameron and other government ministers have emphasised the benefits 
of completing various aspects of the single market, in particular, service liberalisation, improving infrastructure and 
networks for an energy union, and facilitating cross border flow of online digital services.

2) Competitiveness: cut red tape for small businesses

David Cameron argued in his Bloomberg speech that he wanted ‘to be pushing to exempt Europe’s smallest entrepreneurial 
companies from more EU directives’. The objective is a regulatory framework that supports businesses to create growth 
and jobs.

3)   Be at the forefront of trade agreements especially with the US, India and Japan

In recent speeches, David Cameron and Philip Hammond have called for an ‘ambitious’ timetable for the completion of 
trade deals, in particular with US, India and Japan. However, they have also talked about prioritizing ‘openness’ to trade 
with other developed and fast growing economies in Asia and Latin America. )  An opt out on ‘ever closer union’ and a clear 
deal between between Euro-ins and Euros-outs

4)   An opt out on ‘ever closer union’ and a clear deal between between Euro-ins and Euros-outs

The UK government is pushing for an opt-out on the commitment to ‘ever closer union’ and a deal between Euro- ins and 
Euro - outs.  Rather than having to develop parallel institutions, the EU 28 would allow the Eurozone to use EU institutions 
to service the euro and allow  deeper integration. In exchange, the Eurozobe would allow non-Eurozonne members to stay 
informed (through access to meetings, real time access to documents and preparations) and ensure that the integrity of the 
single market is protected. This would include and a say on, (but not necessarily a veto) decisions affecting them.

5)   Greater say for national parliaments, by allowing groups of them to be able to block regulations in 
future.

The UK government argues that wherever possible, decisions should be taken as close as possible to the citizen, and suggests 
that a greater role for national parliaments could achieve this. In addition to the 'yellow card system', which allows a 
coalition of a third or more national parliaments to temporarily block draft laws proposed by the European commission, 
possible initiative include a ‘red card' and a 'green card' system. In the 'red card system', groups of national parliaments/ 
assemblies could block new EU legislative proposals if they deemed that it contravened national interest, and a ‘green 
card’ system whereby a group of national parliaments could propose changes or revisions to EU law. There has also been 
suggestion that member states could propose a review of relevant EU legislation if a European Court of Justice ruling 
threatens a vital national interest.

6)   Transitional controls for immigration from new member states

In Cameron’s November 2014 Immigration speech he set out that “We will insist that when new countries are admitted to 
the EU in the future, free movement will not apply to those new members until their economies have converged much more 
closely with existing Member States.”

7)    Deportation of criminal EU migrants and re-entry ban

In Cameron’s November 2014 Immigration speech he said: “We want to create the toughest system in the EU for dealing 
with abuse of free movement. This includes stronger powers to deport criminals and stop them coming back. And tougher 
and longer re-entry bans for all those who abuse free movement including beggars, rough sleepers, fraudsters and people 
who collude in sham marriages.”

8)   EU migrants need to have a job offer before they come to the UK, or have a maximum of 6 months right 
of residence as a job seeker if they are already in the UK

In his November 2014 Immigration speech, David Cameron argued that the UK government intends to require EU citizens 
to have a job offer before they are allowed to be resident in the UK. If they are in the UK and a period of employment ends, 
they would have six months to find a job. If unsuccessful, they would be required to leave at the end of that period. There 
would not be access to the benefit system during this jobseeking period. 

9)   Benefits, including social housing only for those who have lived and worked in the UK for four years

In his November 2014 Immigration speech, David Cameron set out : “I will insist that in the future those who want to claim 
tax credits and child benefit must live here and contribute to our country for a minimum of four years.”

10) No benefits for dependents that do not live in the UK

In his November 2014 Immigration speech, David Cameron argued  that: “If their (EU migrant) child is living abroad, then 
there should be no child benefit or child tax credit at all no matter how long they have worked in the UK and no matter how 
much tax they have paid.”

THE REFORMS



1. Enhancing the single market, 
especially in services, digital, 
and energy • • • • • • • • • •
2. Competitiveness: cut red 
tape for small businesses • • • • • • • • • •
3. Be at the forefront of trade 
agreements especially with the 
US, India and Japan • • • • • • • • • •
4. An opt out on ‘ever closer 
union’ and a clear deal 
between Euro-ins and Euro-
outs • • • • • • • • • •
5. Greater say for national 
parliaments, allowing groups 
of them to block regulations • • • • • • • • • •
6. Transitional controls for 
immigration from new 
member states • • • • • • • • • •
7. Deportation of criminal EU 
migrants and re-entry ban • • • • • • • • • •
8. EU migrants need to have a 
job offer before they come to 
the UK, or have a maximum 
of 6 months right of residence 
as a job seeker if they are 
already in the UK • • • • • • • • • •
9. Benefits, including social 
housing, only for those who 
have lived and worked in the 
UK for four years. • • • • • • • • • •
10. No benefits for depend-
ents that do not live in the UK • • • • • • • • • •


