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News & Analysis

British voters head to the polls for EU referendum
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

V

oters head to the polls for
a national referendum
on British membership
in the European Union
but more than the United
Kingdom’s future in Europe hangs
in the balance, with the viability
of Prime Minister David Cameron’s
government also at stake.
The What UK Thinks poll of polls
(which is based on the average share
of the vote in the six most recent
polls) had the vote split directly 5050 between Leave and Remain as
the campaign moved into its final
days.

The What UK Thinks
poll of polls had the
vote split directly
50-50 between Leave
and Remain as the
campaign moved into
its final days.
The killing of Labour MP Jo Cox
on June 16th cast a pall over the final week of the campaign. It was
reporting that she was killed by a
man with ties to far-right groups.
Cox was pro-Remain. Both sides
suspended campaigning after the
attack, with analysts differing on
what impact her death would have
on the vote.
The Remain campaign, which is
being backed by Cameron and the
opposition Labour Party, had been
consistently ahead in the polls in
the months leading up to the vote.
However, the Leave campaign,

which is being championed by the
charismatic former London mayor
Boris Johnson among other senior
Conservative Party figures, gained
momentum as the campaign progressed.
Should the Remain campaign fail,
political analysts said they would
expect Cameron to step down as
prime minister in favour of a proLeave rival, such as Johnson or
Justice Secretary Michael Gove. Although Cameron has said he would
seek to continue as prime minister
few expect him to hold onto the position in the event of Brexit.
Both campaigns increasingly focused on negative campaigning,
with Vote Leave warning of the effects that unrestricted immigration would have on the country and
Vote Remain warning of economic
and security repercussions of leaving the European Union. Both sides
used contradictory statistics to back
their messages, leaving the public
confused.
“I totally accept that people are
confused by having so many statistics and there is a lot of frustration
because of that but I think it’s actually my job as prime minister, when
you’ve got these warnings coming
from the governor of the Bank of
England, from the International
Monetary Fund, it’s my responsibility to talk about them,” Cameron
said June 12th on the BBC1 Andrew
Marr Show.
The bitter contest between the
Leave and Remain campaigns
means that many British voters remain unsure how they would vote
even in the week leading up to the
referendum. Up to 30% of voters
were said to be undecided or would

UK Independence Party leader Nigel Farage (L) campaigns for Brexit in Sittingbourne, on June 13th.
change the way they would cast
their ballot before the vote with
half of those deciding which way
they would vote on polling day itself, research by academics at the
London School of Economics (LSE)
revealed.
The Impact of Brexit on Consumer Behaviour, a report based on research by LES Professor of Political
Science Michael Bruter, said with
polls so close, the results of the referendum would be decided in the

final days of campaigning.
“This is the period when the
campaign reaches its climax and
most people not really interested
in politics but still voting will only
pay close attention to the vote at
this very late time,” Bruter said in
his report. “In the last week, emotions run at their highest and when
the vote starts feeling concrete and
voters sense the atmosphere of
the election… it is only in the final
weeks that the vote feels less ab-

stract and more ‘real’ to them.
“It is the period when people suddenly declare being aware of a sense
of responsibility on their shoulders
as the solemnity of the vote makes
them inhabit their ‘role’ as citizens.
As a result, they become significantly more sociotropic — interested in
what is best for the country and not
just for them,” he added.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Brexit would affect the Middle East and the
rest of the world negatively
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he Middle East hardly
seems to figure as
important in the
increasingly ill-tempered campaign that
leads up to the
referendum in which British
voters will decide whether they
wish their country to stay in or
leave the European Union.
The debate swirls around loss
of sovereignty, large flows of
illegal immigration and refugees
as well as the economic gains or
losses that come with being in or
out of the European Union, but
increasingly resembles a civil war
inside the ruling Conservative
Party. As lies, more lies and
personal insults are traded, the
countries on the southern and
eastern rim of the Mediterranean
and beyond in the Gulf hardly get
a mention.
To the extent that the wars
ongoing in the Middle East fuel
the flow of refugees, many of
whom are desperately trying to
get into the European Union, one
could argue that the region offers
ample fodder with which the
Brexit leaders say Britain has lost
its sovereignty, not least control
over its own frontiers.
The bloody mayhem that has
descended on the Middle East
since Arab revolts began in 2011
plays directly into the anti-establishment revolt that is becoming
increasingly characteristic of
countries across the European
Union. This revolt in which

The best that can be
said is that an already
ungovernable world
would become even more
difficult to manage.

British Prime Minister David Cameron taking part in a BuzzFeed News and
Facebook live EU referendum debate in London, on June 10th.
right-wing parties in Austria,
Germany, France and Britain play
an important role, increasingly
fears the Other, who if he is
painted as a Muslim religious
fanatic or a black drug criminal
appeals to older, poorer and often
unemployed whites.
Racist stereotypes work well at
this level even though the recent
election of a Muslim as mayor of
London suggests that in areas of
full employment, high standards
of cosmopolitan living, racial and
religious stereotypes carry less
appeal.
The election of Sadiq Khan to
run London points to the breakdown in traditional Right/Left
political divides. Those who
favour Brexit are raising legitimate questions that deserve to be
aired but those who are leading
the campaign to get Britain out of
the European Union play on every
fear they can think of — fear of the

elite, fear of wealthy people, fear
of Muslims, fear of gay people —
the list is endless.
Beyond such considerations, a
British exit from the European
Union would affect the Middle
East and Turkey and, of course,
Europe because it would encourage the euroscepticism, which is
riding high in France, Holland
and Austria. Pessimists think it
might break up the union. At the
very least, it will hugely increase
uncertainty about the course of
events in the world’s largest
trading bloc, with which Middle
East countries have multiple ties
of trade and investment.
Uncertainty about Britain
affects the value of the British
pound and the multiple links
London, by far Europe’s largest
financial centre, has with bankers
and insurers across the European
Union and beyond, in the Middle
East, the United States and Asia.

The Middle
East could
do without
a Brexit.

Uncertainty could have serious
economic repercussions in a
world where growth remains fragile.
Britain is, with France, the only
nuclear power in Europe and
home to an experienced army.
Any EU intervention, if only to try
to control the flood of illegal
immigrants attempting to cross
the Mediterranean from Libya,
has to be coordinated with NATO.
A vote for Brexit would complicate an already very complex
international situation. In no way
would it stop the close coordination between security forces and
the armies of countries that
bestride the English Channel.
Needless to say, a vote for Brexit
would delight Vladimir Putin,
who has successfully challenged
EU and US power and influence to
shape events in Syria and
Ukraine.
International investors hate
nothing more than uncertainty
but so do policy planners, not
least in the military. A Brexit vote,
which is not binding on the prime
minister in British law, would no
doubt be followed by a major
crisis in the Conservative Party, if
not the resignation of Prime
Minister David Cameron. In such
circumstances, Scotland might
decide it wanted to leave the
union and an acrimonious
negotiation with the European
Union would further complicate
international relations.
This would rebound on the
Middle East as on Europe and
Britain’s relations across the
world, not only in the Middle
East. The best that can be said is
that an already ungovernable
world would become even more
difficult to manage. The Middle
East could do without a Brexit.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

