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Abstract

The EU’s freedom of movement has increasingly been brought into question in the last few years as
member states have restricted social benefits for EU migrants. Britain proposed in-work benefit
restrictions for economically active EU migrants in intergovernmental negotiations leading up to the
referendum on its membership to the EU. Access to social benefits is an important component of free
movement. It provides EU citizens with social rights in host member states, which promotes internal
migration. Restricting free movement threatens European integration because it is a fundamental EU
treaty right. This article analyses Britain’s preferences towards the EU’s free movement and social
security coordination policies leading up to the Brexit referendum. Britain’s identity, and conceptions
of statehood and European integration were the main determinants of state action. Britain’s desire to
restrict these policies significantly influenced its decision to leave the EU, which fundamentally
changed the trajectory of European integration.
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Introduction

The free movement of people throughout the European Union (EU) has increasingly
been brought into question in the last few years as some member states have restricted,
or attempted to restrict, EU migrants’ right to access social benefits. The most
pertinent example of this was Britain’s desire to reshape the EU’s free movement and
social security coordination policies, leading up to the referendum on its membership
of the EU, so that it conformed with Britain’s interests. In a letter to Donald Tusk, the
President of the Council of Ministers, Prime Minister David Cameron proposed
restrictions to EU migrants’ right to access in-work benefits until they had resided and
worked in Britain for four years (Cameron, 2015a, 5). The proposal was widely
criticised by the EU and other member states on the grounds that it undermined the
principle of free movement because social rights provide EU migrants with protections
in host member states, which promotes free movement (Leonard, 2015, 1-2; Ruparel,
Booth, Scarpetta, 2015, 5, 7-11). In the lead-up to the Brexit referendum, this issue was
a litmus test for the future of British-European relations and the trajectory of the EU,
as Cameron stated that he would only support Britain remaining in the EU if his
proposal was implemented through EU reform. Further, Britain’s desire to restrict
these policies significantly influenced its decision to leave the EU, which
fundamentally changed the trajectory of European integration.
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If implemented, Cameron’s policy would not have overtly violated the principle of free
movement — affirmed through the Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union
(TFEU) and the European Parliament and Council of the European Union's Directive
2004/38/EC — because it did not restrict their rights to enter and reside in Britain.
However, it would have violated the principle of non-discrimination, which is affirmed
in the aforementioned European legislation and the EU’s social security coordination
policies, the European Parliament and Council’s Regulations 883/2004 and
987/2009. Therefore, the EU’s free movement and social security coordination policies
do not allow for member states to restrict benefits for economically active EU migrants.
Cameron’s proposal would be discriminatory because economically active EU migrants
would have inferior employment and social rights compared with British citizens in the
same job. Moreover, EU citizens would also have to contribute to Britain’s welfare
system for four years before they gained the right to access it. Therefore, Cameron’s
proposal would have affected freedom of movement because the principle of non-
discrimination and the EU’s social security coordination policies encourage internal
migration, and ensure that it functions as intended.

Due to the shape of European integration, it was necessary for Cameron to pursue this
proposal through intergovernmental negotiations, rather than solely through domestic
implementation. The ECJ would likely have overturned the policy if it was
implemented without an agreement being reached at the European level (Cusick, 2016,
1). Cameron included the proposal in his broader EU reform agenda, which was
particularly important because it appeared likely that member states would support
the rest of his reform agenda due to the moderate nature of Cameron’s other proposals.

This article analyses Britain’s approaches and interests to the EU’s free movement and
social security coordination policies, until January 2016 when Prime Minister David
Cameron toured the continent to garner support for this proposal amongst the EU and
member states. Britain’s identity and preferred conceptions of statehood and
European integration were the most important determinants of the Cameron
premiership’s desire to restrict the EU’s free movement and social security
coordination policies. Britain primarily views the EU as an economic integration
project, which advances its economic interests, and opposes integration that it
perceives to undermine British sovereignty. Cameron’s assertive and eurosceptic
approach to British-EU relations was also influenced by Britain’s European and
domestic social, economic and political preferences.

Britain’s European Interests

Sovereignty

Cameron's proposal to restrict in-work benefits for EU migrants fundamentally sought
to weaken Britain’s obligations to the EU’s free movement and social security
coordination policies, in order to redirect sovereignty from the European to the nation-
state level of governance. He believed that London should have the authority to
determine Britain’s policies in these areas, so that it could control EU migrants’ entry,
residence and welfare eligibility in a way that ensured these policies conformed with
Britain's domestic preferences (Cameron, 2014, 1; Cameron, 2015a, 4-5; Cameron,
2015b, 7-8). This perspective demonstrated Cameron’s increasingly assertive and
eurosceptic approach to British-EU relations. It also reflected the notion that the
British government should be held to account by the British parliament and public,
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rather than European level political actors because these are politically salient policy
areas, especially due to the perception that benefit tourism was prevalent amongst EU
migrants in Britain (Costello & Hancox, 2014, 4; Seeleib-Kaiser, 2015, 1). This
perspective was particularly pertinent because a state’s immigration and social welfare
policies are overtly linked to its sovereignty as they affect the bargain between state
and society, which is a fundamental component of a state’s identity. Hence, Cameron’s
proposal was strongly influenced by Britain’s underlying conception of statehood, in
which it valued its independence and sovereignty. These values were often prioritised
over London’s obligations to the EU because it had not adopted a Europeanised
identity,! and the perception that Britain could succeed outside of the EU remained
prevalent. Therefore, Britain’s support for the EU was contingent on the perception
that its membership promoted Britain’s economic interests, because London primarily
conceived of the EU as an economic integration project, which did not supersede the
nation-state or undermine its sovereignty; although economic integration still has
implications on a state’s sovereignty insofar as economic integration alters the state’s
ability to formulate economic policy. In comparison, a number of other member-states
considered the EU to be a political integration project, which involved, to an extent,
the transfer of sovereignty to the EU. Notably, Cameron’s broader EU reform agenda
primarily focused on redirecting sovereignty and ensuring that the EU advanced
Britain's national and economic interests (Cameron, 2015b, 8-10). Accordingly, in-
work benefit restrictions were prominent in Cameron’s public discourse, in an attempt
to justify and gain public support for his EU reform agenda, because immigration and
social welfare policies are politically salient issues, which resonate amongst the public.
In contrast Cameron’s proposals on economic governance and competitiveness were
technocratic and largely removed from his public discourse. Cameron’s proposals to
restrict in-work benefits for recent EU migrants reflected his Government's desire to
implement policies that conformed with Britain’s perceived contemporary preferences.

Influence in Shaping European Integration

Cameron’s desire to reduce Britain’s obligations to the EU’s free movement and social
security coordination policies were also influenced by London’s negligible influence in
shaping these policies through successive EU treaty reform. Britain, under the
Thatcher premiership, significantly influenced the initial shape of the single market
and, by extension, freedom of movement through the Single European Act 1986. The
Thatcher Government ensured that the single market was established on the basis of
market integration and liberalisation, which conformed with Britain’s liberal market
economy that lacked state intervention. Due to Britain’s euroscepticism, the Thatcher
Government sought to reduce the extent of political integration within the single
market. Accordingly, it was more hesitant to liberalise the free movement of people
and sought to limit this right to the free movement of labour because it did not want to
cede significant control of Britain’s immigration control policies to Europe, as that
would diminish British sovereignty (Allen, 111; Moravcsik, 1991, 28,31-32; Moravcsik,
1998, 314-379). However, Britain had a negligible influence over subsequent treaty
reforms that extended the principle of free movement that reduced barriers to internal
migration by providing EU migrants with social rights in host member states. The
Conservative Government, under the premierships of Thatcher and her successor,

1 Radaelli (2003, p. 30) defines Europeanization as “processes of (a) construction, (b) diffusion and, (c)
institutionalization of formal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles, ‘ways of doing things’ and shared beliefs
and norms which are first defined and consolidated in the making of EU decisions and then incorporated in the
logic of domestic discourse, identities, political structures and public policies.”
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Major, opposed the integration of social policy at the European level because of the
belief that integrating social policy at the European level would result in the European
Economic Community adopting interventionist and protectionist policies that would
undermine Britain’s neoliberal reforms by bringing, “socialism [...] through the back
door” (Thatcher, 1988, 23). Furthermore, it was believed that the integration of social
policy would jeopardise Britain’s economic efficiency and competitiveness because it
would undermine the laissez-faire nature of Britain’s economy. Consequently, Britain,
influenced by the notion that social policy integration was incongruent with Britain’s
preferences, opted-out of the EU’s social policy when it was integrated through the
Maastricht Treaty in 1992. This ensured that London retained control over Britain’s
social policy, but it meant that it did not get the opportunity to shape the EU’s policies
(Allen, 2013, 112; Dinan, 2014, 320). Although the succeeding Labour Government
under Tony Blair’s premiership opted-in to the EU’s social policy, it was unable to
upload its domestic preferences through the intergovernmental negotiations, which
produced the Amsterdam Treaty because its social policy provisions remained
consistent with those affirmed in the Maastricht Treaty (Liddle, 2014, 40,276-277;
Wall, 2008, 121-127). Therefore, Cameron perceived that Britain had a negligible
influence over the development of the EU’s social security policies, which affected the
utility of free movement, and sought to reshape Britain’s obligations to the EU’s
policies so that it conformed to Britain’s preferences.

Single Market

The shape of Cameron's proposal was also influenced by his desire to maintain
Britain’s access to the single market. He proposed in-work benefit restrictions because
he believed that it effectively balanced his competing interests of regaining control of
Britain’s immigration and social welfare policies whilst maintaining access to the single
market. If Cameron had proposed a policy that overtly undermined the principle of
free movement, such as a quota system, which he initially preferred (Graham, 2014, 1),
it would have likely resulted in the EU restricting Britain’s access to the single market
because free movement is a fundamental component of market integration (Crisp,
2016, 1). Even if Britain withdrew from the EU, it would not be able to access the single
market if it did not adhere to the principle of free movement. The Cameron
Government sought to maintain access to the single market because it was the aspect
of European integration that it valued the most; London significantly shaped the single
market, which meant that it conformed with Britain’s preferred conception of the EU
and it advanced Britain’s economic interests. Furthermore, the perception that the
single market was economically beneficial was prevalent amongst the British public,
and business and political elites (Home Office, 2014, 25-52). Although it is difficult to
precisely quantify the extent to which the single market advanced Britain's economic
interests, Ilzkovitz et al (2007, 56), and Boltho and Eichengreen (2008, 1) estimate that
the single market raised EU’s GDP by 2.2% and 5%, respectively. Although these
studies do not specifically analyse the extent to which Britain benefited from access to
the single market, it can be assumed that it raised Britain’s GDP because it facilitated
greater economic liberalisation and labour market flexibility, which stimulated
economic growth (Portes, 2015a, 1). Furthermore, estimates before the referendum
suggested that losing access to the single market would reduce Britain’s GDP by
between 1.1 and 3.1% (Dhingra, Ottaviano & Sampson, 2015, 7). British businesses also
valued the single market because it provided them with access to other member states'
markets and a source of unlimited cheap labour, particularly from A8 and A2 member
states, which was conducive to business growth. However, not all British businesses
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benefitted from the single market because businesses who did not export their outputs
had to conform to the EU’s costly regulatory standards. It was necessary for Cameron’s
proposal to reflect Britain’s business interests because they are an important source of
support for the Conservatives. Furthermore, the public valued access to the single
market because it provided consumers with more product choices and lower prices due
to increased competition within the market. British citizens also valued the right to
reside and work in other member states (Cameron, 2015b, 4-7; Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills, 2014, 35-50; Home Office, 2014, 25-52). Therefore,
Cameron proposed in-work benefits restrictions because he perceived that it effectively
balanced his competing preferences of reshaping the EU's free movement and social
security coordination policies so that they advanced Britain's perceived interests, while
retaining the benefits that access to the single market provided Britain.

Britain’s Domestic Preferences

Social Factors

Cameron sought to restrict EU migrants’ access to in-work benefits to reduce Britain’s
high positive net-migration rate by reducing the pull factors, which made Britain an
attractive destination state for EU migrants. The Conservative Government sought to
reduce Britain’s total net-migration rate, because they perceived that Britain’s
consistently high rates of net-migration were economically and socially unsustainable
(Conservative Party, 2010, 21; Conservative Party, 2015, 29-31; Robinson, 2013, 73-
74). Britain’s experience with A8 immigration exacerbated Britain’s contemporary
anti-EU immigrant sentiment because it perceived that A8 migration negatively
affected Britain’s economy, overburdened its public services, including the welfare
system, and exacerbated social tension. Furthermore, the notion that Britain already
had an expanding population exacerbated Britain’s perception that consistently high
levels of net-migration were unsustainable, because they believed that it would
overburden Britain’s public services and labour market. Although the Cameron
Government had the authority to overtly restrict third country immigration, and had
implemented highly restrictive immigration control barriers (Cameron, 2014, 1;
Conservative Party, 2015, 29-31), it could not overtly restrict EU migrants’ right to
enter and reside in Britain without violating the principle of free movement. Due to the
contemporary shape of the EU's free movement policies, if Britain overtly restricted
EU immigration, it would be overturned by the ECJ and the EU would likely restrict
Britain’s access to the single market (Crisp, 2016, 1; Graham, 2014, 1). Hence, Cameron
perceived that restricting EU migrants’ access to social benefits in Britain was the best
mechanism that could be utilised to reduce the high levels of EU immigration to Britain
without overtly undermining the principle of free movement. This is because he
believed that Britain’s comparatively generous and accessible benefit entitlements,
including for those in employment, were a significant pull factor, which encouraged
EU immigration to Britain, particularly from A8 and A2 member states (Cameron,
2014, 1; Cameron, 2015b, 7-8). Furthermore, the public supported restricting
immigration from the EU; only 50% and 53% of Britons supported EU migrants’ right
to work and live in the EU-28, respectively, which were the second lowest and the
lowest levels of support amongst member states (European Commission, 2015, 45-46).
However, this perception was somewhat tenuous as employment opportunities and
favourable income differentials, including Britain’s comparatively generous minimum
wage, were more significant pull factors for EU migrants than being able to access
Britain’s welfare assistance (Benton & Petrovic, 2013, 12-13). Hence, Cameron’s
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approach sought to exploit the public’s negative perceptions towards EU migrants to
justify restrictions that sought to reduce EU immigration to Britain without overtly
undermining the principle of free movement.

Economic Factors

Cameron’s proposal to restrict in-work benefits for recent EU migrants was also
influenced by his desire to reduce the prevalence of EU migrants who received social
benefits in Britain. Like Cameron’s restrictions to the Jobseeker's Allowance (JSA) and
Universal Credit for economically inactive EU migrants, this preference was based on
the belief that EU migrants, irrespective of their economic status, should not be
allowed to receive public benefits until they had contributed to Britain’s economy. This
was exacerbated by the belief that Britain lacked the authority to significantly control
its welfare policies towards EU migrants in the UK, which may be symptomatic of a
broader fear European integration would pervade other policy areas, which were
typically the purview of domestic policy makers. Hence, Cameron believed that it was
necessary to reshape the EU’s social security regulations so that they accounted for
variations in member states’ social security systems so that it conformed to a member
states’ contemporary interests. Specifically, Cameron sought to provide Britain with
the safeguards against benefit tourism that were embedded into conservative welfare
systems of continental Europe. Furthermore, Cameron sought to reshape the EU's free
movement and social security coordination policies so that they conformed with his
preferred conception of these policies; he believed that member states should have the
authority to control free movement and welfare benefits because they were not
“unqualified right[s]” that citizens of EU member states automatically received
(Cameron, 2015b, 7), and that the EU’s policies should promote the "the right to work,
not to claim” regardless of their economic activity (Cameron in Hewitt, 2015, 1).
Cameron believed that it was necessary to restrict EU migrants' access to in-work
benefits because they overburdened Britain’s economy, which was exacerbated by the
trend of significant consistent rates of high positive net-migration from the EU-28. He
asserted that approximately 40% of recent EU migrants to the UK received some form
of British welfare assistance, and that over 400,000 EU migrants received in-work
benefits, at an average rate of £6,000 per person, per annum (Cameron, 2014, 1;
Cameron, 2015b, 8). Based on Cameron’s assertions, Britain spends approximately
£2.4b on in-work benefits for EU migrants, per annum. However, these claims are
tenuous because Cameron refused to announce the exact cost of EU migrants in-work
benefit receipt (Dathan, 20164, 1; Nardelli, 2016, 1). Furthermore, Britain spent £814m
on Department of Work and Pensions in-work expenditure for EU migrants in the
2013/14 financial year, which comprised 16% of Britain's in-work expenditure
(Department for Work and Pensions, 2016, 5). Moreover, EU migrants do not
overburden Britain’s economy because they make a net fiscal contribution to the
government’s budget; it totalled around +£20 billion between 2001 and 2011,
including around +£5 billion by A10 migrants, which was significant because they were
perceived to the most burdensome of EU migrants (Dustmann & Frattini, 2014, 595).
Therefore, Cameron’s proposal was primarily influenced by the perceptions amongst
parts of the general public that EU migrants overburdened Britain’s economy by
exploiting its welfare system.

Cameron's proposal, which sought to reduce immigration from the EU, was also
influenced by the perception that EU migrants had a negative impact on Britain’s
labour market. Accordingly, he sought to reshape the EU’s contemporary free
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movement policies to increase the extent to which they advanced Britain’s interests,
from his perspective. Cameron claimed that the influx of immigrant workers, including
from the EU-28, negatively affected Britain’s labour market because it increased
unemployment and decreased wages amongst British workers due to the increased
competition for jobs (Cameron, 2015¢c, 1). This perception was prevalent amongst
cleavages of the British public and political elite (Natcen Social Research, 2014, 84-93;
Portes, 2015b, 1). It was perceived that they lowered wages because they tended to gain
employment in low-skilled jobs, even if they were overqualified for these positions and
were willing to work for lower wages than British workers, which overcrowded the
lower end of Britain's labour market (Home Office, 2014, 31-37; House of Lords, 2008,
28; Fic, Holland, & Paluchowski, 2011, 46). This perception was particularly prevalent
towards A8 citizens due to the influx of migrants from these member states after 2004.
There was strong anecdotal evidence that EU migrants increased unemployment
amongst British workers, particularly amongst low-skilled workers. The notion that
migrant workers gained employment in 90% of newly created jobs, between 1997 and
2010, exacerbated this perspective (Cameron, 2015¢, 1). Statistical analyses produced
different results about the actual effect that EU migrants had on unemployment and
wages. Most studies estimated that there was insufficient evidence to conclude that EU
migrants significantly affected the British labour market (House of Lords, 2008, 58-
61; Migration Advisory Committee [MAC], 2010, 7; Migration Watch, 2012, 1; Portes,
2015b, 1). However, it appears that free movement had an uneven impact on different
sectors of the British labour market and it exacerbated socio-economic disparities
amongst British workers based on the workers’ skill level. Regardless, the negative
labour market effects were less significant in reality than they were feared to be,
although these negative perceptions remained prevalent, presumably based on a given
individual’s fears that EU immigration may have negative effects on their position
within the labour market. Therefore, Cameron’s desire to reduce the pull factors of EU
migration to Britain by restricting in-work benefits reflected the prevalent perception
that EU migrants negatively affected Britain's labour market.

Political Factors

Cameron's proposal was influenced by his belief that he needed to balance the
Conservatives’ internal party preferences with that of European level actors. He sought
an agreement that would protect his standing within the Conservative Party, whilst
ensuring that Britain remained in a reformed EU that advanced the UK’s European
interests and domestic preferences. The framing of his proposed in-work benefit
restrictions was particularly important because it was viewed as a litmus test for
Britain’s future relationship with the EU. On the one hand, it was necessary for
Cameron to pander to the Conservative Party’s powerful eurosceptic faction — who
sought to regain meaningful control of Britain’s immigration and social security
policies — to protect his position within the party. Cameron risked losing the support
of his party if he did not announce proposals which conformed with these preferences
because two-thirds of Conservative MPs were willing to vote in favour of Britain leaving
the EU (Helm & McDonald, 2016, 1), including half of Cabinet and his faction of the
party (Dathan, 2016b, 1; Rose, 2015, 1). On the other hand, it was necessary for
Cameron to announce a relatively moderate proposal, which did not overtly undermine
the principle of free movement because he needed to gain support from the EU and
other member states, who sought to uphold this principle, for his proposal to be
implemented (Leonard, 2015, 1-2; Ruparel, Booth & Scarpetta, 2015, 5,7-11). This was
particularly important because Cameron had publicly stated that he sought for Britain
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to remain in the EU, as he believed that a reformed EU would advance Britain’s
interests. However, Cameron had previously stated that he would only support Britain
remaining in the EU if his EU reform agenda was supported in intergovernmental
negotiations (Cameron, 2013, 1; Cameron, 2015b, 6-7), in which his in-work benefit
restriction proposal was a bellwether for Cameron's success. Cameron's support for
remaining in the EU was considered important because it maximised the probability
of this occurring; his support for the ‘in’ campaign was estimated to swing public
opinion by 2.8% in favour of this option, which could prove decisive in what appears
to be a close referendum (Menon, 2015, 1). Furthermore, as Cameron signaled his
preference for Britain to remain in the EU, a Brexit would likely damage his position
within the Conservative Party because it would be viewed as a diplomatic failure, which
would foster doubts about his leadership, in spite of whether he ultimately supports
the ‘in’ or ‘out’ campaign (Rose, 2015, 1). Although Cameron’s proposal did not satisfy
some Conservative MPs, or European level actors, he believed that this proposal was
the most effective way to balance their competing interests to achieve support from
both groups.

Cameron’s decision to propose in-work benefit restrictions to recent EU migrants
reflected his belief that it was necessary to limit the electoral threat that UKIP posed to
the Conservative Government in the lead up to the 2015 election. This pressured
Cameron to adopt a more assertive and eurosceptic approach to British-EU relations,
which influenced Cameron’s decision to renegotiate the terms of, and announce a
referendum on, Britain’s membership of the EU. Before the rise of UKIP, the
Conservative Party, under Cameron’s leadership, had utilised a “best not mentioned”
approach to European issues because they believed it precluded the party gaining the
widespread public support which was required to form government (Bale, 2006, 388).
Furthermore, Cameron sought to avoid the intra-party divisions resulting from past
Conservative Government’s European policies, which contributed to the downfall of
the Thatcher and Major premierships. However, this approach became untenable after
the rise in UKIP support in the 2013 local and by-elections (Gifford, 2014, 512-513;
Gruber & Bale, 2014, .250-251), because they increased the political salience of
European issues and euroscepticism amongst the public and political elite. The
Cameron Government responded to this threat by adopting a soft eurosceptic approach
and increasingly recognised the issues in British-EU relations. Notably, Cameron
announced the in-work benefit restriction proposal in the Conservative Party’s 2015
election manifesto, and this policy conformed to UKIP’s eurosceptic and anti-
immigration policies. It sought to demonstrate to the public that the Conservatives
were using an assertive approach in their relations with the EU, and that they
considered reclaiming control of immigration and social welfare policies to be
important. However, the policy was still relatively moderate, which sought to ensure
that it did not diminish widespread public support for the Conservatives. This policy
sought to alleviate the electoral threat that UKIP posed to the Conservatives in the 2015
election, by reducing the number of traditional Conservative voters, from the
important eurosceptic right voter cleavages, who voted for UKIP. The Conservatives
considered this necessary because they feared that UKIP would prevent them from
gaining the support required to gain a parliamentary majority (Lynch, 2015, 196;
Lynch & Whitaker, 2013, 308). Furthermore, this approach sought to maximise the
probability of the Conservatives forming government if it failed to gain a parliamentary
majority because it demonstrated that the Conservatives would be willing to make
policy concessions to UKIP in exchange for their support of a Conservative-led
Government (Gruber & Bale, 2014, 241; Lynch, 2015, 193). Accordingly, Cameron’s
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decision to announce a referendum and renegotiate the terms of Britain’s membership
to the EU — including the in-work benefit restrictions proposal which was a litmus test
for the future of British-EU relations — sought to reduce the electoral threat that UKIP
posed to the Conservatives, without jeopardising its support amongst other important
voter cleavages.

Conclusion

This article seeks to understand Britain’s perspectives and preferences towards the
EU’s free movement and social security coordination policies by analysing the
Cameron premiership’s proposal to restrict in-work benefits for EU migrants in the
lead up to the Brexit referendum. Britain’s preferred conceptions of statehood and
European integration, and perceived domestic preferences were the most significant
determinants of its approaches and interests to the EU’s policies. Britain favoured
economic integration that advanced its interests and did not undermine its
sovereignty. London’s preferences also reflected its desire to balance their perceived
European interests. Cameron sought to re-direct sovereignty to London so that it could
control Britain’s immigration and social welfare policies, whilst ensuring that the
policy did not overtly undermine free movement, as it would jeopardise British access
to the single market. Cameron sought to restrict Britain’s obligations to the EU’s
policies because he believed that they did not advance Britain’s national and economic
interests, which reflected London’s negligible role in shaping the Maastricht and
Amsterdam Treaties. Further, Cameron’s approach reflected prevalent domestic
perceptions towards EU migrants’ right to enter, reside, work and access benefits.
Cameron sought to reduce EU migration and their access to benefits, and they
perceived that EU migrants had broadly negative effects on British society and the
economy. Intra- and inter-party bargaining also affected Cameron’s approach and
preferences.

This is an important case study in European integration because there is an increasing
trend of member states restricting or attempting to restrict EU migrants’ rights to
access social benefits within their jurisdiction. Member states’ decisions to restrict or
attempt to restrict EU citizens’ rights to free movement and social benefits in a host
member state has significant implications for the European integration project. These
rights are intrinsically linked because the EU’s social security coordination regulations
provide EU citizens with social rights and protections in a host member state, which
promote and incentivise free movement. It also affirms the principle of non-
discrimination irrespective of nationality, which is a core component of free
movement. Restricting or undermining the principle of free movement threatens the
existence, contemporary shape and future trajectory of the EU because it is a
fundamental treaty right and one of the most important achievements of the European
integration project. It is also a vital component of the EU as a political and economic
project because it promotes market integration and closer connections between
member states’ citizens and governments. Hence, it is particularly concerning that
Cameron attached proposals to restrict social rights to Britain’s referendum on its
membership to the EU, which was a litmus test on the future of British-EU relations,
because it threatened the contemporary shape of the EU, regardless of whether
Cameron’s proposal was implemented, or the shape that it took. This resulted in a
situation where, on the one hand, if Britain remained in the EU, it was likely that
Cameron’s proposal would be implemented or partially implemented through EU
reform, which would undermine the principle of free movement, and by extension the

10
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EU. On the other hand, Cameron’s failure to reform the EU so that it conformed with
his proposal — to a degree that was acceptable to the general public — was a significant
factor in Britain’s decision to vote for Brexit , which has created uncertainty and looks
to undermine the contemporary shape of the European integration project. The
extensive negotiations that have occurred since Britain voted to withdraw from the EU
have underlined the difficulty for the EU and its other member states to reconcile these
competing interests in a way that does not affect the contemporary conception and the
future trajectory of the EU.

It is likely that comparable issues will continue to persist between the EU and its
member states in the future because the contemporary shape of integration is not
working effectively. The contemporary shape of these policies attempts to balance
member states’ interests without really satisfying anyone’s interests because they have
competing perspectives and domestic preferences towards the EU’s free movement
and social security coordination policies, which are difficult to reconcile. Therefore, it
appears that the contemporary equilibrium of integration in these policy areas needs
to be readjusted, by providing member states with greater control of their national
immigration and social security policies or by further integrating these policy areas so
that member states do not have the ability to restrict EU citizens’ free movement or
social rights. These issues reflect the way in which member states have largely failed to
develop a collective Europeanised identity because they view their citizens differently
from European citizens from other member states. Furthermore, member states
generally prioritise their domestic preferences when they shape and adapt to the
European integration process.
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