
n 23 May 2016, Britons voted, by a narrow 
52:48 margin, to exit from the European Union 
(EU). The Scottish government, disappointed, 
plans to take a vote to become independent 
from Britain and independently apply to join 

the EU. Wales is likely to do the same. The Republic of Ireland 
has already joined the EU and Northern Ireland is likely to 
do likewise. Does all this point to the possibility of England 
being the last remnant of what is currently known as Great 
Britain? On the political scene, the Conservative Party is 
divided between members who want to remain in the EU and 
those who want to exit. The Labour Party, by majority, wants 
to remain in the EU. Jeremy Corbyn, the Labour leader does 
not enjoy the confidence of the majority of Labour’s Members 
of Parliament, but he managed to get his party members to 
reinforce his position as party leader.

Many of us are accustomed to use the abbreviation ‘EU’ 
when referring to the European Union, but just how much 
do we know or understand about it? The EU is an economic 
and political partnership comprising 28 countries, founded 
post-World War II, to foster economic collaboration. The 
primary reason for forging connections with European 
neighbours was based on the idea that countries which 
trade together will be less inclined to go to war against each 
other, therefore encouraging peaceful co-existence and 
co-operation. The EU has its own currency, the Euro, although 
adopted by only 19 of its 28 member countries.

THE BREXIT REFERENDUM 
AND LEADERSHIP LESSONS

It has its own Parliament and regulations, and operates as a 
“single market” which allows goods and citizens to move 
freely around all 28 member states. Britain is one of the 
countries which did not accept the Euro as its currency 
and continues to transact in its Sterling Pound. Britain has 
become a world financial centre because almost all large 
banks from Europe have stationed their head offices in 
London. This has elevated Britan to fifth spot among the 
world’s largest economies, mainly due to its financial services. 
Former Prime Minister David Cameron also managed to 
persuade the Chinese government to station its international 
trading centre for the Chinese Yuan in London. The Yuan is the 
latest currency approved and accepted by the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF).

After the Brexit Referendum, there are indications that 
some international banks may move out of London to 
Frankfurt, Paris or another EU country. If this happens, it will 
result in London losing its reputation as a leading financial 
centre, and there will be an exodus of financial experts and 
management “whiz kids” leaving for other countries, resulting 
in a glut of office space and residential buildings which are 
currently occupied by these banks and their employees. 
It has been recently reported that New York City stands to 
benefit by luring these London employees to move ‘across the 
Pond.’

Furthermore, there has been a move by the 
Theresa May government to track down 
the number of foreigners and 
non-British nationals 



employed by British companies, hospitals and other 
organizations. If the intent of this exercise was to pass laws 
to terminate such employees, they discovered, with a rude 
shock, that among these foreign workers were professionals, 
technicians and specialists, who had contributed to the 
success of Britain, who would be difficult to replace 
immediately, with Britons.

Leadership Lessons from Brexit
We are all in shock and still coming to terms with the Brexit 
result. The true financial impacts will emerge over time. In a 
world that is so inter-connected the likely impact on Britain’s 
prosperity is likely to be negative – maybe not a Lehman 
Brothers-type shock, but still negative. Finger-pointing as to 
how this happened will still continue, but the one reality is 
that it has actually happened. Is it a one-off event? No it isn’t. 
There seems to be a worldwide breakdown in the leadership 
systems, as we have known them, resulting in the Arab Spring, 
terrible uprisings in the Middle East and worldwide Jihad; 
US dissatisfaction with its conservative leadership, Australia 
facing annual Prime Minister changes and potentially, facing 
another hung Parliament. Why are these systems all under 
such strain?

It is essentially the total dissatisfaction of an increasingly 
connected world with its political leadership, a lack of 
authenticity driven by purely serving their own interests 
and not those of the greater good; looking to self-interest 
at the expense of prosperity for all. What lessons can we 
take? How are we acting in our personal and business 
lives to serve and act in the public interest, as well as the 
business, clients and communities we serve? Maybe this crisis 
in Brexit leadership or lack thereof is an opportunity for us all.

It is ironic that the first time a member of the EU 
has voted to exit was in the UK where the British 
Pa r l i a m e n t  h a s 
often been referred 
to as the Mother of 
Parliaments. A small 
point, but it reflects 
the democrat ic 
her i tage of  UK 
voters. It also implies 

that the EU lacks a democratic structure that can evolve with 
the aspirations of the growing populations of its member 
states.

The EU (formerly the EEC) was formed out of the ashes of 
WW11 as a means of creating interlocking markets between 
previous enemies, so that it would be too costly to go to 
war again. It is essentially an economic bloc with political 
aspirations. But economics is only part of governing people. 
While the EU created a legislature, it never evolved into one 
that replaced national legislatures; it has a smallish judiciary 
but not one that balances the power of the legislature or 
executive. The legislature has an appointed president but 
without the power of the US president or a UK or Australian 
prime minister.

The main power is in the executive in the form of the 
bureaucracy. After the UK’s application to join the then-EEC 
succeeded on a second attempt in 1973 (and was supported 
by referendum in 1975), I think there was a general settling-in 
period and an acceptance of EU rulings in the belief that it 
was for the good of the country. That made UK leaders and EU 
bureaucrats complacent. They assumed that the solution in 
all cases was an economic one; if people had enough money 
and a reasonable and rising standard of living, voters were 
prepared to compromise.

However, in the past few years the EC has also made 
centralised political decisions which national voters 
believed they had no say over and their elected 
representatives failed to either present in a 
way they understood, or they failed 
to lead attempts to force 
the bureaucrats to 
change their 



decision. Those political decisions such as opening the 
borders panicked people; surprisingly, those further 
from the borders that were first breached were the 
ones who expected their society or culture to be 
adversely affected. That social factor is something 
I don’t think the economically based EU has ever adequately 
addressed.

Every leader who has taken their organization through a 
massive change knows the challenges they will face. Some 
will be real, and some will be imaginary to their employees. It’s 
up to the leader to understand how those fears will impact on 
their constituency, no matter how trivial they might appear to 
outsiders. In the case of the UK, leaders who were leading the 
Remain campaign may have been complacent. They thought 
they would win through voter inertia because that’s how 
things have been done since 1973.

The lessons learnt would be:
- Leaders must get out and about and develop a nose for 

the real issues worrying their constituencies, not depend 
on surveys or focus groups.

- Leaders must be truthful and not talk in “market-speak.” 
Cameron should have said that the EU structure did need 
fixing and, assuming he believed that, make the case that 
he was the person to do that. But as he failed to discern the 
real concerns for voters, he naively agreed to a referendum 
(which he probably thought he would win), rather than 
push for key changes at the EU to better represent voters.

- Leaders need good advisers who will speak honestly, not 
pollsters or spin doctors.

- Those nations more dependent on exports like Australia 
are likely to have leaders who are prone to continually 
emphasise the economic argument. That might be 
acceptable to younger populations where growth means 
jobs and homes. But ageing populations have more 
experience and can compare different stages in a nation’s 
life, and are likely to put more emphasis on the social 
linchpins, if they haven’t got a massive nest egg that 
governments and financial institutions say they should 
have on retirement. They will look for comfort in their 
heritage or known social values, not simply money; they 
probably don’t have enough anyway. If they see those 
social values threatened, watch out, because they think 
they have nothing left to lose.

- In a society of constant change, leaders must lead from the 
front, not the rear (by consensus). You can’t follow a leader 
who is behind you. When a constituency is expecting a 
leader to make a decision, making any decision is better 
than making no decision at all.

- Leaders must treat their historically better educated and 
globally aware constituents as partners and take them into 
their confidence.

- Leaders must be good communicators (a good dose of 
humility wouldn’t go astray).

Brexit was a failure of leadership, not only by UK politicians 
but also by other EU politicians and bureaucrats. But on the 
positive side, it was a success of democracy on which we base 
our economy.

Hints from Former British PM
Former Prime Minister Tony Blair could return to a 
front-line role in British politics to try to prevent Theresa 
May’s Conservative Party from destroying the country with a 
so called “hard Brexit,” he said in a recent interview. The only 
Labour prime minister to win three general elections, Blair was 
hugely popular during the start of his ten years in power but 
his support for the US-led invasion of Iraq severely tarnished 
his reputation. In an interview with Esquire Magazine, Blair 
said it was a “tragedy” that Britons were left with a choice 
between a Conservative Party intent on a hard Brexit and a 
Labour Party that he described as “ultra-left” and stuck in the 
1960s.

“I don’t know if there’s a role for me,” he said. “There’s a limit 
to what I want to say about my own position at this moment. 
All I can say is that this is where politics is at. Do I feel strongly 
about it? Yes, I do. Am I very motivated by that? Yes. Where do 
I go from here? What exactly do I do? That’s an open question.”

Britain’s shock vote to leave the EU in June propelled May to 
power and the former Interior Minister has indicated that she 
sees the vote as a demand for wide-ranging change in the 
way Britain is run. May’s approach has spooked investors who 
believe Britain is heading for a “hard Brexit,” meaning it will 
give up trying to remain in the EU’s single market in order to 
impose controls on immigration from the other 27 member 
states.

The vote, which has triggered the deepest political and 
financial turmoil in Britain since World War II, has also rocked 
Blair’s Labour Party, with leftist leader Jeremy Corbyn accused 
of failing to campaign hard enough to keep Britain in the bloc. 
First elected last year on a wave of enthusiasm for a new type 
of politics, Corbyn was forced to compete again for his job. 
Although he was returned as leader with a higher mandate 
than before, he still lacks the backing of the centrist members 
of the party. 
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