UK crisis 1s about a political elite that made it
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into the minutiae about the infamous
September dossier — the 45- minute
deployment time for Iragi weapons of
mass destruction, and all that — that
brought about this bloody mess. It will
be, after all, hard to divine what Kelly
told Gilligan about what Campbell did
or did not do without getting into that.
The ball of wool is bound to unravel
some of the way.

But that’s not what the government
wants. It wants the threads kept tight-
ly furled. In that respect, Kelly’s death
is a kind of lurid convenience. It
demands inquiry. There has to be a
judge. The apparatus of judicial reas-
surance can therefore be wheeled in,
giving a perhaps unwary public the
sense that the politicians have subcon-
tracted what bothers people to this
agent of untarnished credibility.

However, they have not. The Kelly
tragedy is a pimple on the hide of a big-
ger elephant. Why did Tony Blair go to
war? Was there a discrepancy between
his stated reasons and his real reasons?
Did he and his people distort intelli-
gence assessments for propaganda (an
issue now dogging George Bush and
receiving serious Congressional
inquiry)? Was the country manoeu-
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vred into war on a false bill of goods,
drawn up sincerely or otherwise?
These questions have attracted much
more scepticism after the “victory”
than before.

They've also been more openly dis-
cussed. The intelligence world now has
its own briefing methods, which open
the sacred veil of silence that has seen
off the demands for inquiries in the
past. Defending its refusal to let anoth-
er judge in to examine the big picture,
the government points to the foreign
affairs committee and the intelligence
and security committee of the
Commons. But the one was kept away
from key witnesses, the other meets in
secret and reports only to the prime
minister. There were times when this
might have satisfied a trusting public.
Now it runs into the political class prob-
lem. Nobody will easily trust the words
of political insiders, often not very emi-
nent, reporting to the Supreme Insider
and awaiting any acts of censorship it
suits him to perform. What the ques-
tions need is examination and answer
by an outsider, whether a judge or (if
such a person exists — another decline
produced by 20 years of partisan poli-
tics) a former mandarin of the status of

Falklands war.

For the government to concede this,
however, would be to sacrifice, as they
believe, control. They will not do it.
Mirroring the public’s lack of trust in
government is ministers’ lack of trust
in the people. They prefer to tough it
out on the basis of their own power,
rather than delegate decisions to
another power, even when that power
‘might be the people themselves.

The case for a referendum on the
future European constitution exposes
the same pattern of behaviour. The gov-
ermment rejects it. I've argued before
that this will be a serious political error.

On political grounds alone, the com-
ing stage of ¢ constitutional reform
offers a perfect opportunity to con-
front British, or rather English, voters
with the choice that has to be made: do
they want to be in the EU as about to
be roughly shaped, or not? The
changes put on the table by the
Giscard d’Estaing convention are a
clever, moderate and acceptable mix.
This is the moment and the method to
decide whether the Europhobia that
wants to set the clock back several
decades will continue to corrode our
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for the indefinite future, or not.

But there’s another reason
a referendum. It would be a s
of political power to popular powef. It
would say: we the political class are
failing you, we have not listened
enough, we have not been interested
in your voices except once every four
years, we face a rather desperate need
to find new routes to public trust. So
we are letting go. We acknowledge
that this change in the shape of the EU
is indeed constitutional, does mark
something pretty big, and merits the
thumbprint of the nation to endorse it.

This would be a risky thing to do.
The disease of the political class may
have reached so far into the nation’s
bloodstream that when the dominant
set of politicians argues for-a verdict,
that will be enough to send the people
the other way. Certainly Mr Blair has
far to travel if he is ever to become
once again an asset rather than a lia-
bility to any of the European causes in
which he undoubtedly believes.
Whether the referendum were on the
euro or the constitution, he would have
reason to view it with special trepida-
tion — as, no doubt, he would the
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But the alternative is to w
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anyone but himself.
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