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HE FOLLOWING CHAPTERS mainly

examine the historical development and
contemporary roles of British institutions.
Institutions are organizations that have been
constructed over varying periods of time and
encompass actual practices in society. They take
many different forms and sizes; operate on both
national and local levels; may be public or private in
character; can be formal or informal; and may
embrace different attitudes and values.

The major formal elements, such as Parliament,
monarchy, law and government, are concerned with
state and public business. They have a top-down
structure (with policies originating at the top of
hierarchies) and have been conditioned by the
military power, economic strength, political
development and imperial status of Britain’s past.
But there are also other institutional features, such as
sports, families, leisure activities, neighbourhoods
and forms of popular and elite culture, that have
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INTRODUCTION

their own particular organizations and values. They may reveal
more localized, individualistic, informal and often private
characteristics.

The ‘British way of life’ is determined by how people function
within and react to institutions on both these levels, whether
negatively or positively. Institutions are not remote abstractions.
They directly influence individuals in their daily lives. Changes in
interest rates by the Bank of England affect savers and borrowers
of money; commercial and media organizations manipulate
consumers of popular culture in areas such as music, clothes and
fashion; sponsorship may determine the nature of sports activities;
changes in central government policies affect old age pensioners,
schoolchildren, employees and employers; and local government
conditions community life. Institutions cover a range of practices
and identities and embrace both high and popular cultural
expressions. The number and variety of such organizations means
that there are many different ‘ways of life’ in Britain and all
contribute to the diversity of contemporary society.

Institutions must adapt if they are to survive. They provide
frameworks for new situations and their present roles may be very
different from their original functions. State institutions concerned
with political, legal, economic and religious matters have evolved
slowly and pragmatically over many centuries. This has
particularly been the case since 1707, when England and Wales
were united with Scotland as Great Britain, and since 1801, when
the United Kingdom (England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland) was
formed. The latest stage in this process will be the devolution
(1999-2000) of some political power from the London Parliament
to a Scottish Parliament and a Welsh Assembly, following
referendums in 1997. Such evolutionary developments have
formed British society generally and change has mainly occurred
through compromise within the law, rather than by radical
upheaval.

These characteristics have often been attributed to the
allegedly insular and conservative mentalities of the island peoples
who comprise the British Isles, with their supposed preference for
traditional habits and structures. Although some influences have
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come from abroad, the absence of any successful external military
invasion since the Norman Conquest of AD 1066 has allowed
institutions to develop internally in distinctive ways. The resulting
institutional principles, like parliamentary democracy and religion,
have frequently been imitated by other countries, or exported
through the creation of a colonial empire and a commercial need to
establish worldwide markets for British products.

The development of the British state and its empire
historically was aided by increasing military and economic
strength, so that by the nineteenth century Britain had become a
dominant world power. But the country has experienced
substantial changes since the earlier imperial period and from the
mid-twentieth century. Today it is a complex society in which
diversity has produced problems as well as advantages.

Britain today may give a surface impression of uniform or
homogeneous behaviour, which is influenced by an English norm
centred on the dominant role of London as the centre of political
and economic life. But there is also considerable heterogeneity or
difference in British life, such as the cultural distinctiveness and
separate identities of Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland;
demands for greater local autonomy in the English regions;
disparities between affluent and economically depressed areas
throughout the country (including the decay of inner-city
locations); alleged cultural gaps between north and south; political
variety (reflected in support for different political parties in
different parts of Britain); debates on the positions of women,
minority groups and ethnic communities; campaigns for individual
and collective rights; and a gulf between rich and poor (with a
growing underclass of disadvantaged people).

Such features illustrate some of the present divisions in British
society. They suggest a decline in the traditional respect for and
deference to established authority, consensus views and national
institutions. They indicate that the people are now more
nonconformist and individualistic than in the past. Opinion polls
report periodically that the British feel that they have become more
aggressive, more selfish, less tolerant, less kind, less moral, less
honest and less polite. A Leeds University research survey in 1997
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portrayed a society riddled with mistrust and cynicism in which
materialism, possessions and physical looks constitute the new
standards.

Arguably, such developments have led to an increase in anti-
social behaviour, yobbishness, alchohol and drug abuse, disputes
between neighbours and public disorder. The tolerant civic image
of individual liberty and sense of community that foreigners and
the British often have of the country (rightly or wrongly) has
suffered. Politicians and commentators argue for a return to
community values, social responsibility, consensus politics and a
caring society in which individuals feel that they have a place.

Many Britons are worried about the quality of contemporary
life. A MORI poll conducted in May 1997 found that the following
issues were most important for them: health care (68 per cent);
education (61); law and order (51); unemployment (49); pensions
(39); taxation (33); the economy (30); Europe (22); housing (22);
the environment (20); public transport (18); defence (12);
Northern Ireland (12); animal welfare (10); trade unions (9); and
constitutional issues (7). These findings show that institutional
issues are of concern to and affect British people.

Pressures are consequently placed on institutions and the
national leadership to reflect and respond more adequately to
current differences and conditions. The performances of state and
local institutions in Britain are vigorously debated and many are
found wanting. Questions are asked as to whether the existing
structures can satisfactorily cope with the needs and demands of
contemporary life, and whether (and how) they might be reformed
in order to operate more efficiently and responsively. Such
questioning is also linked to debates about the nature of British
national identity and how the country should be organized socially,
politically and economically.

This domestic situation has been influenced by external
pressures. Since the Second World War (1939-45), Britain has had
to adjust with considerable difficulty to the consequences of a
withdrawal from empire; a reduction in world status; a series of
global economic recessions; increased competition from abroad;
and the growth of a different geo-political world order. Britain has
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been forced into a reluctant search for a new identity and direction.
It has moved from empire and the Commonwealth towards an
economic and political commitment to Europe, mainly through
membership of the European Union (EU). This impetus will
inevitably increase as the EU expands and develops further
integrated institutions and policies.

In recent centuries, Britain rarely saw itself as part of
mainland Europe. It sheltered behind the barrier of the English
Channel, and its outlook was westwards and worldwide. Today,
the psychological and physical isolation from Europe is
changing, as illustrated by increased cooperation between
Britain and other European countries and by the opening (1994)
of a Channel rail tunnel between England and France. But the
relationship between Britain and its European partners continues
to be difficult, and new associations have been forced by
circumstances and events, rather than wholeheartedly sought.
Britain also still maintains many of its traditional worldwide
commercial and cultural links.

Despite such developments and more internal social diversity,
there is still a conservatism in some areas of British life that regards
change with suspicion. This attitude can result in a tension between
the often enforced need for reform and a nostalgia for an assumed
ideal past. It can cause difficulties for national progress and the
evolution of institutions. Historical fact demonstrates that the past
in Britain was not as idyllic as is sometimes imagined. But the myth
and traditional patterns of behaviour still hold considerable force
and attraction for many people.

Fundamental change does not come easily to old cultures
such as Britain, and institutions (or the human beings who operate
them) are often resistant to major alteration. The countries that
avoid decline are those that are capable of political progress, social
innovation, economic development and institutional reform.
Critics maintain that Britain since the 1950s has been unwilling to
face large-scale reassessment and embrace fundamental change. It
has avoided hard decisions; continued the tradition of pragmatic
evolution; lurched from one economic crisis to another; revealed
mismanagement at all levels of society; complacently persisted with
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its ancient institutions and ways of doing things; and ignored
lessons that could have been learned from abroad.

It has been frequently argued that a long-term relative
economic decline since the late nineteenth century was joined to a
political constitution and national mentality that could not cope
with the reality or needs of the post-industrial and culturally-
diverse society that Britain had become. Much of this decline could
be explained by long-term and global events that were not
reversible. But critics insist that the country still suffers from
structural and institutional defects that need to be remedied by
radical rethinking.

Britain does have its problems. There is evidence of
continuing instability, such as relatively high unemployment; a gap
between rich and poor; fear of crime; increased violence against the
person; industrial and technological change; inadequacies in some
social institutions; alleged lack of governmental vision; political
volatility; and an apparent decline in national cohesion and
identity.

Despite the often lurid picture painted by some
commentators and the media, however, these features do not
mean that the essential fabric of society is falling apart, nor
should Britain be seen as a country in terminal decline. Biased
ideological views and a British capacity for self-denigration and
complaint can encourage unbalanced, sensational views, and
isolated incidents may be exaggerated beyond their national
importance. Most British people now enjoy greater prosperity
and opportunities and the economy is strong and competitive
(1997) in international terms. A Gallup International poll in
January 1997 showed that Britain had become the most
optimistic nation in Europe and that a majority of Britons were
(for the first time in 10 years) enthusiastic about their economic
prospects. But a MORI poll in August 1997 found that economic
optimism among the middle class had declined sharply since the
May 1997 general election. Existing structural and social
problems therefore warn against undue complacency.

Assumptions about British life have been questioned recently
and change has occurred. Conservative governments (1979-97)
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tried to reform institutional structures and promote new attitudes.
The term ‘Thatcherism’ (after the Conservative Prime Minister,
Margaret Thatcher 1979-90) described these developments, such
as the reduction of the state’s role in national affairs and its
replacement by ‘market forces’; the creation of jobs by the
‘market’; the restoration of economic stability and growth by
control of inflation; encouragement of competition, business
activity and investment; proposed cuts in taxes and public
spending; privatization programmes where state concerns are
transferred to the private sector; the reduction in the influence of
trade unions and some monopolistic professions; the creation of
greater choice, accountability and higher standards in the
educational, health and social security systems; and the attack
upon an alleged local government inefficiency and monopoly.
People were encouraged to be more responsible for their own
affairs without automatic reliance on the state for support (the
‘dependency culture’) and urged to adopt more individual
competitiveness and efficiency (the ‘enterprise culture’).

Such policies were relatively successful on the economic level,
but there was public resistance to others. While some people
applauded the freedoms of an enterprise culture, others wished for
more intervention in social areas of national life. Indeed, a 1990
MORI poll showed that 54 per cent of interviewees regarded
themselves as ‘socialists’; 34 per cent as ‘“Thatcherists’; and 12 per
cent did not know. Such views, repeated in later polls such as
British Social Attitudes: 199798, were probably influenced by a
severe economic recession and high unemployment from 1989 to
1993. They suggest that it is difficult to change Britons’ attitudes,
and that many people still look to the state for support in areas
such as health, education and social security. Nevertheless, free
market policies continued under the Conservative Prime Minister
John Major (1990-97), and the Labour government (1997-) under
Tony Blair will not depart radically from them.

The Labour government has modernized its policies and
moved to the political centre ground. It is addressing the social and
economic realities of the modern state, accepts the need for
personal initiative and stresses that hard choices have to be made.
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In areas such as social security, health, employment and tight
control of public spending, the government’s policies mark a
departure from the Labour past and the dependency culture.

Opposition to some government programmes and acceptance
of others demonstrate that institutional change can occur in
various, often interconnected, ways. Some institutions wither away
because they are no longer used. Others are reformed internally as
new situations arise. Additional forces that contribute to change
are opposition political parties parading their alternative
programmes; interest or pressure groups exerting their influence
upon formal decision makers; grassroots movements protesting at
some action or lack of action; campaigns by the media to promote
reform or uncover scandals; and the weight of public opinion for or
against official plans. However, government initiatives are the
single most important factor in determining institutional change as
governments implement their policies or respond to events.

The British allow their governments a great deal of power in
the running of the country; but there is a limit to their tolerance.
Most politicians are sensitive to the views of the people, since their
hold upon political power is dependent upon the electorate at each
general election. Governments usually govern with at least one eye
on public opinion and generally attempt to gain acceptance for
their policies. They sometimes have to move cautiously (even with
big majorities in the House of Commons like the present Labour
government) and may suffer setbacks in some of their
programmes.

The British assume, rightly or wrongly, that they have an
individual independence and liberty within the framework of the
national institutions and are quick to voice disapproval if their
interests are threatened. Protest is a natural and traditional
reaction, as well as being a safety valve against more serious social
and political disruption. But dissension may be neutralized by the
promise of reform, or ignored by the central government. Adequate
responses may not come from the authorities, and there is always
the danger of more serious conflict. However, peaceful evolution
continues to characterize most of British life, and gradualist
changes reflect the diverse nature of the society and its attitudes.
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The British do, however, have a healthy cynicism about their
institutions and political leaders. British Social Attitudes: 1988-89
suggested that

the British electorate is far from being compliant or
deferential. For all Britain’s political and social stability over
the years...the British reveal an uncompromisingly irreverent
and critical streak.... The public’s trust in the pillars of the
British establishment is at best highly qualified.... [they] seem
intuitively to have discovered that the surest protection
against disillusionment with their public figures and powerful
institutions is to avoid developing illusions about them in the
first place.

(British Social Attitudes: 1988-89, pp. 121-2)

The British today are confronting different cultural and economic
realities than those of the past. They no longer have the benefits of
their earlier industrial revolutions, such as cheap raw materials,
cheap labour and an uncompetitive world market. Their society
has become more diverse, individualistic and mobile. The old
pragmatic methods of innovation, which illustrate the British
tendency to muddle through difficulties without long-term
planning or fundamental reform, may no longer be sufficient for an
era in which specialized education and training, high-technology
competence and a need to respond to international competition are
the main determinants. Britain is still seen among export markets
as traditional, ‘historical’, backward-looking and conventional,
despite Labour government rhetoric to create a ‘new, young and
modern’ society. Yet, in the past, evolutionary methods showed an
instinct for survival on institutional, individual and national levels
and promoted successful adaptation to new conditions.
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HE COUNTRY’S FULL TITLE for constitutional and

political purposes is the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland, although the short terms ‘UK’ and ‘Britain’ are
normally used for convenience. It is part of that group of islands,
described geographically as the British Isles, that lie off the north-
west coast of continental Europe. The mainlands of England,
Scotland and Wales form the largest island and are known
politically as Great Britain. Northern Ireland shares the second-
largest island with the Republic of Ireland (Ireland or Eire), which
has been independent of Britain since 1921. Smaller islands, such
as Anglesey, the Isle of Wight, the Orkneys, Shetlands, Hebrides
and Scillies, lie off the coasts and are part of the British political
union.

The Isle of Man in the Irish Sea and the Channel Islands off
the French west coast are not, however, part of the United
Kingdom. They are self-governing Crown Dependencies that have
a historical relationship with the British Crown and possess their
own independent legal systems, legislatures and administrative
structures. However, the British government is responsible for their
defence and foreign relations and can interfere if good
administration is not maintained.

Britain is often discussed and divided up according to
‘regions’. ‘Regionalism’ can mean several things, such as political
and geographical identification; assistance and development aid
areas; and the provision of services like gas, water, electricity and
health to specific places. It should not be confused with formal
local government structures (see chapter 4) and is often based, as in
figure 1.3, on former economic planning regions.

‘Regionalism’, as a cultural factor, is important in British
life. Tt illustrates a sense of local identity that becomes stronger
with increasing distance from London. It also reflects a reduction
in the influence of the central government on local populations
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and a determination by these people to assert their individual
liberty and choice. National feelings may intensify with the
establishment of a Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh and a Welsh
Assembly in Cardiff. But this could also lead to increased
regionalism within Scotland and Wales themselves (as areas react
to Edinburgh and Cardiff) and provoke demands for greater local
autonomy in English regions.

Physical features

Historically, Britain’s physical features have influenced human
settlement, population movements, military conquest and political
union. They have also conditioned the location and exploitation of
industry, transport systems, agriculture, fisheries, woodlands,
energy supplies and communications. Today they continue to
influence such activities and are tied to public concerns about
pollution and the quality of the natural environment. Some have
been controversially affected by government policies (such as
privatization) and directives on agriculture and fisheries from the
European Union.

Britain’s geographical position is marked by 0° longitude,
which passes through the international time zone of Greenwich
east of London; by latitude 50°N in south-west England; and by
latitude 60°N across the Shetlands. Britain thus lies within only
10° of latitude and has a small and compact size when compared
with some European countries. Yet it also possesses a great
diversity of physical features, which surprises those visitors who
expect a mainly urban and industrialized country. The many
beauty spots and recreation areas, such as the 10 National Parks
in England and Wales and areas of natural beauty in Scotland and
Northern Ireland, may be easily reached without much
expenditure of time or effort.

Britain’s physical area amounts to some 93,025 sq. miles
(242,842 sq. km). Most of this is land and the rest comprises inland
water such as lakes and rivers. England has 50,052 sq. miles
(129,634 sq. km), Wales has 7,968 (20,637), Scotland has 29,799
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(77,179) and Northern Ireland has 5,206 (13,438). England is
therefore much larger than the other countries. It also has a bigger
population of 48,708,000 out of a UK total of 58,395,000. These
factors partly explain the English dominance in British history.

The distance from the south coast of England to the most
northerly tip of the Scottish mainland is 600 miles (955 km), and
the English east coast and the Welsh west coast are 300 miles (483
km) apart at their widest points. These relatively small distances
have aided the development of political union and
communications and contributed to standardized social, economic
and institutional norms. But, prior to the eighteenth century, there
were considerable obstacles to this progress, such as difficult
terrain and inadequate transportation.

Britain’s varied physical characteristics are the result of a
long geological and climatic history. Over time, earth movements
have caused mountain chains to rise from the sea-bed to form the
oldest parts of Britain. Warmer, sub-tropical periods intervened
between the earth movements, and during these times large
swamp forests covered most lowland zones. These, in their turn,
were buried by sand, soil and mud, so that the forests’ fossil
remains became the coal deposits of modern Britain. Later, the
climate alternated between warmth and sub-Arctic temperatures.
During these latter Ice Age periods, ice-sheets or glaciers moved
southwards over most of the British Isles, leaving only southern
England free from their effects.

The raised land areas were gradually worn away by
weathering agents such as wind, ice and water. This process
rounded off the mountain peaks and moved waste materials into
lowland zones, where they were pressed into new rocks and where
the scenery became softer and less folded than the mountain areas.
The geological and weathering changes shaped the details of
valleys and plains and dictated the siting of Britain’s major rivers,
such as the Clyde, Forth and Tweed in Scotland; the Tyne, Trent,
Humber, Severn and Thames in England and Wales; and the Bann
and Lagan in Northern Ireland.

Natural forces have also affected the coastlines as the seas
have moved backwards and forwards over time. Parts of the
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coastal area have either sunk under the sea or risen above it. These
processes continue today, particularly on the English east and
south coasts. The sea’s retreat has created chalk and lime-stone
uplands, and sand beaches along many coasts, while erosion has
resulted in the loss of land in some places.

Britain was originally part of the European mainland, but the
melting of the glaciers in the last Ice Age caused the sea level to
rise. The country was separated from the continent by the North
Sea at its widest point, and by the English Channel at its narrowest
point. The shortest stretch of water between the two land masses is
now the Strait of Dover between Dover in southern England and
Calais in France (20 miles, 32 km).

There are many bays, inlets, peninsulas and estuaries along
the coasts and most places in Britain are less than 75 miles (120
km) from some kind of tidal water. Tides on the coasts and in
inland rivers can cause flooding in many parts of the country.
Substantial financial resources are needed by water companies and
local authorities, particularly on the English east and south coasts,
to enable them to construct defences against this threat. For
example, a London flood barrier was completed in 1984 across the
River Thames.

The coastal seas are not deep and are often less than 300 feet
(90 m) because the greater part of the British Isles lies on the
Continental Shelf, or raised sea-bed adjacent to the mainland. The
warm North Atlantic Current (Gulf Stream) heats the sea and air
as it travels from the Atlantic Ocean across the Shelf. This gives
the British Isles a more temperate climate than would otherwise be
the case, when one considers their northerly position. It also
influences the coastal waters, which are important fish breeding
grounds, on which the national fishing industry is considerably
dependent.

Britain’s physical relief can be divided into highland and
lowland Britain (see figure 1.2). The highest ground is mainly in
the north and west. Most of the lowland zones, except for the
Scottish Lowlands and central areas of Northern Ireland, are in the
south and east of the country, where only a few points reach 1,000
feet (305 m) above sea level.
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The north and west consist of the older, harder rocks created
by the ancient earth movements, which are generally unsuitable for
cultivation. The south and east comprise younger, softer materials
formed by weathering processes that have produced fertile soils
and good agricultural conditions. Much of the lowland area,
except for regions of urban settlement and industrial usage, has
been cultivated and farmed. It is largely composed of fields, which
are normally divided by fences or hedges. Animal grazing land in
upland zones is separated either by moorland or stone walls.

England

England (population 48,708,000) consists largely of undulating or
flat lowland countryside, with highland areas in the north and
south-west. Eastern England has the low-lying flat lands of the
Norfolk Broads, the Cambridgeshire and Lincolnshire Fens and the
Suffolk Marshes. Low hill ranges stretch over much of the country,
such as the North Yorkshire Moors, the Cotswolds, the Kent and
Sussex Downs and the Chiltern Hills.

Highland zones are marked by the Cheviot Hills (between
England and Scotland); the north-western mountain region of the
Lake District and the Cumbrian Mountains; the northern plateau
belt of the Pennines forming a backbone across north-west
England; the Peak District at the southern reaches of the Pennines;
and the south-western plateau of Devon and Cornwall.

The heaviest population concentrations centre on the largest
towns and cities, such as London and in south-east England
generally; the West Midlands region around Birmingham; the
Yorkshire cities of Leeds, Bradford and Sheffield; the north-
western industrial area around Liverpool and Manchester; and the
north-east region comprising Newcastle and Sunderland.

Wales

Wales (population 2,913,000) is mainly a highland country, with
long stretches of moorland plateau, hills and mountains, which are
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PLATE 1.1 Welsh countryside (Brenda Prince/Format)

often broken by deep valleys, such as those created by the rivers
Dee, Wye and Severn. This upland mass contains the Cambrian
Mountains and descends eastwards into the English counties of
Shropshire and Hereford and Worcester. The highest mountains
are in Snowdonia in the north-west, where the dominant peak is
that of Snowdon (3,560 feet, 1,085 m).

The lowland zones are restricted to the narrow coastal belts
and to the lower parts of the river valleys in south Wales, where
two-thirds of the Welsh population live. The chief urban
concentrations of people and industry are around the bigger
southern cities, such as the capital Cardiff, Swansea and Newport,
and to a lesser extent in the north-east of the country. In the past,
the highland nature of Wales has hindered conquest, agriculture
and the settlement of people.
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Scotland

Scotland (population 5,132,000) may be divided into three main
areas. The first is the North-West and Central Highlands
(Grampians), together with a large number of islands off the west
and north-east coasts. These areas are thinly populated, but
comprise half the country’s land mass. The second is the Central
Lowlands, which contain one-fifth of the land area but three-
quarters of the Scottish population, most of the industrial and
commercial centres and much of the cultivated land. The third is
the Southern Uplands, which cover a number of hill ranges
stretching towards the border with England.

The Highlands, with their inland lochs and fiord coastlines,
and the Southern Uplands are now smooth, rounded areas since the
originally jagged mountains formed by earth movements have been
worn down over time. The highest point in the Central Highlands
is Ben Nevis (4,406 feet, 1,342 m), which is also the highest place
in Britain.

The main population concentrations are around the
administrative centre and capital of Edinburgh; the commercial
and industrial area of Glasgow; and the regional centres of
Aberdeen (an oil industry city) and Dundee. The climate, isolation
and harsh physical conditions in much of Scotland have made
conquest, settlement and agriculture difficult.

Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland (population 1,642,000) has a north-east tip that is
only 13 miles (21 km) from the Scottish coast, a fact that has
encouraged both Irish and Scottish migration. Since 1921, Northern
Ireland has had a 303-mile (488-km) border in the south and west
with the Republic of Ireland. It has a rocky northern coastline, a
south-central fertile plain and mountainous areas in the west, north-
east and south-east. The south-eastern Mourne Mountains include
the highest peak, Slieve Donard, which is 2,796 feet (853 m) high.
Lough Neagh (147 sq. miles, 381 sq. km.) is Britain’s largest
freshwater lake and lies at the centre of the country.
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Most of the large towns, like the capital Belfast, are situated
in valleys that lead from the Lough. Belfast lies at the mouth of the
river Lagan and has the biggest population concentration. But
Northern Ireland generally has a sparse and scattered population
and is a largely rural country.

Climate

Temperature

The relative smallness of the country and the influences of a warm
sea and westerly winds mean that there are no extreme contrasts in
temperature throughout Britain. The climate is mainly temperate,
but with variations between coolness and mildness. Altitude
modifies temperatures, so that much of Scotland and highland
areas of Wales and England are cool in summer and cold in winter
compared with most of England.

Temperatures rarely reach 32°C (90°F) in the summer or fall
below-10°C (14°F) in the winter. But the average monthly
temperature in the Shetlands ranges from 3°C (37°F) during the
winter months to 11°C (52°F) in the summer months, while the
corresponding measurements for the Isle of Wight are 5°C (41°F)
and 16°C (61°F). There may be exceptions to these average figures
throughout the year and throughout the country.

Rainfall

The main factors affecting rainfall in Britain are depressions (low
pressure areas) that travel eastwards across the Atlantic Ocean;
prevailing south-westerly winds throughout much of the year;
exposure of western coasts to the Atlantic Ocean; and the fact that
most high ground lies in the west.

As a result, the heaviest annual rainfalls are in the west and
north (over 60 inches, 1,600 mm), with an autumn or winter
maximum. The high ground in the west protects the lowlands of the
south and east, so that annual rainfall here is moderate (30 inches,
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800 mm), with a slight summer maximum. The total national rainfall
average is over 40 inches (1,100 mm) annually; March to June tend
to be the driest months; September to January the wettest; and
drought conditions are infrequent, although they do occur and can
cause problems for farmers, water companies and consumers.

Low pressure systems normally pass over the northern British
Isles and may produce windy, wet and unstable conditions. But
high pressure systems, which also occur throughout the year, are
relatively stable and move more slowly, resulting in light winds and
settled weather. They can give fine and dry effects, both in the
winter and summer.

Sunshine

The amount of sunshine in Britain varies between regions. It
decreases from south to north; inland from the coastal belts; and
with altitude. In summer, the average daily sunshine varies from
five hours in northern Scotland to eight hours on the Isle of Wight.
In winter, it averages one hour in northern Scotland and two hours
on the English south coast.

These average statistics indicate that Britain is not a particularly
sunny country, although there are periods of relief from the general
greyness. The frequent cloud-cover over the British Isles is a
complicating factor, so that even on a hot summer’s day there may
be little sunshine breaking through the clouds. This may result in
humid, sticky conditions. Sunshine can frequently mix with pollutants
to give poor air quality in both the cities and rural areas.

Such climatic features give the British weather its
changeability and what some regard as its stimulating variety.
Discrepancies between weather forecasts and actual results often
occur and words such as ‘changeable’ and ‘unsettled’ are
generously employed. The weather is virtually a national
institution, a topic of daily conversation and for some a
conditioning factor in the national character. Britons tend to think
that they live in a more temperate climate than is the case. But
many escape abroad in both winter and summer.



THE COUNTRY

Agriculture, fisheries and forestry

Agriculture

Britain’s long agricultural history includes a series of revolutions in
farming methods. Today, agriculture (including horticultural
products such as apples, berries and flowers) is an important
industry and covers most of the country. It is very productive,
efficient, mechanized and specialized. Technical advances have
increased crop and animal yields and income from farming has
risen considerably since 19935, although some small farmers do
have difficulty in surviving.

Soils vary in quality from the thin, poor ones of highland
Britain to the rich, fertile land of low-lying areas in eastern and
southern England. The climate usually allows a long, productive
growing season without undue drought or extreme cold. But
weather conditions can create problems for farmers because of
droughts or when there is too much rain and too little sunshine at
ripening time.

There are 235,000 farm units, varying in size from small
farms to huge business concerns, and many of them are owner-
occupied. They use 77 per cent of the land area, although there is
concern that farmland is being increasingly used for building and
recreational purposes. Only some 600,000 people (2.1 per cent of
the workforce) are engaged in farming. But agriculture provides
two-thirds of Britain’s food needs, agricultural products and
machinery contribute 1.5 per cent to the GDP (Gross Domestic
Product) and exports continue to grow.

Half the full-time farms specialize in dairy farming, beef
cattle and sheep herds in Scotland, Northern Ireland, Wales and
northern and south-western England. The tradition of sheep
farming, on which Britain’s prosperity was once based, continues.
Dairy herds and milk yields have increased and two-thirds of beef
consumption conies from the national stock. But concerns about
BSE (Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy) in cows and its possible
link to CJD (Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease) in humans led to a
European Union worldwide ban (1996) on British beef and
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consequent damage to the beef market. After government action
and selective culling of the beef herd, the number of new cases of
BSE has declined considerably. Further doubts about the safety
of beef and beef products continue to plague farmers, however,
and in 1997 the government banned the sale of beef meat on the
bone.

Some farms concentrate on pig production, particularly in
eastern and northern England and Northern Ireland. The poultry
meat and egg industries are also widespread and have increased
their production levels in recent years, due largely to intensive
‘factory farming’, so that Britain is now almost self-sufficient in
these foodstuffs.

Most of the other farms (mainly in southern and eastern
England and in eastern Scotland) tend to specialize in arable crops
and have increased their production, despite occasional bad
harvests. Wheat, barley, oats, potatoes, oilseed rape, sugar beet and
vegetables are widely cultivated.

The agricultural industry is a well-organized interest group.
But the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) of the European
Union (EU), which accounts for 48 per cent of the EU’s budget,
has affected British farmers. It represents a protectionist
intervention in farming. Its original aims were to increase
productivity and efficiency; stabilize the market by ensuring
regular supplies of essential food; give farmers a reasonable
standard of living for their work by providing them with
subsidies; and produce goods at fair prices. The CAP set minimum
guaranteed prices for food products, such as wheat, beef, eggs and
butter, by operating a price support system. It also standardized
the quality and size of produce and imposed import duties on
foreign goods coming into the EU.

The British attitude to the original CAP system was negative
on the grounds that it was unwieldy, bureaucratic, expensive, open
to fraud and resulted in surplus foodstuffs. British consumers
suffered because prices rose as a result of the market support
system. Farmers had to curb production under EU quota systems in
order to become less competitive, at a time when the country could
have aimed for self-sufficiency in cheap agricultural produce.
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PLATE 1.2 Barley fields in Devon, England  (Ken Lambert/Barnaby)

Price support mechanisms remain part of the CAP, but
reforms in 1992 reduced these and intervention measures. British
farmers now receive most of their funding directly from the
government under various schemes. In order to control production,
conditions such as quotas or ‘set-aside’ programmes (farmers
receive funds to divert their land from agriculture) are levied on
producers receiving such payments. The government then claims
reimbursement on this expenditure from the EU budget, to which
Britain is a net contributor.

British governments pressurize the EU to reform the CAP
further, arguing that it is still too costly for consumers and too
restrictive for producers. They maintain that supply and demand
should reflect the real needs of the market and meet consumers’
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demands. The aim is to phase out production controls, eliminate
bureaucratic burdens on producers, prevent over-production and
cut support levels and subsidies.

High EU farm prices and the export of subsidized food have
concerned non-EU nations. GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade) reforms have reduced subsidies in order to reflect
market forces and permit greater access to the EU by foreign
countries. GATT restrictions on levels of subsidized exports are
likely to become tighter in future and the aim is further to liberalize
international agricultural trade. Future enlargement of the EU to
include Eastern European countries will also promote pressures for
change to the CAP.

Fisheries

Britain is one of Europe’s leading fishing nations and operates in
the North Sea, the Irish Sea and the Atlantic. The fishing industry
is important to the national economy and is centred on a number
of ports around the British coasts.

However, employment in and income from fishing have
declined substantially in recent years. This is partly due to
fluctuations in fish breeding patterns and a reduction in fish stocks
because of overfishing. Many fishermen have become unemployed
and fishing towns, such as Grimsby and the Scottish ports, have
suffered. But the fishing industry still accounts for 59 per cent of
Britain’s fish consumption. Fishermen now number about 17,000,
with some 5,000 occasionally employed and three jobs in
associated occupations for every one fisherman.

The fishing industry has also been affected by the EU’s
Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) and British government policies,
which have affected the fishermen’s old freedom of operation. The
need to conserve fish resources and prevent overfishing is stressed.
Zones have been established in which fishermen may operate and
EU countries can fish up to Britain’s 6-mile (10-km) fishing limit.
Quota systems are in force inside and beyond the zones in order to
restrict fish catches. British government measures to limit the time
fishing vessels spend at sea and to decommission (take out of



THE COUNTRY

operation) fishing boats have further restricted employment and
the fishing fleet.

The conflicting interests of EU members and other nations
have gradually been improved by fishing agreements. But there are
continuing problems and critics argue that British governments
have not acted in the best interests of their own national fisheries.
Fishermen have been angry with government policies, the EU
quotas and fishing zones, ‘quota-hoppers’ (other EU fishermen
who buy British-registered ships to avoid quota limits in their own
countries) and their resulting loss of livelihood. But without fish
conservation, there will be reduced supplies in the future.

The most important British fish catches are cod, haddock,
whiting, herring, mackerel, plaice and sole, which are caught by the
9,313 registered vessels of the fishing fleet. The fish farming industry
is a large and expanding business, particularly in Scotland, and is
chiefly concerned with salmon, trout and shellfish. Fish meal and
fish oil are important by-products of the fishing industry and fish
imports continue. But the import of whale products has been banned
since 1982 in order to protect the whale population.

Forestry

Woodlands cover an estimated 5.9 million acres (2.4 million
hectares) of Britain and comprise 7 per cent of England, 15 per cent
of Scotland, 12 per cent of Wales and 6 per cent of Northern
Ireland. These figures amount to some 10 per cent of total land
area, which is considerably below the European average. Some 37
per cent of productive national forests are managed by the state
Forestry Commission or government departments and the rest by
private owners. About 34,000 people are employed in the state and
private forestry industries and 10,000 are engaged in timber
processing.

However, these activities contribute only 15 per cent to the
national consumption of wood and associated timber products,
which means that the country is heavily dependent upon wood
imports. The government has encouraged tree planting
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programmes, particularly in Scotland and Wales, and allowed the
sale of state woodlands to private owners in order to reduce public
expenditure and to encourage productivity. New plantings,
controlled felling, the expansion of timber industries and a
profitable private sector may reduce Britain’s present dependence
upon imports and benefit the environment.

Forestry policy is supposed to take environmental and
conservation factors into account in the development of timber
facilities. But such aims are not always achieved and there is
disquiet about some government programmes. Environmentalists
campaign against the destruction of woodlands for road building,
advocate increased tree planting to combat global warming and
pollution and try to preserve the quality of the existing woodlands.
These in recent years have been badly affected by disease,
unreasonable felling and substantial storm damage in October
1987 and January 1990.

Energy resources

Britain has considerable energy resources and its primary sources
are oil, gas, nuclear power, coal and water. The most important
secondary source is electricity. Some 200,000 people work in the
energy production business, which accounts for 5 per cent of the
GDP, and three of Britain’s largest companies (Shell, BP and British
Gas) are in this sector. But there are problems associated with
energy sources and concerns about pollution and environmental
damage. Many energy industries have also been privatized in
recent years, leading to criticisms about their services, effectiveness
and regulation.

Since 1980, Britain has produced an increased amount of its
energy needs and is largely self-sufficient. This is due to the growth
in offshore oil and gas supplies, which make a crucial contribution
to the economy. Multinational companies operate under
government licence and extract these fuels from the North Sea and
newly discovered West Atlantic fields. Gas and oil distribution in
Britain is now in the private sector.
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Because governments encourage high extraction rates,
however, large supplies of oil and gas (even with the discovery of
new reserves) will continue only into the early twenty-first century.
Development of existing resources and the search for alternative
forms of energy are crucial for Britain and its economy. As oil and
gas decline, the positions of coal and nuclear power are debated
and further research is needed into renewable energy such as solar,
wind, wave and tidal power.

Coal is an important natural energy resource, but there are
objections to its use on pollution and cost grounds. The coal
industry is now privatized, extraction is by private companies and
Britain produces most of its own coal needs. Conservative
governments tried to develop a competitive coal industry by
reducing the workforce and closing uneconomic pits. After trade
union opposition to these policies, the workforce was cut, mines
were closed and productivity and profitability improved. But
British coal remains expensive and suffers from a lack of demand
from big consumers, such as electricity power stations, which have
moved to fuels like gas, oil and cheap coal imports. More pit
closures have occurred and the future of the coal industry is
uncertain.

Electricity generation and distribution is now privatized and
mainly provided by coal-, gas-and oil-fired power stations, in
addition to a small amount of hydro-electricity. But 27 per cent of
electricity is produced by thirteen nuclear power stations of various
types. Conservative governments originally encouraged the growth
of nuclear power to satisfy Britain’s energy needs. But further
expansion is unlikely and a partial privatization of the nuclear
industry occurred in 1996.

Alternative forms of renewable energy are becoming more
important. Electricity generation by wind power is already
operative, although there is public opposition to wind farms in the
countryside. The possibilities of extracting heat from underground
rocks are being explored and the potential use of tidal and wave
power is being examined on the Severn (Bristol) and Mersey
(Liverpool) estuaries. Some solar energy is already provided, with
plans for more research. These and other forms of renewable
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PLATE 1.3 Battersea Power Station (disused), London
(Bernard Gerard/The Hutchison Library)

energy are important for Britain’s future energy needs, particularly
as environmental concerns grow. But their functioning capacity
will be limited, possibly to about 10 per cent of total electricity
production.

Critics argue that insufficient work and research money is
being devoted to potential alternative supplies; that too much
reliance has been placed on nuclear power; that oil and gas have
been wasted rather than extracted more slowly; and that not
enough consideration has been given to the coal industry. British
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domestic and industrial energy users are extravagant when
compared to other European countries. But energy consumption
has shown a decline recently because of better building insulation
and the relative success of government energy savings campaigns.
However, the provision of cheap and environmentally suitable
energy for both domestic and industrial use will be a problem for
Britain in the future.

Transport and communications

Transport and communications are divided between the public and
private sectors of the economy, although many state businesses
have now been privatized. Roads, railways, shipping and civil
aviation provide the country’s transport system. British Telecom,
competing telecommunications companies and the Post Office
supply most communications needs.

Transport

Central and local government are responsible for the road network
in Britain. Various types of public roads make up most of the
highway system. The rest are motorways and trunk roads, which
nevertheless carry most of the passenger traffic and heavy goods
vehicles. Some roads are in bad condition and unable to handle the
number of vehicles on them, leading to traffic congestion.
Expansion, modernization and repair of roads are environmentally
damaging and may also be inadequate to meet the estimated future
number of vehicles. The Labour government has cancelled some
controversial road building programmes in an attempt to cut the
demand for road space and to persuade drivers to adopt alternative
methods of transport.

There are 25 million licensed vehicles, of which 21 million are
private cars; 2.2 million light goods vehicles; 421,000 heavier
commercial lorries; 594,000 motor cycles, scooters and mopeds;
and 74,000 buses, coaches and taxis. Car transport is most popular
and accounts for 86 per cent of passenger mileage, while buses and
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coaches take 6 per cent. Britain has one of the highest densities of
road traffic in the world, but also a relatively good safety record in
which road accidents continue to decrease.

Private road haulage has a dominant position in the
movement of inland freight. Lorries have become larger and
account for 80 per cent of this market. Critics campaign to transfer
road haulage to the railways and the publicly owned inland
waterways (canals). But the waterways are used for only a small
amount of freight transportation because of expense, although they
are popular for recreational purposes. Rail freight, however, is
increasing for bulk commodities.

Public passenger services have declined in Britain because of
increased private car usage. Conservative governments
deregulated bus operations and most local bus companies have
now been privatized, although some services are still operated by
local government authorities. There has been a considerable
expansion in private long-distance express coach services, which
have attracted increased numbers of passengers because they are
cheaper than the railways.

The world’s first public passenger steam railway opened in
1825 between Stockton and Darlington in north-east England.
After 100 years of private operation, the railways became state-
owned in 1947, only to be privatized in 1997. One company
(Railtrack) owns the railway lines and stations; the actual trains
are owned and operated by regional companies; and rail accounts
for 5 per cent of passenger mileage.

Rail passenger services consist of a fast inter-city network,
linking all the main British centres; local trains that supply regional
needs; and commuter services in and around the large areas of
population, particularly London and south-east England. Increased
electrification of lines and the introduction of fast diesel trains such
as the Intercity 125s travelling at a maximum speed of 125 mph
(201 km/h), have improved rail journeys considerably. But such
speeds and facilities are still inferior to those in other countries.

Many railway lines and trains are old and need replacing.
Privatization appears to be coming to terms with some of the
problems. But there is still much criticism by passengers, particularly



THE COUNTRY

in south-east England, about fare increases, overcrowding, delays,
cancellations, staffing and poor services. Similar complaints are also
made about the London Underground system (the Tube), which
covers 254 miles (408 km) of railway line in the capital. Critics argue
that the inadequate state of Britain’s railways is due to a failure to
realize that rail could be part of a modernized and integrated
transport system (including roads and air facilities) catering for both
passengers and freight. This would arguably ease road congestion,
satisfy demand and improve the environment.

The Channel Tunnel, privately run by a French/British
company (Eurotunnel), opened for commercial use in 1994. It was
meant to improve passenger and freight rail travel between Britain
and mainland Europe and has succeeded in taking business from
sea/ferry services. The system has two main tunnels and a smaller
service tunnel. It provides a drive-on, drive-off service (Le Shuttle)
for cars, coaches and freight vehicles, as well as passenger trains
(Eurostar). The two terminals, Folkstone and Coquelles, are 31
miles (50 km) apart. But a new high-speed rail connection between
Folkestone and London will not be finished before 2003.

Although there are over 300 ports in Britain, most are small
concerns that do not handle much cargo or passenger shipping.
The bigger ports, such as Clyde, Dover, Tees, London,
Southampton, Grimsby, Hull, Felixstowe, Liverpool, Cardiff and
Swansea, service most of the country’s trade and travel
requirements. But there has been a big decline in work and labour
since the great days of the ports in the past.

The British shipping fleet has been greatly reduced from its
peak year in 1975, due to increased competition and a world
shipping recession. The cargo market is now dominated by a small
number of large private sector groups. But 77 per cent of Britain’s
overseas trade is still carried by sea, although passenger mileage
has been much reduced. Both may decline further because of
competition with the Channel Tunnel.

Britain’s civil aviation system accounts for 1 per cent of
passenger mileage and is in the private sector following the
privatization of the former state airline, British Airways, in 1987.
There are other carriers, such as British Midland, Britannia Airways
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and Virgin Atlantic, that run scheduled and charter passenger
services on domestic and international routes. All are controlled by
the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA), an independent body that
regulates the industry and air traffic control, and which may be
privatized. The airlines also provide air cargo and freight services.
There are 142 licensed civil aerodromes in Britain, varying
considerably in size. Heathrow and Gatwick Airports outside
London are the largest. These airports, together with Stansted in
south-east England and Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen in
Scotland, are owned and managed by the private sector British
Airports Authority (BAA). They deal with about 73 per cent of air
passengers and 84 per cent of air cargo in Britain. Most of the
other larger regional airports, such as Manchester (which
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threatens Gatwick’s status as Britain’s second largest airport),
Birmingham, Luton, Belfast, Newcastle and East Midlands, are
controlled by local authorities and cater for the country’s
remaining passenger and cargo needs.

Expansion of existing airports (particularly regional facilities)
and the provision of new ones will be necessary if Britain is to cope
with increased consumer demand and competition from Europe.
But such projects are very expensive and controversial because of
environmental problems, such as construction work, noise and
traffic. Some disquiet also exists about plane congestion in the
skies over Britain.

There is concern about the adequacy of British transport
systems and the lack of an integrated public transport
infrastructure of roads, railways and airports. But improvements
involve considerable expense and Britain invests less in transport
than any other European country. Government initiatives and
investment are ideally needed to remedy the existing problems, not
only domestically but also in terms of European trade and
competition. But governments are reluctant to spend more public
money, although the Labour government hopes to persuade the
private sector to invest in the transport infrastructure in
partnership with the state.

Communications

Communications systems in Britain are also divided between the
public and private sectors. The main suppliers are the private
British Telecom and the public Post Office.

British Telecom (BT) was privatized in 1984 and provides
telephone and telecommunications systems domestically and
internationally. It is responsible for 20 million domestic and 6
million business telephone subscribers, public payphones,
telephone exchanges and telex connections. Following
privatization, there was disquiet about BT’s performance. But most
of the initial problems have been solved and it is operating
efficiently and profitably as one of the world’s largest and most
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influential telecommunications systems. The private company,
Mercury, competes fiercely with British Telecom, and other
competitors, such as cable networks, have also been licensed to
provide telecommunications facilities.

The Post Office, established in 1633, is a state industry and is
responsible for collecting, handling and delivering some 70 million
letters and parcels every day. It has sorting offices throughout the
country with sophisticated handling equipment, based on the
postcodes allotted to every address in Britain. Local post offices
throughout the country provide postal and other services. The Post
Office has a monopoly on the collection and delivery of letters. But
the government can suspend this monopoly and allow competition.
It is possible that the service may be privatized in some form,
although there are fears that privatization would reduce rural
facilities and increase costs. The Post Office is also facing substantial
competition from e-mail, Internet and mobile phone users.

ATTITUDES

Attitudes to the environment

There is public concern about pollution, traffic congestion,
the quality of the natural habitat, the use of energy sources
and the safety of agricultural products.

A 1997 MORI poll found that 60 per cent of
respondents felt that environmental problems were
damaging their health (an increase from 53 per cent in
1992). A majority stated that protection of the
environment should rate higher than economic growth;
environmental problems should be tackled; and they were
prepared to make sacrifices to see the environment cleaned
up and wildlife conserved. But such views do not always
lead to environmentally-sensitive behaviour.

Awareness of these issues coincided with the rise of
the Green movement in the 1980s and the adoption of
‘green’ policies by all political parties. Governments have
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introduced Environmental Protection Acts and other
measures to safeguard the environment, reduce pollution
levels and penalize polluters. European Union legislation
also makes very stringent demands.

Critics argue, however, that government action is
insufficient and often ineffective. Controls and protection
are not strict enough; polluters can evade regulations or
suffer only minor fines; insufficient pressure is put on
companies to modernize their facilities; tension exists
between local and central government in environmental
matters; and there is a conflict between the cost of
protection and the government’s privatization policies
(such as water, coal and electricity).

Some of the worst polluters are Britain’s top
companies, according to the government’s Environmental
Agency. Factories and power stations discharge pollutants
into the air that can cause acid rain in Britain and abroad.
Emissions from cars, buses and lorries seriously affect
urban centres, despite the introduction of unleaded petrol
and catalytic converters in new cars. However, of the 20
countries that promised to reduce carbon dioxide
emissions by the year 2000 at an Earth Summit (1992),
Britain is one of only three still on target. But this is due
more to the decline of mining than active government
policy, although the Labour government intends to cut
emissions by a further 20 per cent by 2010.

Air pollution in Britain is a threat to people’s health,
particularly asthmatics and those suffering from
respiratory problems. Traffic pollution was also linked for
the first time to heart attacks in 1997 medical reports.
Although pollution was reduced by Clean Air Acts in the
1950s and 1960s, air pollution reaches harmful levels in
many areas of the country, particularly in summer when
pollutants mix with sunshine and still, humid conditions to
produce high ozone levels.

The situation will worsen as the deterioration in
public transport encourages more people to use private
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vehicles. Britain’s transport policy is overly dependent on
the car and alternatives have been neglected. The car is
now seen as the greatest transport problem and the Labour
government intends to curb its unnecessary use, ration
road space in favour of buses, increase taxes or charges on
car usage in cities and give funding to local schemes that
improve public transport.

Governments have not, however, provided an integrated
public transport system (roads, rail and air) that would relieve
environmental pressures. The problem arises because of the
varied geography of Britain’s cities, the devolution of control
to local authorities and an increase in privatization schemes.
It is thus difficult to implement one overall plan and the
question is one of who will pay for the alternatives.

Increased freight and private transport has resulted in
traffic congestion, noise and damage to roads and property.
Pressures upon the road system will increase as competition
among road users grows, car ownership increases and the
European Union’s internal market develops. The Channel
Tunnel and its rail links have also attracted opposition from
environmentalists, although landscaping and noise
suppression have alleviated some damage. Fears have also
been raised about safety in the Tunnel (outbreaks of fire in
1996 and 1997 forced the cancellation of services) and
about the transmission of rabies.

A 1997 Autoglass/Audience Selection poll asked
respondents about their preferred transport priorities. The
results were: better public transport (52 per cent); cutting
pollution (46); reducing congestion (33); getting freight off
the roads (27); keeping cars out of towns (26); building new
roads (11) and banning cars completely (5). On asked how to
tackle congestion, the results were: better public transport
(77 per cent); encouraging work from home (27); taxing lorries
(24); taxing company cars (23); building more roads (20);
encouraging telephone shopping (17) and road tolls (16).

There are other forms of environmental damage. Sea
and beach pollution is partly caused by untreated sewage



THE COUNTRY

and toxic industrial waste being pumped by commercial
companies into the sea, particularly the North Sea. Britain
is committed to reducing discharge levels but, although 90
per cent of beaches met European quality standards in
1996, pollution levels on 51 beaches in 1997 still exceeded
safety levels. Some rivers are polluted by industrial waste,
toxic fertilizers, pesticides and farm silage. This has caused
public concern about the safety of drinking water and the
privatized water companies have been pressurized to raise
the quality of their services. Many polluted rivers, lakes
and estuaries have now been cleaned up and more
stringent controls of the oil and shipping industries in the
North Sea have reduced pollution levels.

Problems have been experienced with the exploitation
of energy resources, for example expense, capacity and
availability, and there are environmental concerns about the
burning of fossil fuels (coal, oil and gas), global warming
and the damage to the countryside caused by new
developments. Nuclear expansion was halted briefly
because of public opposition to nuclear facilities, the danger
of radioactive leaks, the reprocessing of nuclear waste at
the Thorp and Sellafield plants in north-west England and
the dumping of radioactive waste. There is still much debate
about the future of nuclear power.

Considerable public worry surrounds the
agricultural industry because of its widespread use of
fertilizers and pesticides, its methods of animal feeding and
the effects of intensive farming on the environment. Much
hedgerow, which is important for many forms of animal
and vegetable life, has been lost in recent years as fields
have become bigger and farming more mechanized. The
quality and standards of food products, particularly those
concerned with intensive farming techniques, are of
concern. Cases of food poisoning have risen sharply in the
past decade and there are worries about standards of
hygiene in the food and farming businesses. The BSE scare
seriously affected the consumption of beef and other meats
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and led to a drop in demand for traditional foods. Yet the
success of organic farming in Britain has been small,
largely because of the cost of such goods and the lack of
adequate government subsidies.

Environmentalists are also concerned about
protection of the countryside. Agricultural land is used for
building and recreational purposes; there has been an
increase in urban and suburban sprawl as house building
encroaches into rural areas; new towns are proposed to
cater for an estimated need of 4.4 million new homes; and
giant supermarkets or shopping centres are increasingly
located in the countryside. The amount of agricultural,
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forestry and other greenfield land lost to building
developments rose considerably between 1984 and 1990.
A Research Survey of Great Britain (1997) found that 80
per cent of people were worried about the future of the
countryside and 69 per cent wanted to stop housing and
road schemes that damaged the environment.

EXERCISES

m Explain and examine the following terms:
Britain Heathrow Intercity 125 Post Office
weathering Highland Britain ~ Lough Neagh ~ Ben Nevis

arable Channel Islands  horticulture BT

CAP earth movements  the Tube drought
Eire British Telecom  postcodes Greenwich
BSE global warming ~ CFP tidal

m Write short essays on the following topics:
1 Does Britain have an energy crisis? If so, why?

2 Examine the impact of Britain’s membership of the
European Union upon its agricultural and fisheries
industries.

3  What are the reasons for environmental concerns in
Britain?
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HE BRITISH ISLES have attracted settlers and immigrants

throughout most of their history. The contemporary British
are consequently composed of people from worldwide origins.
They are mainly divided into the English, Scots, Welsh and Irish,
who themselves have mixed roots derived from early settlement
and invasion patterns. There are also immigrant minorities with
their own cultures who have come to Britain over the centuries.
Even the English language, which binds most of these people
together linguistically, is a blend of Germanic, Romance and other
world languages. This historical development has created a
contemporary society with multinational and multiracial
characteristics. But it also raises questions about the meaning of
‘Britishness’ and national identity.

Early settlement to AD 1066

There is no accurate picture of what the early settlement of Britain
was actually like. Historians and archaeologists are constantly
revising traditional theories about the gradual growth of the
country as new evidence comes to light.

The earliest human bones found (1994) in Britain are
500,000 years old. The first people were Palaeolithic (Old Stone
Age) nomads from mainland Europe, who were characterized by
their use of rudimentary stone implements. They travelled to
Britain by land and sea, especially at those times when the country
was joined to the European land mass.

Later settlers in the Mesolithic and Neolithic (New Stone
Age) periods between 8300 and 2000 BC had more advanced skills
in stone carving. Some came from north-central Europe and settled
in eastern Britain. Others arrived by sea from Iberian (Spanish-
Portuguese) areas and populated south-west England, Ireland,
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Wales, the Isle of Man and western Scotland. Arguably these are
the oldest large sections of British society, whose descendants live
today in the same western parts. Neolithic groups built large wood
and stone monuments, like Stonehenge, and later arrivals
introduced a Bronze Age culture.

Between 800 and 200 BC there was a movement of Celtic
peoples into Britain from mainland Europe, who brought an Iron
Age civilization with them. This Celtic population was then
overcome by Belgic tribes (also of Celtic origin) around 200 BC,
when the first major armed invasions of Britain took place. The
Belgic tribes (or Britons) were in their turn subjected to a series of
Roman expeditions from 55 BC.

The Roman military occupation of much of Britain lasted
from AD 43 until AD 409. After Roman withdrawal, Angles and
Saxons from north-central Europe invaded the country. They either
mixed with the existing population or pushed it westwards. The
country was divided into mainly Anglo-Saxon zones in England,
with Celtic areas in Wales, Scotland and Ireland. All regions
suffered from Scandinavian military invasions in the eighth and
ninth centuries AD.

This early history was completed when the Anglo-Saxons
were defeated by French-Norman invaders at the Battle of
Hastings in AD 1066 and England was subjected to their rule. The
Norman Conquest was an important watershed in English history
that greatly influenced the English people and their language,
marked the last successful external military invasion of the
country and initiated many of the social and institutional
frameworks, like a feudal system, that were to characterize future
British society. However, Celtic civilizations continued in Wales,
Scotland and Ireland.

People have entered the British Isles from the south-west, the
east and the north. But settlement was often hindered by climatic
and geographical obstacles, particularly in the north and west, so
that many newcomers tended to concentrate initially in southern
England and settlement patterns were not uniform over all of
Britain at the same time. Despite some intermixture between the
various settlers, there were racial differences between the English
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and the people of Ireland, Wales and Scotland, as well as varying
identities between groups in the English regions. It is this mixture,
increased by later immigration, that has produced the present
ethnic and national diversity in Britain.

The early settlement and invasion movements substantially
affected the developing fabric of British life and formed the first
foundations of the modern state. The newcomers often imposed
their cultures on the existing society, as well as adopting some of
the native characteristics. Today, there are few British towns that
lack any physical evidence of the successive changes. The
newcomers also profoundly influenced social, legal, economic,
political, agricultural and administrative institutions and
contributed to the evolving language.

TABLE 2.1 Early seflement to AD 1066

500,000-8300 BC Palaeolithic (Old Stone Age)
8300 BC Mesolithic

4000 BC Neolithic (New Stone Age)
2000 BC Beaker Folk (Bronze Age)
800 BC Celts (Iron Age)

200 BC Belgic tribes

AD 43 The Romans

AD 410 The Anglo-Saxons

8th and 9th centuries The Scandinavians

AD 1066 The Norman Conquest

There are no realistic population figures for early Britain, but
archaeological evidence suggests that the nomadic lifestyle of
groups of up to 20 people gradually ceased and was replaced by
more permanent settlements of up to a few hundred inhabitants. It
is estimated that the English population during the Roman
occupation was about 1 million. By the Norman period, the
eleventh-century Domesday Book showed an increase to 2 million.
The Domesday Book was the first systematic attempt to evaluate
England’s wealth and population, mainly for taxation purposes.
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Growth and immigration to the twentieth century

Britain grew gradually to statehood after 1066, largely through the
political unification of England, Wales, Ireland and Scotland under
the English Crown. This process was accompanied by fierce and
bloody conflicts between the four nations that resulted in lasting
tensions and bitterness.

Immigration from abroad also continued over the centuries,
due to factors such as religious and political persecution, trade,
business and employment. Immigrants have had a significant
impact on British society. They have contributed to financial
institutions, commerce, industry and agriculture, and influenced
artistic, cultural and political developments. But immigrant activity
and success have resulted in jealousy, discrimination and violence
from the native population.

Britain’s growth was conditioned by two major events: first,
a series of agricultural changes, and second, a number of later
industrial revolutions. Agricultural expansion started with the
Saxons who cleared the forests, cultivated crops and introduced
inventions and equipment that remained in use for centuries. Their
open-field system of farming (with strips of land being worked
haphazardly by local people) was later added to by widespread
sheep herding and wool production. Finally, after 1760 the open
fields were enclosed (divided up into hedged fields for cultivation
by individual farmers).

Britain expanded as an agricultural and commercial nation
from the eleventh century, and also developed manufacturing
industries. Immigration was often characterized by financial and
agricultural skills. Jewish money lenders entered Britain with the
Norman Conquest, and their financial talents later passed to
Lombard bankers from northern Italy. The Lombard connection is
today commemorated in Lombard Street in the City of London.
This commercial expertise helped to create greater wealth, and
Britain’s trade was influenced by the merchants of the mainly
German Hansa League, who set up their trading posts in London
and on the east coast of England. Around 1330, Dutch and Flemish
weavers arrived. By the end of the fifteenth century, they helped to
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transform England into a major nation of sheep farmers, cloth
producers and textile exporters. Immigration in the fourteenth
century also introduced specialized knowledge in a variety of
manufacturing trades.

Some immigrants stayed only for short periods. Others
remained and adapted themselves to British society, while
preserving their own cultural and ethnic identities. Newcomers
were often encouraged to settle in Britain, and the policy of using
immigrant expertise continued in later centuries. But foreign
workers had no legal rights, and early immigrants, such as Jews
and the Hansa merchants, could be summarily expelled.

Agricultural and commercial developments were reflected in
changing population concentrations. From Saxon times to around
1800, Britain had an agriculturally based economy and some 80
per cent of the people lived in villages in the countryside.
Settlement was mainly concentrated in the south and east of
England, where the rich agricultural regions of East Anglia and
Lincolnshire had the greatest population densities. During the
fourteenth century, however, the steady increase of people was
halted by a series of plagues, and numbers did not start to increase
again for another 100 years.

As agricultural production moved into sheep farming and its
associated clothing manufactures, larger numbers of people
settled around woollen ports, such as Bristol on the west coast and
coastal towns in East Anglia. Others moved to inland cloth
producing areas in the West Country, the Cotswolds and East
Anglia and contributed to the growth of market towns. The south
midland and eastern English counties had the greatest densities of
people, and the population at the end of the seventeenth century is
estimated at 5.5 million for England and Wales and 1 million for
Scotland.

Meanwhile, political and military attempts had long been
made by England to unite Wales, Scotland and Ireland under the
English Crown. English monarchs tried to conquer or ally
themselves with these other countries as a protection against
threats from within the British Isles and from continental Europe,
as well as for increased power and possessions.
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Ireland was attacked in the twelfth century. The later
colonization and control of Ireland by the English became a source
of hatred between the two countries, but it also led to Irish
settlements in London and west-coast ports such as Liverpool.
Ireland became part of the United Kingdom in 1801, but, after
unrest and political agitation, was divided in 1921 into the two
political units of the independent Republic of Ireland and Northern
Ireland (which remains part of the UK).

Wales lost its independence in 1285 after years of bloody
conflict with the English, and, apart from a period of freedom in
1402-7, was eventually integrated with England by a series of Acts
of Union between 1536 and 1542.

The English also tried to conquer Scotland by military force,
but were repulsed at the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314. Scotland
was then to remain independent until the political union between
the two countries in 1707, when the creation of Great Britain
(England/Wales and Scotland) took place. However, Scotland and
England had shared a common monarch since 1603 when James V
of Scotland became James I of England.

England, Wales and Scotland had meanwhile become
predominantly Protestant in religion as a result of the European
Reformation. Ireland, however, remained Catholic and tried to
distance itself from England, thus adding religion to colonialism as
a foundation for future problems.

Britain therefore is not a single, culturally homogeneous
country, but rather a recent and potentially unstable union of four
old nations. The political entity called Great Britain is only slightly
older than the United States of America, and the United Kingdom
(1801) is younger. Nor did the political unions appreciably alter the
relationships between the four nations. The English often treated
their Celtic neighbours as colonial subjects rather than equal
partners, and Englishness became a dominant strand in concepts of
Britishness, because of the role that the English have played in the
formation of Britain.

However, despite the tensions and bitterness between the four
nations, there was a steady internal migration between them. This
mainly involved movements of Irish, Welsh and Scottish people
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into England. Relatively few English emigrated to Wales and
Scotland, although there was English and Scottish settlement in
Ireland over the centuries.

Other newcomers continued to arrive from overseas,
including gypsies, blacks (associated with the slave trade) and a
further wave of Jews, who in 1655 created the first permanent
Jewish community. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the
country attracted a large number of refugees, such as Dutch
Protestants and French Huguenots, who were driven from Europe
by warfare, political and religious persecution and employment
needs. This talented and urbanized immigration contributed
considerably to the national economy, and added a new dimension
to a largely agricultural population. But, from around 1700, there
was to be no more large immigration into the country for the next
200 years. Britain was exporting more people than it received,
mainly to North America and the expanding colonies worldwide.

A second central development in British history was a
number of industrial revolutions in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. These transformed Britain from an agricultural
economy into an industrial and manufacturing country. Processes
based on steam power and the use of coal for generating steam
were discovered and exploited. Factories and factory towns were
needed to mass-produce new manufactured goods. Villages in the
coalfields and industrial areas grew rapidly into manufacturing
centres. A drift of population away from the countryside began in
the late eighteenth century, as people sought work in mines and
factories to escape from rural poverty and unemployment. They
moved, for example, to textile mills in Lancashire and Yorkshire
and to heavy industries and pottery factories in the West
Midlands.

The earlier agricultural population changed radically in the
nineteenth century into an industrialized workforce. The 1801
census, which is the first reliable modern measurement of
population, gave figures of 9 million for England and Wales and
1.5 million for Scotland. But, between 1801 and 1901, the
population of England and Wales trebled to 30 million. The
numbers in Scotland increased less rapidly, due to emigration, but
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in Ireland the population was reduced from 8 to 6 million because
of famine, deaths and emigration. The greatest concentrations of
people were now in London and in the industrial areas of the
Midlands, south Lancashire, Merseyside, Clydeside, Tyneside,
Yorkshire and South Wales.

The industrial revolution reached its height during the early
nineteenth century. It did not require foreign labour because there
were enough skilled British workers and a ready supply of
unskilled labourers from Wales, Scotland, Ireland and the English
countryside. Welsh people from North Wales went to the
Lancashire textile mills; Highland Scots travelled to the Lowland
Clydeside industries; and Irishmen flocked to England and
Scotland to work in the manual trades of the industrial
infrastructure constructing roads, railways and canals.

Industrialization expanded commercial markets. These
attracted new immigrants who had the business and financial skills
to exploit the industrial wealth. Some newcomers joined City of
London financial institutions and the import/export trades, to
which they contributed their international connections. Other
settlers were involved in a wide range of occupations and trades.
Immigration to Britain might have been greater in the nineteenth
century had it not been for the attraction of North America, which
was receiving large numbers of newcomers from all over the world,
including Britain.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Britain was the world’s
leading industrial nation and one of the richest. But it gradually
lost its world lead in manufacturing industry, most of which was in
native British hands. However, its position in international finance,
some of which was under immigrant control, was retained into the
twentieth century.

Immigration in the twentieth century
Immigrants historically had relatively free access to Britain, but

they could be easily expelled, had no legal rights to protect them
and had restrictions increasingly imposed upon them. The 1871
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census showed that the number of people in Britain born outside
the British Empire was only 157,000 out of a population of some
31.5 million.

Despite these low figures, immigration became a topic of
public and political concern, which continued through the
twentieth century. In the early years of the century, Jews and Poles
escaped persecution in Eastern Europe and settled in the East End
of London, which has been a traditional area of immigrant
concentration. Public demands for immigration control grew, and
an anti-foreigner feeling spread, increased by the nationalism and
spy mania caused by the First World War (1914-18). But laws
(like the Aliens Act of 1905) that were designed to curtail foreign
entry proved ineffective. By 1911, the number of people in Britain
born outside the empire was 428,000, or 1 per cent of the
population.

Despite legal controls, and partly as a result of the 1930s
world recession and the Second World War, refugees from Nazi-
occupied Europe and other immigrants entered Britain. After the
war, Poles, Latvians, Ukrainians and other nationalities chose to
stay in Britain. Later in the twentieth century, political and
economic refugees arrived, such as Hungarians, Czechs, Chileans,
Libyans, East African Asians, Iranians and Vietnamese, in
addition to other immigrants. Many of these groups today form
sizeable communities and are scattered throughout the country.
Such newcomers have often suffered from discrimination, some
more than others, since racism is not a new phenomenon in
Britain.

Public and political concern later turned to the issues of race
and colour, which were to dominate the immigration debate. The
focus of attention became non-white Commonwealth immigration.
Before the Second World War, most Commonwealth immigrants to
Britain came from the largely white Old Commonwealth countries
of Canada, Australia and New Zealand, and from South Africa.
All Commonwealth citizens were allowed free access and were not
treated as aliens.

From the late 1940s, however, people from the non-white
New Commonwealth nations of India, Pakistan and the West
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Indies came to Britain (sometimes at the invitation of government
agencies) to fill the vacant manual and lower-paid jobs of an
expanding economy. West Indians worked in public transport,
catering, the Health Service and manual trades in London,
Birmingham and other large cities. Indians and Pakistanis later
arrived to work in the textile and iron industries of Leeds, Bradford
and Leicester. By the 1970s, non-white people became a familiar
sight in other British cities too such as Glasgow, Sheffield, Bristol,
Huddersfield, Manchester, Liverpool, Coventry and Nottingham.
There was a considerable dispersal of such immigrants throughout
Britain, although many did tend to settle in the central areas of
industrial cities.

These non-white communities have now increased and are
involved in a broad range of occupations. Some, particularly
Asians and black Africans, have been relatively successful in
economic and professional terms. Others have experienced
considerable problems such as low-paid jobs, unemployment,
educational disadvantage, decaying housing in the inner cities and
racial discrimination. Some critics argue that Britain possesses a
deep-rooted racism based on the legacy of empire and notions of
racial superiority, which continues to manifest itself and has
limited the integration of the non-white population into the larger
society. Many young non-whites who have been born in Britain
feel particularly bitter at their experiences and at their relative
lack of educational and employment possibilities and
advancement.

So many New Commonwealth immigrants were coming to
Britain that, from 1962, governments followed a two-strand policy
on immigration. This consisted, first, of Immigration Acts to
restrict the number of immigrants entering the country and,
second, of Race Relations Acts to protect the rights of those
immigrants who are already settled in Britain. Eventually, most
Commonwealth citizens were treated as aliens.

Race Relations Acts make it unlawful to discriminate against
persons on grounds of racial, ethnic or national origin in areas like
education, housing, employment, services and advertising. Those
who suffer alleged discrimination can appeal to special Race
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Relations Tribunals. Official bodies to deal with racial
discrimination have also been established, culminating with the
Commission for Racial Equality in 1976. This body, which has
been relatively successful, supports Community Relations Councils
that have been set up in areas of ethnic concentration. It works for
the elimination of discrimination and the promotion of equality of
opportunity.

There is still criticism of the immigration laws and race-
relations organizations. Some people argue that one cannot
legislate satisfactorily against discrimination, and others would
have liked stricter controls. The concerns of the white population
are made worse by racialist speeches, the growth of extreme
nationalist parties, such as the National Front and the British
National Party, and alleged racially inspired violence in some cities.
Non-white citizens, on the other hand, often feel that they too
easily and unfairly become scapegoats for any problems that arise.
Some become alienated from British society and reject institutions
such as the police, the legal system and the political structures.
Government policies since the 1940s have not always helped to
lessen either white or non-white anxieties.

Immigration and race remain problematic. They are complex
matters and are frequently exploited for political purposes, by both
the right and the left. It is easy to exaggerate the issues and to over-
dramatize them. Many non-white immigrants and their British-
born children have slowly adapted to the larger society, whilst still
retaining their cultural identities. Britain does have a relatively
stable diversity of cultures, but outbreaks of racial tension,
violence and harassment do occur, and there are accusations that
the police and the courts ignore or underplay race crimes.

The number of people in Britain in 1967-8 of non-white
origin or descent was estimated at 1,087,000 or 2.2 per cent of the
population. The 1991 census classified 94.5 per cent of the
pop