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Stubborn old people who want to leave the EU are condemning the rest to a lifetime of uncertainty 
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In the EU referendum it’s older folk who will be playing fast and loose with the livelihoods of younger 
generations

hen you consider that the risks of leaving the EU fall disproportionately on 
young people, it’s unsurprising that 18-29s are the group least likely to 

support the move. Almost three quarters of us say we’ll vote to remain, compared 
with just 37 per cent of over 60s. For many under-30s, worrying about employment 
has been a defining feature of our adult lives. Having come of age at the height of the 
financial crisis I know I’m certainly not keen to endure another similar economic 
downturn.

Though it seems logical that immigration would result in additional competition for 
work, EU membership also creates many new vacancies. Overall, the effect appears 
to be in our favour. Education Secretary Nicky Morgan has noted a drop in the 
number of jobs being advertised — indicating that employers are already worried 
about the economic threat of a Brexit.

The Confederation of British Industry predicts that leaving the EU would cause a 
“serious economic shock”, potentially costing the country £100 billion and nearly 
one million jobs. Should this occur, it’s inevitable that entry level roles would often 
be the first to go. A whole generation could be left struggling to get a foothold on the 
career ladder.

Countdown to the EU Referendum 

Voting opens on June 23 

Already, young people are particularly likely to be in low-paid, precarious 
employment. Many are stuck working jobs well below their qualification level and 
struggle to secure the full-time hours they need to pay their rent and basic living 
costs. For anyone in this situation, the TUC’s warning that workers’ rights enshrined 
in EU law could come under attack following a Brexit vote is another serious worry.



Less negatively, many people in their teens and 20s also appreciate the broader 
benefits of belonging to the European community. We’re more likely to travel 
abroad to work or study. Many of us have friends who were born in other countries 
so we’re less inclined to be wary of other cultures. We’re also much more likely to 
date someone who was born outside the UK.

In contrast, supporters of Brexit often seem to be motivated by a fear of the 
unknown. Older people are more likely to distrust migrants and to feel nostalgic for 
the comparatively homogenous UK of days gone by. Though there’s a sizeable 
retiree expat community residing in countries such as as Spain, over 60s are 
statistically likely to see the free movement of people as a threat rather than an 
opportunity.

Of course, for those who’ve already exited the labour market – or are planning to 
retire within the next few years – it’s much easier to focus on your gut instinct. If 
you’ve not got to worry about your employment prospects, the economic facts of the 
matter can be treated as a secondary concern. Young people have a reputation for 
being reckless, but in the EU referendum it’s older folk who will be playing fast and 
loose with the livelihoods of younger generations.

None of which is to say that older people aren’t affected at all. For anyone who can 
remember the period prior to the 1992 Treaty of Maastricht, it’s understandable that 
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the free movement of people might have come as something as a culture shock. As 
more countries have joined the EU, migration to the UK has gradually increased.

As a 20-something living in London, this isn’t something that worries me. I’m used 
to hearing a whole range of different languages and accents as I go about my daily 
life. It’s a mundane fact that many of my neighbours are relatively recent 
immigrants, not a cause for concern.

For someone whose lived in the same area for decades, however, I can see that it 
might be harder to adjust to changes in the local community. Still, it’s worth noting 
that UK-born people who live in relatively diverse neighbourhoods tend to feel more 
positively about migrants than those who don’t — suggesting that fear of 
immigration might be disproportionate to the reality.

The truth is, the world is changing whether we like it or not. It’s good that 
cosmopolitan values are spreading because the alternative – detaching ourselves 
from Europe and retreating into a defensive, inward-looking mindset – would be 
cutting our nose off to spite our face. Older people might feel they can afford to be 
stubborn. Those of us at the start of our careers know that our future depends on the 
careful consideration of all relevant variables.

Democracy demands that everyone is given an equal say, but that doesn’t mean we 
shouldn’t listen more to those who’re affected most. When under-30s say they’re 

01:42



worried that leaving the EU would seriously damage their career prospects, older 
voters have a duty to consider this when weighing up the pros and cons. Given that 
many who stand to lose the most from Brexit aren’t even old enough to vote yet, an 
enormous amount of responsibility rests in their hands.

EU referendum: sixty years of strained relations

BRITAIN HAS HAD A STORMY RELATIONSHIP WITH EUROPE DATING BACK MORE THAN HALF A CENTURY. ALAMY

From resistance to its entry and rows over contributions to monetary policy disputes and threats to 
leave, Britain has had a bumpy ride within the European Union

1957

Treaty of Rome signed

France, West Germany, Italy, 
Belgium, Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands, six founding 
members of the European 
Economic Community, sign the 
Treaty of Rome, but Britain 
withdraws from early talks.

1963

French veto UK joining 
Common Market

1973
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