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On the morning of Charles’s coronation, as I prepared to exercise my right to protest on Trafalgar Square, I was arrested along with seven of my colleagues. I hadn’t committed any crime, of course. In fact, I’d been discussing our plans with the police quite amicably for four months. When a detective came to my cell door at around one p.m. that day, I told him what I thought about my unlawful detention. The officer replied, with some sympathy, ‘If it makes you feel any better, you’re on the news all around the world.’

By that time, the book you are holding had already gone to press. My republican colleagues and I were all too aware that the coronation had the potential to be a PR coup for the royals, securing their future for another generation. Charles could have embraced modernity, made peace with his youngest son and stripped his brother of his remaining titles. He could have insisted on a low-key ceremony, one that recognized the huge social and cultural changes that have shaped this country over the previous seventy years. Instead, in the first few months of 2023, as the sight of yellow ‘Not My King’ placards became commonplace at Charles’s public outings, it was increasingly apparent that change was not on the agenda.

It was clear Charles had no interest in innovation – what he wanted was a coronation like his mother’s in 1953 – at an estimated cost of between £100 million and £250 million. Yet we are no longer in the days of grainy black and white images, broadcast on the only television channel available, images that conjured up a link with a bygone age. Instead, Charles was embracing obscure traditions in the era of high-definition TV and social media. From the peculiar costumes to a baffling religious ceremony, all this was presented to a public who were able to respond instantaneously. And indeed they did, with incredulity, ridicule and disinterest.

Here was a very ordinary man from a very ordinary family, one with their hands deep in our pockets during a cost-of-living crisis, demanding the nation doff their collective cap without noticing that we are living in a more democratic age, where deference is rapidly dying out. This stark contrast between the view looking out from the palace, and the world looking in was thrown into sharp relief by the bizarre suggestion that those watching the coronation at home could swear a ‘people’s oath’.

Truth be told, as awful as it was to be arrested that day – locked up in a police cell for sixteen hours, having never committed a crime – knowing that the world had been told about our arrests did lift my spirits. It was only later that I learned just how widely the story had been reported, and the impact it had on the debate about the monarchy and the right to protest.

It’s become increasingly obvious that a lot of people don’t care about the monarchy, but they assume everyone else does, because that’s how it is portrayed in much of the media. Crucially, they also believe the monarchy is harmless. Yet on the day of the coronation people saw an institution intolerant of dissent, its acolytes apparently happy to put innocent people behind bars, to defend the police action on the grounds of there being ‘a time and a place’ for protest. The Met police declared the coronation a ‘special day’ on which they would, in the words of Commissioner Mark Rowley, have a ‘low tolerance’ of protest. The footage of arrests and police harassment of protesters that poured out from Trafalgar Square and the Mall jarred sharply with the image of a benign, harmless and occasionally amusing relic.

It wasn’t just the palpable public outrage at the unlawful arrest of peaceful protesters before we had even begun protesting. Nor was it the sudden stratospheric boost to Republic’s profile. Although under-reported, throughout 2023 there was a seismic shift in the fortunes of the republican movement, and public attitudes toward the monarchy.

2023 began with scandal – fresh accusations and revelations from Harry’s book Spare. It also ended with scandal – further revelations found in newly released documents from the Epstein trial in Florida. The royals stood accused of racism, bullying and indifference to the difficulties faced by Harry and Meghan. Andrew stood accused of the sexual abuse of underage girls both in London and on Epstein’s island home. The months between were peppered with tales of royal extravagance, tax avoidance and a massive 45 per cent increase of the Sovereign Grant, rising from £86 million to £125 million while people faced crises in housing, schools, the NHS, and even feeding their families. News that Charles, now the Duke of Lancaster, was taking money from the estates of those who died on his land, to spend on the upkeep of his own homes, soured the public’s view of him still further.

The polls vary, but the pattern was clear. Four months after the death of the Queen, most people still fell into two camps: the minority who were excited by the coronation (9 per cent according to a YouGov poll published in April 2023), and the majority who simply weren’t interested. Yet most continued to support the retention of the monarchy over abolition, if only because apathy breeds inertia. Yet, by the end of the year, those preferring to keep the monarchy over an elected head of state had fallen below fifty per cent for the first time.

The monarchy may now be in serious trouble. A Savanta poll, asking if people preferred a monarch or an elected head of state, put the royals on 57 per cent in May 2023. By November the same question asked by Savanta and YouGov put them on 52 per cent. By January 2024 Savanta had the monarchy down to 48 per cent, while YouGov put them on 45 per cent. By these polls, at least, the monarchy had lost its claim to popular support, and the question of its future was no longer a settled issue.

Unlike a political party or a listed company, the royals don’t have the option of refreshing personnel, or reinventing who they are. Charles and Camilla, William and Kate are all they have, and all they will have for years to come. The institution is resistant to serious reform, and anyway, what reform could they countenance that wouldn’t lead to a further erosion of support? Opening up their archives would expose them to fresh scandal; cutting back on spending might give them some respite, but their finances are so out of kilter with modern expectations that it’s hard to imagine them foregoing their luxuries. As for their PR, their armoury is empty. 2023 was the year they threw everything at the task of shoring up their support, from costly parades to fawning documentaries shamefully broadcast by the BBC. Yet with all that effort spent, their support continued to decline.

The monarchy is trapped, in a way. They may feel that exposure is how they will win back the support and interest of the public. Yet it appears to have the opposite effect in a more cynical age. Photo opportunities are often derided, involvement with charities often met with charges of hypocrisy or cynical use of good causes for royal PR. The problem is their most sycophantic cheerleaders demand exposure and seem to think hyperbole is the answer. Yet the more shrill and obsequious the headlines, the more people see royalism as something strange and disconnected from the real world the rest of us live in.

At the House of Commons Home Affairs committee two weeks after the coronation, where I was asked to give evidence on the policing of protests, Tim Loughton MP asked me: ‘Can you tell me what you and your organization hoped to achieve on the day of the coronation?’

‘We wanted to use the opportunity to get our message across,’ I replied, ‘which is that in a democracy we should have an election instead of a coronation. Instead of being told, “It is going to be Charles”, we ought to have a choice about our head of state. We wanted to be very clear in front of the world’s cameras that we are not a nation of royalists.’

The arrests certainly amplified that message, against the backdrop of a monarchy rapidly falling out of favour with the public. A year on and a third of the country now prefer an elected head of state. As many as a quarter ‘don’t know’ which they prefer according to the polls, while the monarchy has lost its claim to popular support. All of which tells us one thing: now is the time to talk about the democratic alternative. After all, if monarchy really is the best system, why would they arrest their critics instead of having an honest, robust and informed debate?




Introduction

In June 2021, I headed to the hallowed halls of the Oxford Union debating society. I was there to debate the future of the monarchy. In this rarefied atmosphere, where countless prime ministers, statesmen and diplomats have supposedly cut their oratorical teeth, I was to debate the simple proposition: ‘This House Would Abolish the Monarchy.’ Arriving in a world inhabited by people who take their place in society for granted, where black tie is worn as comfortably as a football shirt, I had expected robust opposition. The air of confidence was present, but the debate was unimaginative and often ill-informed. I’ve had a version of this debate many times before, and the quality here was no better than at any other venue or society I have visited. I found myself hearing the same superficial, implausible and – in some cases – slightly bizarre arguments for retaining this creaking, corrupting institution. The speakers were capable and at times entertaining, although royal commentator and author Anna Pasternak managed to shock the hall into silence with her reimagining of the poem ‘First They Came …’ with the words, ‘First they came for the royals, and I did nothing.’ Peter Hitchens espoused his unique view as a self-proclaimed monarchist who doesn’t like the royals. The most measured voice against the motion was that of Lieutenant General David Leakey, former director general of the European Military Staff and former Black Rod. But even Leakey struggled to say more than, ‘It’s there, why change?’

I’ve never heard a good argument for the monarchy, so I shouldn’t have been surprised. In twenty years of campaigning for its abolition, I’ve not once heard an argument that isn’t wrong in fact or in principle – sometimes both. Some of the most common points raised by monarchists are often the weakest. Whether it’s the claim the monarchy is good for tourism, the notion that it unites the country or the suggestion that it does no harm – it’s easy to demonstrate that these simply aren’t true.

It isn’t just dogmatic defenders of the Crown who resort to feeble arguments against the case for a republic. More thoughtful commentators also repeat these claims. Perhaps monarchists believe the monarchy sells itself, and doesn’t require much hard work from its supporters. That looked like a miscalculation when I took part in a debate in Bath in 2012, held a week after the Diamond Jubilee weekend. An audience of more than one hundred people went from passing a vote in favour of the monarchy at the start of the evening to voting overwhelmingly for a republic ninety minutes later.

Roy Hattersley, the former deputy leader of the Labour Party and a committed republican, once said that the problem with monarchy is that it makes normally sensible people do and say silly things. This has been proven to be true time and again, no more so than during major royal celebrations. As the horses trotted out for the equestrian leg of the Platinum Jubilee in June 2022, the presenter Alan Titchmarsh gushed on air that ‘our identity, heart and soul is embodied by Her Majesty the Queen’, adding that the Queen was in some way comparable to Nelson Mandela.

Writing a couple of days later in the i newspaper, liberal commentator Ian Dunt came out for the monarchy in the most preposterous terms, reciting more of those tired old clichés and misrepresenting the republican case (‘opponents act like it’s some kind of harbinger of fascism’). In his article, Dunt claims that the monarchy is ‘working perfectly well’ but declined to elaborate on how. This is particularly striking given the secrecy, corruption and abuse of office that is rife – and increasingly made public – within the royal household. The system fails to afford us any choice in head of state that might reflect the huge social and cultural changes that have taken place in Britain over the last seventy years, let alone those which will take place over the next seventy. Dunt frets over the possibility of elections for head of state, insisting that the position ‘must not, under any circumstances, be democratic’. Yet while he makes the common error of pointing to other European monarchies as proof that our own is no detriment to progress, he ignores the very successful democratic republics across Europe, in which the head of state is directly or, in the case of Germany, indirectly elected.

As Thomas Paine once said, ‘A long habit of not thinking a thing wrong, gives it a superficial appearance of being right.’ Perhaps that is the problem here. People assume there must be good reasons why we have a monarchy and so try to flesh out what those reasons might be, not wanting to look too closely at the alternative for fear of realizing long habit has led them astray.

Coming from a point of ignorance makes it much easier for royalists to defend the monarchy with confidence, reciting arguments they believe will knock us republicans out of the contest. They’ll tell you the positives of monarchy include the hard work and sense of duty of the royals, their contribution to charity, and a head of state who is above politics, while the institution protects our history, traditions and boosts our economy via tourism. These arguments suggest a lack of seriousness in debating one of our key national institutions. But they also betray a lack of confidence in ourselves and our fellow citizens. Royalist claims highlight a failure of imagination about how much better things could be, if only we ditched an archaic, corrupt and secretive institution that, in the words of Ian Dunt, claims a near-monopoly on our national sense of belonging and identity.

For most people, it isn’t a consideration of these arguments that prompts them to tell pollsters that they want to keep the monarchy. Rather it is something closer to indifference, buttressed by three common assumptions: it is profitable; everyone else likes it; and it does no real harm. Again, popular support, as with the support from more informed speakers, comes from that long habit of not thinking a thing wrong. But here’s the problem: none of those assumptions about the monarchy are true. It isn’t profitable, it does us harm and, while most people – for now – are happy to keep the monarchy, they don’t care for it when pressed.

However, the need for a republic is clear. The monarchy is bad for Britain. It stands in opposition to our most cherished values and proudest traditions. As an institution, the royal household falls well short of the standards we should expect from public bodies. Standing at the centre of Britain’s ramshackle constitution, the Crown damages our democracy, gets in the way of reform and leaves us without an effective head of state or meaningful checks and balances.

The alternative, far from being the unknown, mythic and terrifying notion imagined by royalists, is simple, democratic and tried and tested across Europe and around the world. It is a parliamentary democracy similar to what we have today, but transformed into a political system that is principled, genuinely democratic throughout, transparent and accountable. It is a system that in places like Ireland, Iceland, Germany and Finland, to name just a few, has provided not only stable and effective government, but also some exceptional and inspirational heads of state. All of these countries have transitioned either from monarchies or authoritarian regimes, quickly establishing constitutions which provide effective institutions that have, for the most part, stood the test of time.

We can learn from our neighbours and allies not only what works, but how that transition can be made. The journey to a parliamentary republic is far simpler for Britain than the huge cultural and political shifts that some countries made during the 1990s, after the collapse of communism. Yet this isn’t about importing ideas from abroad. It is about learning from Britain’s own political experience and traditions and creating a republic that we all have a stake in.

It is something we can, should and – in my view – will do.




Part One



WHAT IS IT GOOD FOR?




1.

But What About the Tourism?

One sunny day during the hot summer of 2022 I took my two nephews, Alex (fourteen) and Michael (twelve), to visit Parliament, before lunch, and Buckingham Palace in the afternoon. Parliament of course is not a museum, but a working building that, aside from the two chambers, the House of Commons and the House of Lords, caters for more than fourteen hundred parliamentarians, many more advisers and researchers and more than three thousand employees. Even so, the Palace of Westminster makes a good stab at providing an engaging and informative tour, explaining how Parliament works – baffling and archaic as it is – and allowing tourists to walk through both chambers, as well as see all the historic halls and corridors where power has been exercised and great debates held for hundreds of years.fn1 After a quick lunch in the café, and the purchase of Speaker Hoyle’s single malt, we made our way down Whitehall, across Horse Guards Parade and through St James’s Park to Buckingham Palace, which has been the symbolic home of the British monarchy for the past two hundred years.fn2

In stark contrast, Buckingham Palace is surprisingly lacking in real insight into the contemporary monarchy or its history. Walking around, you are invited to bask in the bright dazzle of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century opulence, while being recited one set of numbers after another. Over 1,000 clocks across 775 rooms, including 52 principal bedrooms and 19 state rooms, 100 candles and 43 floral arrangements for a state banquet, more than 50,000 people visiting each year as guests to dinners, investitures and garden parties.

The interior is impressive, the rooms decked out in gold leaf and intricate friezes, each depicting a scene or theme from Britain’s history, real and mythical. Yet as we progressed from one room to the next, our audio guides seemed constrained in what they could tell us. There were no unexpected insights into life at the palace, or the history of the institution it had been home to for two centuries.

In one dining room we were treated to the unspectacular revelation that it would be used to entertain guests, whether they be individuals or groups. You might forgive them for not having too much to say about one of the many dining rooms, but perhaps they could offer more than thirty-three seconds of commentary on the Throne Room, or say more about the art collection on display in the Picture Gallery, beyond commenting that the pictures on display – which included works by Rubens, Rembrandt, Canaletto and Parmigianino – were collected over the centuries by a succession of kings and queens. I imagine most visitors would take that as read and might like to know more about the pictures they were looking at.fn3 Away from the Picture Gallery, most of the paintings appear to be of former monarchs, their consorts and an assortment of long-forgotten minor royals and elderly aristocrats.

As we were encouraged to make speedy progress through the state rooms, one recurring theme was the impact on the palace interior of John Nash, the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century architect also responsible for Marble Arch, Regent Street and the Royal Pavilion in Brighton. It is perhaps appropriate that Nash was also a theatre designer, as Buckingham Palace certainly gives the impression more of theatrics than substance. Nothing much was said about work done or accomplishments achieved.

Heading towards the exit, we glimpsed the one room where anything of any constitutional or political significance happens. Just off the Bow Room, which leads out into the back garden, is the 1844 Room (named after the year of the state visit of Tsar Nicholas I), where audiences with the King are held, as well as meetings of the Privy Council. Unfortunately, the room is inaccessible. Visitors can only catch a brief glimpse through open doors, while being given a rather sanitized explanation of the Privy Council’s function.

As one Tripadvisor review comments, it’s nice if you like the Queen! And that’s a real shame, because the palace has been witness to two hundred years of history and is the home of an institution that has had an immense impact on Britain’s – and Europe’s – story, not to mention the countless societies decimated by slavery and empire. Rather than reflect on this rich and complex history, the monarchs and their lives, or the intrigues and constitutional developments that swirled around them, a visit to the palace will only tell you about the historically irrelevant trivialities of the current monarch’s reign – and how many cups and saucers they own. It’s an underwhelming experience. You’ll probably say, ‘Well, he would think that.’ But in a sense, I’m the target audience. I’m fascinated with history and, as a campaigning republican, more interested than most in the history of the royal household. But Buckingham Palace makes little effort to share its history with visitors beyond the most superficial details.

Three weeks earlier I had taken Michael and Alex to see the Tower of London. Visit the Tower, a royal palace that hasn’t been occupied by the royals for centuries, and you can see the lost potential of Buckingham Palace. It grabs your interest and holds on to it for hours, giving you a detailed and entertaining insight into its many layers of history, from medieval castle to Tudor palace to twentieth-century prison. We enjoyed it so much that we were still there at closing time and missed our chance to walk down the road where we had intended to climb to the top of the Monument.

All this might explain why, according to figures from the Association of Leading Visitor Attractions and from the royal palaces, the Tower of London ranks number eight in the 2019fn4 list of top tourist attractions in the UK, while Buckingham Palace ranks just sixty-seventh. Kensington Palace, which is still occupied by a number of royals, ranks seventy-sixth. Windsor Castle does much better, although at number twenty-two it is still eleven points behind Legoland Windsor. It’s hard to avoid the conclusion that it’s the history and the monuments that interest tourists, not the royals or the contemporary monarchy.

This is an important distinction that often gets missed: our culture and heritage are good for tourism but the monarchy itself isn’t. Not only do the current royals not draw the crowds in the way Henry VIII does, but their need to limit access and carefully manage their image leaves contemporary royal sites lagging far behind their historic counterparts. Buckingham Palace doesn’t pull the tourists in as much as it should, which is a shame because it has all the potential to be one of our nation’s greatest attractions.

The Tourism Myth

It is strange that a book about democratic reform should have anything to say about the UK’s tourism industry. Stranger, perhaps, that this is the opening topic. Unfortunately, the idea that the monarchy is good for tourism – and for the wider economy – is so pervasive and, for many, so persuasive, that it is the first point that needs to be tackled.

Even in the face of the direst scandal or criticism, the reply still comes back, ‘But what about tourism?’ The choices and habits of tourists should not inform crucial decisions about our democracy and constitution. But even if they did, the tourism claim is simply not true. There is no evidence that the monarchy makes any difference to the UK’s economy or tourism industry.

Despite that, the view that Britain’s economy would suffer a significant downturn should the monarchy be abolished is so commonplace that it is repeated ad nauseam. ‘Look at the crowds outside Buckingham Palace, look at the jubilee and weddings!’ Yet on any given day you’ll see the same crowds, often bigger, outside Parliament, on Trafalgar Square and along the South Bank, not to mention the millions of visitors to Bath, Eryri,fn5 Edinburgh Castle or Chester Zoo (which attracts approximately three times as many visitors each year as Buckingham Palace). The numbers filling up the Mall for the Platinum Jubilee may have looked impressive, but they were dwarfed by the million-plus crowds drawn to the capital by London Pride or the Notting Hill Carnival.

VisitBritain, the UK’s leading tourism body, didn’t help matters when, during the run-up to the 2011 wedding of William and Kate, it put out a statement saying that the event would boost Britain’s tourism. This sounded like good news for a country still recovering from the economic shock of the 2008 crash, but sadly – again – it simply wasn’t true.

After reading the statement by VisitBritain, I sent them a freedom of information request, asking for any documents or communications relating to the drafting of their press release. What came back was an email from the group’s head of research and forecasting, David Edwards, addressed to their press office, in which he flatly contradicted the claim that the wedding would be a boon for tourism. Edwards pointed out that in July 1981, when Charles and Diana married, foreign visits were down 15 per cent on the same period every other year from 1980 to 1985. In his email he added:


If we look at the marriage of Andrew and Sarah in July 1986 we find that across the year as a whole there were 4% fewer visitors to Britain than in 1985, but that in July [1986] there were 8% fewer than in July of 1985 […] While this and the results relating to 1981 are inconclusive, such as it is, the evidence points to royal weddings having a negative impact on inbound tourism.



In their press coverage at the time, Sandie Dawe, then CEO of VisitBritain, also claimed that ‘Britain’s monarchy generates well over £500m a year directly and indirectly from overseas tourists’. Republic, the campaign group of which I’m CEO, challenged this claim and asked to meet with Dawe and the chair of VisitBritain, Christopher Rodrigues. We were rebuffed until the Guardian carried the story about their research department’s assessment of previous royal weddings. At that point I was invited, along with a colleague, to sit down with Dawe and Rodrigues to discuss the claims VisitBritain was making. Our problem with the £500 million figure, I explained, was that it was nothing more than the total ticket sales of all heritage sites in the UK with even a passing connection to the monarchy. This included St Paul’s Cathedral, one of the most iconic landmarks in the UK. Surely, they weren’t suggesting tourists visited St Paul’s because the royals held a wedding there three decades earlier?

My point was simple. You can’t conclude that these ticket sales for heritage sites are the result of the continued existence of the monarchy. They seemed to readily accept this point and the obvious conclusion drawn from the evidence produced by their own research department – royal weddings don’t boost tourism. As the meeting ended, I wanted to raise another, broader point with the heads of VisitBritain: there is no evidence that in the event of the monarchy being abolished tourism revenue would fall. Rodrigues replied quite emphatically that he agreed – no such evidence existed.

Today the refrain ‘But what about tourism?’ is often the first line of defence. Given the widespread belief in the royal tourism claim, set against the complete lack of evidence to support it, it’s worth considering how it came to be so prevalent in the public debate about the monarchy. There was a time that public discussion on abolishing the monarchy was more limited, and what discussion there was tended to focus on monarchy as a constitutional bedrock, rather than any notion that it might generate a profit.fn6 Two critical books on the subject of the monarchy, Kingsley Martin’s The Crown and The Establishment, published in 1963, and Willie Hamilton’s My Queen and I, published in 1975, make no mention of tourism. Yet by the 1980s, the notion of the profitable monarchy had become commonplace, with Edgar Wilson, in his 1989 book The Myth of British Monarchy, listing the tourism dividend as one of the key myths that needed to be rebutted. Hamilton hints at an early shift in attitudes when he retells the sorry saga of Prince Philip crying poor during a TV interview in the US in 1969. In that broadcast, the prince suggested the royals would be ‘in the red’ the following year, a comment that triggered a heated debate back home. Three years later, the Heath government was setting the 1972 Civil List, the annual grant paid to the monarch to cover official expenses, prompting more public debate about the cost of the royals to the taxpayer. It was around this time that the link between tourism and royals appears to have emerged.

In late 1977, just two months after the Silver Jubilee, the Daily Mirror reported that, ‘Tourists have poured an estimated £3,000 million (£3 billion) into Britain in this Jubilee year.’ The brief article made no mention of whether there was any connection between the income and the jubilee, but simply allowed readers to draw that conclusion. A year later, former Labour MP and then journalist Woodrow Wyatt, bemoaning critics of another Civil List increase in his Sunday Mirror column, asked: ‘Why do we earn so much from tourism in Britain?’, adding: ‘Not because of our lousy climate and worse restaurants. It is because millions of foreigners want to see living history in action. Destroy the Queen and we add several hundreds of millions to our balance of payments deficit.’ While sometimes dismissed as eccentric, Wyatt was not a stupid man. Yet he made these claims without any evidence to support them, in order to see off a perceived danger to a monarchy he keenly supported.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Britain faced rising unemployment, recession and deep social divisions. Against this backdrop we were treated to royal spectacles of a jubilee in 1977 and two big royal weddings, Charles and Diana in 1981 and Andrew and Sarah Ferguson in 1986. By the time we reached the 1990s, the scene was set for public outrage at the suggestion, made swiftly and unapologetically by the Secretary of State for National Heritage, Peter Brooke, that the taxpayer would pick up the repair bill after a devastating fire at Windsor Castle. The taxpayer baulked at such a suggestion and a year later Buckingham Palace was opened to tourists for the first time, in the hope of raising funds for the restoration, while the Queen agreed to pay income tax (although how much, we don’t know).

A decade later and Buckingham Palace began publishing their accounts annually, rather than every ten years. With changing public attitudes and greater access to the financial records of the monarchy, it was clear that some effort had to be made to excuse the extravagant and wasteful costs of the royal household (which we will explore later on). So, the palace and its cheerleaders insisted that spending tens of millions of pounds on palatial homes for a dozen or so royals was a good investment in UK plc.

It was Roy Hattersley who spotted the way things were headed. Writing in the Guardian in 2005, Hattersley pointed out that the basis of monarchy was not cost, but divine right. ‘A queen who imagines that she is personally ordained by the Almighty does not bother about the cost of an occasional journey by royal train.’ Resorting to suggestions that this was a ‘value-for-money monarchy’ cheapens the institution in more ways than one, reducing it to a financial transaction in which extravagance is offset by income. With the palace in no mood to cut its costs, royalists instead needed to tell people that it put money in their pocket. Yet, as Hattersley concluded: ‘Once the monarchy feels it necessary to justify its existence in prosaic terms, the argument for monarchy collapses.’

With deference on the decline, royalists appear to have seen public anger at royal extravagance as the greater threat. Public profit seemed to them the strongest line of defence against abolition or reform. Without any serious challenge, the assertion began to be repeated so often, and by so many authoritative sources, that it gained the illusion of truth.

Since our meeting, VisitBritain has been a lot more circumspect about their claims. In the run-up to the 2018 wedding of Harry and Meghan, I sent them another freedom of information request, this time asking for any research they had into the question of whether the monarchy boosts visitor numbers. They came back unable to offer any research or data. From an organization dedicated to understanding and promoting inbound tourism, which does endless amounts of research into why people come here, that lack of data is damning.

Unfortunately, the £500 million figure, totally made up, has become lodged in the minds of a great many commentators. It is often trotted out by people who should know better. Yet even if we took that figure to be true – which it isn’t – it is, in terms of the wider tourist economy, a very small amount indeed.

It’s sometimes hard to get our heads around large numbers, and the larger the number the harder it is to understand in concrete terms. So people can be forgiven for thinking that £500 million is a large amount of money to risk losing from our economy. In truth, in the context of the UK’s economy, it is almost nothing. Using 2019 statistics, the last full pre-pandemic year, the tourism industry brought £127 billion into the economy. Heritage tourism alone, which includes palaces, castles, old country homes and the like, was responsible for a whopping £20.2 billion. £500 million is just 1.9 per cent of the UK’s heritage tourism revenue, 0.3 per cent of all tourism revenue and only 0.01 per cent of our total economy. To put that into perspective, imagine you needed to find £25,000 towards the deposit on a house, and I said I’d help out by giving you £2.50. That’s the scale of the impact of the monarchy on the UK’s economy, if we believe that £500 million figure. And that’s the most optimistic figure that anyone has offered as a measure of the monarchy’s impact on tourism, and it’s not even true.

Brand Value

Richard Fitzwilliams, the former editor of the International Who’s Who and long-standing royal commentator, is one of the most ardent and committed royalists I’ve debated with. We’ve clashed a number of times on radio and TV and, while he is charming and eloquent, his defence of the monarchy often resembles a deeply held faith rather than a serious assessment of Britain’s constitution. On more than one occasion I have challenged his assertion that the monarchy draws in tourists, but he is not deterred by the evidence. Instead, Fitzwilliams recites the mantra of ‘intangible benefits’ to the British economy. These benefits cannot be defined, quantified or measured. (Synonyms for ‘intangible’ offered by the Collins English Dictionary include ‘abstract’, ‘elusive’, ‘vague’ and ‘unreal’.) Intangible benefits are useful when trying to prove the benefits of the monarchy, because they cannot be seen and must simply be believed.

Unfortunately, these intangibles were cited in a 2012 report published by Brand Finance, a company that specializes in advising businesses wishing to sell their brand to foreign markets. The year of the Diamond Jubilee saw lots of companies jump on the royal bandwagon, including Marmite (Ma’amite), Peppa Pig, T-Mobile and Kingsmill bread, which was briefly rebranded Queensmill, in the belief that to have something to say or a product to sell associated with the monarchy would give you a good chance of getting free advertising through the rolling news coverage. Brand Finance was no exception, and as the newsrooms were lapping up every mention of royalty in the run-up to the jubilee celebrations, the company released its first annual report on the value of the British monarchy.

Brand Finance certainly made some bold claims.fn7 In 2012 they decided the monarchy was worth £44 billion to the British economy, which had increased to £67.5 billion by 2017. A closer inspection of their findings reveals that the headline figure is divided into £25.5 billion in tangible assets, real stuff you can identify and quantify, and £42 billion of intangible value. Of the tangible assets, the report includes the Crown Estate, the Duchies of Lancaster and Cornwall, the Royal Collection and the Crown Jewels. Claiming these as part of the value of the monarchy to the economy is difficult, to say the least. All these assets are national property and would remain so, with or without the monarchy. The Crown Estate and the two duchies are, in effect, property companies. That property will still be there once the monarchy is gone and while their value to the economy will ebb and flow with the value of property markets, their value to the taxpayer will increase, as revenue from the two duchies returns to the Treasury. The Royal Collection, which includes art and the Crown Jewels, may have a hypothetical value, but cannot be sold and so its value is only in its historic and cultural significance.

It’s worth stressing that Brand Finance does not claim the monarchy generates £25 billion in income, only that the assets nominally held by the monarchy are worth that value. Any claim of income or wealth generated by the monarchy must pass the abolition test: in the event of the monarchy being abolished, would this value be lost? Given that these assets belong to the nation and not the Mountbatten-Windsor family, the answer must be no.

On the question of intangible value, the claims of Brand Finance are harder to understand. They say with confidence that the monarchy generated ‘an estimated uplift of £1.76 billion to the UK economy’. But there isn’t a single source contained within the report to back this up. It breaks down that figure into several areas, including global press coverage, informal endorsements, royal patronage, media industry and the arts, trade and tourism. They also add the surplus income of the Crown Estate and the value to companies of coats of arms and royal warrants.

As we’ve seen, inclusion of tourism should immediately alert you to the doubtful veracity of the report’s findings. On trade, the best Brand Finance can say is that trade delegations join the royals on overseas trips. Business leaders often join government ministers on official visits overseas and are involved in countless other international networks that facilitate Britain’s global trade. There isn’t any evidence that royal overseas visits influence the investment decisions of global corporations, or that such influence makes any difference to the UK’s GDP.

Moreover, the royals have widely advertised their ineptitude when it comes to acting as ambassadors for the nation. In early 2022 Prince William and Kate, and shortly after them Prince Edward and Sophie, conducted tours of the Caribbean realms, to disastrous effect. Prince Andrew – who for ten years was the official UK trade ambassador – was an active hindrance to our trade even before his friendship with Jeffrey Epstein came to light. According to one report, there was disquiet about him ‘lunching at Buckingham Palace with a “notorious” member of the former Tunisian regime’, while he was also known to be friends with Saif Gaddafi, the son of the former Libyan leader, and Libyan gun smuggler Tarek Kaituni. One Daily Mail report quoted a former UK diplomat saying that among diplomatic corps, Andrew was referred to as ‘HBH: His Buffoon Highness’, for his crass tone with officials and his unwillingness to follow the Foreign Office brief. So, it’s unclear how the report calculates a dividend from royals on tour.

One of Brand Finance’s most extraordinary claims is that the royals are responsible for a £50 million boost in media and the arts. The claim appears to rest entirely on the audience figures for The Crown on Netflix. To suggest TV ratings are to do with the royals themselves is simply daft. We do not celebrate organized crime for the success of crime drama Ozark. The value generated is, of course, thanks to the hard work and creativity of the TV and film industry, not the continuity of the monarchy.

Royal Patronage and Charities

Benefits from royal patronage of charities and informal endorsements of products are slightly more believable, but there isn’t any evidence of an overall gain for the economy. Even if some charities benefit from royal patronage and some brands sell more products because of a fleeting association with Kate Middleton, that is a benefit for those charities and companies, not the economy. It doesn’t increase overall spend levels, it just influences preferences for where money is spent or donated. It’s hard to measure the benefit to private companies, as the detail of their sales data isn’t readily available. As for charities, the picture is a little clearer thanks to a comprehensive study by the research group Giving Evidence. Giving Evidence exists to generate data and intelligence for the charity sector, to aid that sector in making decisions in relation to fundraising and service delivery. In 2019–20 the organization conducted a comprehensive study of royal patronages. The report included detailed and complex data analysis, comparisons between charities supported and not supported by royals, between charities of similar types across different regions and between UK charities and those abroad.

The result of this work was clear. The involvement of royals in UK charities makes almost no difference to charity income.

In late 2020 I was pleased to interview Caroline Fiennes, the founder of Giving Evidence, for
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