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Britain from the 1980s to 2010
Conservative government from 1979 to 1997
Margaret Thatcher, Britain’s first woman Prime Minister, led the Conservative
government from 1979 to 1990. The government made structural changes to the
economy through the privatisation of nationalised industries and imposed legal
controls on trade union powers. Deregulation saw a great increase in the role of the
City of London as an international centre for investments, insurance and other financial
services. Traditional industries, such as shipbuilding and coal mining, declined. In
1982, Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands, a British overseas territory in the South
Atlantic. A naval taskforce was sent from the UK and military action led to the recovery
of the islands.
John Major was the Prime Minister after Mrs Thatcher, and helped establish the
Northern Ireland peace process.
Labour government from 1997 to 2010
In 1997 the Labour Party led by Tony Blair was elected. The Blair government
introduced a Scottish Parliament and a Welsh Assembly. The Scottish Parliament has
substantial powers to legislate. The Welsh Assembly was given fewer legislative
powers but considerable control over public services. In Northern Ireland, the Blair
government was able to build on the peace process, resulting in the Good Friday
Agreement signed in 1998. The Northern Ireland Assembly was elected in 1999 but
suspended in 2002. It was not reinstated until 2007. Most paramilitary groups in
Northern Ireland have decommissioned their arms and are inactive. Gordon Brown
took over as Prime Minister in 2007.
Conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq
Throughout the 1990s, Britain played a leading role in coalition forces involved in the
liberation of Kuwait, following the Iraqi invasion in 1990, and the conflict in the Former
Republic of Yugoslavia. Since 2000, British armed forces have been engaged in the
global fight against international terrorism and against the proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction, including operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. British combat troops
left Iraq in 2009. The UK now operates in Afghanistan as part of the United Nations
(UN) mandated 50-nation International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) coalition and
at the invitation of Afghan government. ISAF is working to ensure that Afghan territory
can never again be used as a safe haven for international terrorism, where groups
such as Al-Qa’ida could plan attacks on the international community. As part of this,
ISAF is building up the Afghan National Security Forces and is helping to create a
secure environment in which governance and development can be extended.
International forces are gradually handing over responsibility for security to the
Afghans, who will have full security responsibility in all provinces by the end of 2014.
Coalition governments 2010 onwards
In May 2010, and for the first time in the UK since February 1974, no political party
won an overall majority in the General Election. The Conservative and Liberal
Democrat parties formed a coalition and the leader of the Conservative Party, David
Cameron, became Prime Minister.
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