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Chapter 1


2012 election round-up: mid-term blues?
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Exam success


The up-to-date facts, examples and arguments in this chapter will help you to produce good-quality answers in your AS unit tests in the following areas of the specifications:






	Edexcel

	AQA

	OCR






	
Unit 1
Elections 

	
Unit 1
Participation and voting behaviour
Electoral systems

	
Unit F851
Voting behaviour in the UK
Electoral systems and referenda
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Context


The most likely mid-point between UK general elections occurred on 6 November 2012: the next scheduled contest being due on 7 May 2015. Although the collapse of the coalition or a confidence vote carrying the support of two-thirds of MPs could yet bring that election closer, the novelty of a notional ‘mid-point’ — an otherwise inconsequential spin-off from the Fixed Term Parliaments Act (2011) — offered an ideal opportunity for commentators to reflect on each party’s electoral fortunes and assess their prospects.


This chapter provides an overview of the main elections that took place in 2012. In doing so it will answer the following questions:




•  What elections took place in 2012?


•  Who were the main ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in each of these contests?


•  Why did some parties fare better than others: were the coalition partners suffering mid-term blues?
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What elections took place in 2012?


Although 2012 saw an absence of what are sometimes referred to as ‘first order’ elections, there were a number of notable contests nonetheless (see Table 1.1). Significantly, the year also saw the first-ever elections for the newly established Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) — contests that are dealt with separately in our end-of-update briefing.


Table 1.1 UK elections in 2012






	Type

	Details






	Parliamentary by-elections

	Ballots were held in seven constituencies: Bradford West; Manchester Central; Corby; Cardiff South and Penarth; Croydon North; Middlesbrough; and Rotherham.






	London

	The election of the mayor of London and the 25-member London Assembly.






	Mayoral elections outside London

	Mayoral elections were held for the first time in three cities: Bristol; Liverpool; and Salford.






	Local elections

	

Elections in 181 local authorities were held in May:




•  England: c. 4900 seats across 128 authorities.


•  Scotland: all seats across 32 unitary authorities.


•  Wales: all seats across 21 unitary authorities.













Who were the main ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in each of these contests?


Parliamentary by-elections


The six by-elections held in November 2012 resulted in few surprises (Table 1.2) apart from the strong showing for UKIP in the ballots held on 29 November. The party came third in one of the contests (Croydon) and second in the other two (Rotherham and Middlesbrough). Labour support (percentage share of the vote) rose in all of these contests (compared with the 2010 general election result), with support for the coalition partners declining. Although the magnitude of swing in favour of the Labour Party in some of these constituencies (more than 10%) was larger than the average swing towards the party at by-elections held in 2011 (just over 8%), the results were not particularly out of the ordinary for this stage in the electoral cycle.


Table 1.2 By-elections to the Westminster Parliament, 2012








	  

	Swing






	Election date and constituency

	Reason

	Result

	Turnout

	%

	From

	To






	29.3.12

	Bradford West

	Ill-health

	Respect (gain)

	50.8%

	36.6

	Labour

	Respect






	15.11.12

	Manchester Central

	Resigned

	Labour (hold)

	18.2%

	16.8

	Lib Dem

	Labour






	15.11.12

	Corby

	Resigned

	Labour (gain)

	44.8%

	12.7

	Conservative

	Labour






	15.11.12

	Cardiff South and Penarth

	Resigned

	Labour (hold)

	25.4%

	8.4

	Conservative

	Labour






	29.11.12

	Croydon North

	Death

	Labour (hold)

	26.4%

	8.0

	Conservative

	Labour






	29.11.12

	Middlesbrough

	Death

	Labour (hold)

	25.9%

	3.3

	UKIP

	Labour






	29.11.12

	Rotherham

	Resigned

	Labour (hold)

	33.6%

	7.1

	Labour

	UKIP
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Source: adapted from data in Coleman et al. (2012) By-elections since 2010, House of Commons Library Standard Note SN/SG/5833.


The result in the seventh by-election, the one held in Bradford West on 29 March, was clearly more significant, as it saw a swing of 36.6% away from Labour, towards the Respect candidate, George Galloway. While it would be easy to dismiss this result as an anomaly caused by nothing more or less than ‘the Galloway factor’ (a phenomenon last seen in Bethnal Green and Bow in 2005), the result might also be taken as evidence for the view that the Labour Party still has some way to go if it is to re-engage with its core support, specifically, certain ethnic minorities.


Placing the results to one side, the wildly varying turnout witnessed across these seven contests also provoked a good deal of debate. The turnout in Manchester Central, in particular, was one of the lowest on record (see Table 1.3).


Table 1.3 Worst election turnouts






	Contest

	Turnout






	1918 General election

	57.2%






	2000 London mayoral election

	33.7%






	1998 Local elections

	28.8%






	1999 European Parliament elections

	24.0%






	2012 Police Commissioner elections

	18.5%






	2012 Manchester Central by-election

	18.2%







Source: Guardian, 17 November 2012.


Such differences in turnout might easily be explained by considering a number of key variables:




•  the circumstances in which each by-election was called


•  the nature of each campaign and the appeal of candidates contesting each seat


•  the anticipated margin of victory





Manchester Central, for example, is a safe Labour seat where the previous MP (Tony Lloyd) had garnered the support of 52.7% of those who had voted at the 2010 general election. Lloyd, a long-serving constituency MP, had stepped down in order to run in the race to become the inaugural Police and Crime Commissioner for Greater Manchester (a contest which he ultimately won). In short, it was all-too easy for voters in Manchester Central to regard the by-election as something of a ‘tidying up’ exercise — and one in which the outcome was virtually guaranteed.


In Corby, however, things were very different:




•  It was a Conservative seat, offering the prospect of more widespread protest voting.


•  The Conservative majority in the constituency at the 2010 general election was under 2000 votes.


•  The vacancy resulted from the decision of Conservative MP Louise Mensch — first elected in 2010 — to resign with immediate effect in order to spend more time with her family (a move that had provoked considerable media coverage, not all of it favourable).





London


London mayoral elections operate under the Supplementary Vote (SV) system. Under this method, voters can cast both a first and a second preference. If no candidate secures an absolute majority of first preferences, all but the top two candidates are eliminated and their votes are redistributed according to second preferences (see Table 1.4). At the time that it was introduced, it was felt that the SV system would favour the Labour Party. Many in the party assumed that Labour would always be placed in the top two, alongside the Conservatives, on the basis of first preference votes — and that Labour would do far better than the Tories when the votes of the Lib Dems and other eliminated candidates were transferred according to second preferences. Such assumptions have proved unfounded. In 2000, Livingstone’s independent candidacy split the centre-left vote, the result being that the official Labour candidate, Frank Dobson, finished third and was eliminated. Similarly, in 2004, 2008 and 2012, Labour did not benefit from second preference votes to the extent that might have been anticipated.


Table 1.4 London mayoral elections, 2012








	  

	Final






	Candidate

	Party

	1st pref.

	%

	2nd pref.

	%

	Votes

	%






	Boris Johnson

	Conservative

	971931

	44.0

	82880

	44.7

	1054811

	51.5






	Ken Livingstone

	Labour

	889918

	40.3

	102355

	55.3

	992273

	48.5






	Jenny Jones

	Green

	98913

	4.5

	  

	  

	  

	  






	Brian Paddick

	Lib Dem

	91774

	4.2

	  

	  

	  

	  






	Siobhan Benita

	Independent

	83914

	3.8

	  

	  

	  

	  






	Lawrence James Webb

	UKIP

	43274

	1.9

	  

	  

	  

	  






	Carlos Cortiga

	BNP

	28751

	1.3

	  

	  

	  

	  






	Total votes

	2208475

	100.0

	185235

	100.0

	2047084

	100.0
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Source: adapted from McGuiness, F. (2012) London Elections 2012, House of Commons Research Library Research Paper 12/28.


Aside from Ken Livingstone’s defeat — and his subsequent decision to bring the curtain down on a career in frontline politics that has lasted more than three decades — the most notable thing about the 2012 result was, once again, the scale of second preference voting in favour of candidates who had no realistic chance of finishing in the top two on the basis of first preferences.


As we have seen, where no candidate secures more than 50% of first preference voters, the SV system results in the elimination of all but the top two candidates, with their votes being transferred to second preferences. It would make little sense, therefore, for voters to cast their second preferences in favour of parties such as UKIP and the BNP unless they believed that these candidates were likely to finish first or second on the basis of first preference votes.


The fact that both UKIP and the BNP secured significantly more second preference votes (161252 and 73353 respectively) than first preferences (43274 and 28751) would suggest one of two things:




  1 That at least some voters still do not understand how the system works, even after four such elections.


  2 That some voters may be using their second preference votes to make a statement (i.e. cast a ‘protest vote’), knowing that it will not affect the outcome.





The first explanation is made more compelling by the numbers of spoiled or rejected ballots seen in 2012: 40210 on first preference and a staggering 445466 on second preference (though most of the latter had simply been left blank). That said, the ‘protest vote’ theory might help to explain the performance of several other lower-placed candidates, in particular the Green Party candidate, Jenny Jones, who secured only 98913 first preference votes, while notionally picking up a further 363193 votes on second preference.


The elections for the 25-member London Assembly that took place at the same time as the mayoral election produced few surprises (see Table 1.5). Labour, now in opposition at Westminster, increased its share of the vote compared with 2008. The party also increased its tally of seats won from 8 to 12, gaining seats in both the constituency contests (+2 on 2008) and the London-wide seats (again, +2 on 2008). The BNP lost the single seat that it had picked up back in 2008.


Table 1.5 London Assembly seats won, 2000–12 (by party and type)








	  

	Total seats won

	Constituency seats

	London-wide seats






	Party

	2000

	2004

	2008

	2012

	2000

	2004

	2008

	2012

	2000

	2004

	2008

	2012






	Labour

	  9

	  7

	  8

	  12

	  6

	  5

	  6

	  8

	  3

	  2

	  2

	  4






	Conservative

	  9

	  9

	11

	  9

	  8

	  9

	  8

	  6

	  1

	  -

	  3

	  3






	Green

	  3

	  2

	  2

	  2

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  3

	  2

	  2

	  2






	Lib Dem

	  4

	  5

	  3

	  2

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  4

	  5

	  3

	  2






	UKIP

	  -

	  2

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  2

	  -

	  -






	BNP

	  -

	  -

	  1

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  -

	  1

	  -






	Total

	25

	25

	25

	25

	14

	14

	14

	14

	11

	11

	11

	11
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Mayoral elections outside London


2012 saw the election of three new directly elected mayors outside London (see Table 1.6). These mayoral contests, again operating under SV, saw the election of the Independent ‘Bristol 1st’ candidate, George Ferguson, in an election that had resulted from the May 2012 referendum establishing the post of mayor of Bristol. Although Ferguson failed to secure the 50% of first preference votes required for immediate victory (winning just 35.1% of the popular vote, compared with the second-placed Labour candidate’s 29.1%), Ferguson ultimately won a total of 37353 votes to 31259, once other candidates had been eliminated and second preferences transferred.


Table 1.6 Mayoral contests, 2012








	Date and authority

	Turnout

	Elected

	Party

	% 1st preference






	03.5.12

	Liverpool

	30.8%

	Joe Anderson

	Labour

	59.3%






	03.5.12

	Salford

	25.7%

	Ian Stewart

	Labour

	46.0%






	15.11.12

	Bristol

	27.9%

	George Ferguson

	Independent

	35.1%
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Local government elections


It is relatively common for the party (or parties) in government to face heavy losses at local elections, even where they continue to perform well at general elections in the intervening years (see Table 1.7). The Conservative Party saw its representation on local councils fall dramatically at the same time that they maintained control at Westminster between 1979 and 1997. New Labour also suffered major losses at local elections in the period 1997–2010. Such outcomes are partly explained by the fact that, where they cast a ballot at all, voters invariably regard such contests as an opportunity to cast a protest vote, a means of sending a message to those in office at Westminster.


Table 1.7 Estimated national share of the vote at local elections (%)*








	Year

	Conservative

	Labour

	Lib Dem

	Other






	2001

	33

	42

	19

	6






	2002

	34

	33

	25

	8






	2003

	35

	30

	27

	8






	2004

	37

	26

	27

	10






	2005

	33

	36

	23

	8






	2006

	39

	26

	25

	10






	2007

	40

	26

	24

	10






	2008

	43

	24

	23

	10






	2009

	35

	22

	25

	10






	2010

	37

	30

	24

	10






	2011

	38

	37

	16

	9






	2012

	33

	39

	15

	13
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* voting figures for general elections are given for those years in which local elections coincided with a general election (shown in italics here)


Source: adapted from McGuiness, F. and Tetteh, E. (2012) Local Elections 2012, House of Commons Research Library Research Paper 12/27.


In this respect the 2012 local elections again played to type, with Labour making solid gains and the coalition partners — the Conservatives and the Lib Dems — facing significant losses, in terms of both councillors and councils under their overall control (see Table 1.8).
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