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Introduction





The national shock felt at 10 p.m. on Thursday 7 May 2015 will live with us all for a long time. It was the moment when the veteran broadcaster David Dimbleby, anchoring the BBC’s election special for the last time, tore open the envelope in his hand and read the results of the official exit poll.


Politicians, journalists and commentators alike will use it as a sobering cautionary tale – at least until, as in the aftermath of 1992, collective amnesia sets in and they become convinced that it could never happen again. The now legions of pollsters will simply shudder at the memory. Apart, that is, from Professor John Curtice and his exit-poll team of eight analysts from the universities of Oxford, Plymouth and Manchester and the London School of Economics, who undoubtedly rule supreme in the discipline.


We had been told for months by the polls that this was going to be the closest-run election since 1992, that there was not a chance of any one party managing to get a majority in Britain’s now six- or seven-party system. We were set for protracted negotiations between the parties to determine who would form the next government. There were seemingly endless possible scenarios, gloriously set out in whizzy graphics in our newspapers, each scenario somehow assigned a percentage chance of happening. And the constitutional experts were waiting on hand to explain the pitfalls and uncertainties that undoubtedly exist in our imprecise, oh-so-very-British democratic system.


What followed, of course, was a night – and day – of unforgettable political and human drama.


Before anyone was able to get a good night’s sleep, the Conservatives were returned with a twelve-seat majority, the SNP had turned Scotland into a virtual one-party state, a host of leading political figures had lost their seats, and the leaders of Labour, the Liberal Democrats and UKIP had all resigned, although Nigel Farage was later to reverse his decision. It was undoubtedly one of the most dramatic defenestrations of the political class in British political history. The ramifications of the result will continue to be felt for a long time to come and there are still potentially enormous political uncertainties in the future, particularly around the state of the Union and Europe.


This book is only an early start at explaining what happened on 7 May 2015. We recognise that the outcome of the election and the manner in which it was achieved will be scrutinised and analysed for years to come. Much of this book is devoted to the new parliament and the 182 new men and women (the latter present in record number) who have been elected to serve us for the next five years. But, importantly, we also look at some of the main features of the campaign and analyse the election results in some detail. We are extremely grateful to a range of commentators for providing their expert insights so quickly after the event.


Joe Twyman of YouGov considers the vexed issue of polling and what lessons can be learnt for future elections. Theo Usherwood looks at the role of the media during the election and how the SNP grew to become one of the major stories of the campaign. Election expert Robert Waller provides a detailed analysis of the voting patterns across the regions of the UK, explaining how the election was won and lost. David Torrance looks at how the SNP came to dominate in Scotland, shaking the political world in Westminster, and constitutional expert Peter Riddell looks at how the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act restricts the options available to David Cameron as he seeks to govern with only a small majority.


If you are reading this, then you are already fascinated by British politics. We hope that this book can feed that fascination further.

















The 2015 general election results





United Kingdom (650 seats)




	The Conservatives win a 12-seat majority, the first Conservative majority since John Major’s victory in 1992.


	Before the final result (St Ives) has been declared, 3 party leaders have publicly resigned: Labour’s Ed Miliband, the Liberal Democrats’ Nick Clegg and UKIP’s Nigel Farage (although his resignation was later rejected by the party and subsequently withdrawn).


	With Harriet Harman, Baroness Sal Brinton and Suzanne Evans acting as caretaker leaders for Labour, the Liberal Democrats and UKIP, 6 of the UK’s 7 main political parties are led by women on the day following the election.


	The SNP win 56 out of 59 seats in Scotland, smashing every record.


	Labour lose 39 MPs, the Liberal Democrats lose 38 and the Conservatives 9, and 6 others are defeated.


	Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats lose senior MPs – Labour lose shadow Chancellor Ed Balls, shadow Foreign Secretary Douglas Alexander and Scottish leader Jim Murphy. The Liberal Democrats lose former Chief Secretary to the Treasury Danny Alexander, Business Secretary Vince Cable, Energy Secretary Ed Davey and former party leader Charles Kennedy. Nigel Farage fails to get elected.



	The majority is achieved with only a 36.9% share of the vote, compared to 41.9% in 1992.


	The only time since 1945 that Labour’s 30.4% share of the vote has been worse was its 29.0% performance in 2010. You have to go back to 1987 to find a lower number of Labour MPs (229 in 2015).


	Losing 49 of their 57 seats held in 2010, the Liberal Democrats have fallen back to the territory they occupied in 1970, when they had 6 MPs.


	UKIP secure third place in voting numbers with 3.9 million votes, but only win 1 seat.


	UKIP finish second in 120 constituencies and third in 364, suggesting that they may be better placed to win seats in 2020.


	There are 182 newly elected Members of the House of Commons, 28% of the Chamber. When combined with the 232 new MPs in 2010, it means that 414 MPs (63.5%) have been MPs for only 5 years or less.


	A record number of 191 women are elected, 44 more than in 2010 and 71 more than in 1997, raising the proportion to 29% of the House of Commons. 81 of the 182 new MPs are women. The Liberal Democrats now have no female MPs.


	A record number of 41 BME MPs are elected, up from 27 at the last election. 23 are Labour, 17 Conservative and 1 SNP. 16 are from the new intake.


	The number of declared LGBT MPs has also increased from 26 to 28 in the new Parliament (4%).


	The day after the election, the British Polling Council announce an independent investigation into why all of the 10 main polling companies had all consistently underestimated the Conservative lead over Labour.


	In the local elections in 279 councils on 7 May 2015, the Conservatives win control of 30 councils and gain just under 500 new councillors. Labour lose 179 councillors and the Lib Dems lose 365.








Turnout: 66.1%


Electorate: 46,425,386
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All figures are in comparison to 2010 (Respect’s George Galloway won his seat in a 2012 by-election)










Abbreviations:


PPCs: prospective parliamentary candidates


SNP: Scottish National Party


DUP: Democratic Unionist Party


SDLP: Social Democratic & Labour Party


UUP: Ulster Unionist Party





England (533 seats)




	The last time the Conservatives won 319 seats in England was in 1992, the last time it had an overall majority, although its share of the vote in 2015 was 4.5% lower than in 1992. It may be blindingly obvious, but it was certainly England that won the election for the Tories. And the right votes in the right seats.


	The UK picture may suggest a different story, but the end of two-party politics in England still seems a long way off. The Conservatives and Labour hold a higher proportion of English seats than in any election since 1979.


	The constituency of Havant elected the UK’s first MP of Chinese background. Alan Mak MP was born and raised in York but his parents are from Guangdong in southern China.








Turnout: 65.9%


Electorate: 38,811,622
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All figures are in comparison to 2010








Scotland (59 seats)




	The SNP result in Scotland was stunning: the largest number of MPs ever, the highest share of the vote and the near wipe-out of all other parties. The SNP’s previous high was in October 1974, when it received over 30% of the vote in Scotland and won 11 seats.


	With 50 MPs, comparable to the Liberal Democrats in the last 4 parliaments, the SNP will be seeking a similar share of time, influence and resources. Should they expect priority questions at PMQs, a seat on every Select Committee and Bill Committee and chairmanship of the Scottish Affairs Committee and one other?


	The share of the vote of all the other ‘major’ parties fell, with only UKIP and the Greens increasing their share of the vote.


	Labour’s performance in Scotland was easily its worst since 1918 in terms of both seats and share of the vote.


	The Conservatives may have fared better than they did in 1997, when they failed to gain a single seat, but their 14.9% share of the vote was the lowest on record.








Turnout: 71.1%


Electorate: 4,094,784





[image: ]

All figures are in comparison to 2010








Wales (40 seats)




	The big winners in Wales were the Conservatives, gaining 3 seats at the expense of the Liberal Democrats and Labour.


	Plaid Cymru’s performance once again suggests that there is little appetite for independence, even under the leadership of the competent Leanne Wood, who performed well during the campaign.


	Plaid Cymru only managed a modest increase in its share of the vote and no new MPs. It won 4 MPs in 1992, 1997 and 2001. Its 12.1% share of the vote is some way behind its all-time high of 14.3% in 2001.


	For a party frequently associated with English nationalism, UKIP’s share of the vote in Wales was higher than Plaid Cymru’s.





Turnout: 65.7%


Electorate: 2,282,297





[image: ]

All figures are in comparison to 2010








Northern Ireland (18 seats)




	The Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) were the surprise winners in Northern Ireland, gaining 2 seats, 2 more than they had in the last parliament. The UUP was the dominant Northern Ireland party in Westminster as recently as 1997, when it had 10 seats.


	Although it retained its 3 seats, the Social Democratic & Labour Party (SDLP) slipped to its lowest share of the vote in a Westminster election since it was founded in 1970.


	The Alliance Party of Northern Ireland lost its single MP and its only MP ever elected (Naomi Long).


	Lady Sylvia Hermon, the MP for North Down, is now the UK Parliament’s only Independent MP.





Turnout: 58.1%


Electorate: 1,236,683
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All figures are in comparison to 2010























What would have happened under proportional representation?





With the smaller parties amassing millions of votes (UKIP 3.9 million, the Liberal Democrats 2.4 million and the Green Party 1.2 million) but very few seats (10 seats for roughly 7.5 million votes), compared to the 50 Scottish National Party (SNP) seats for 1.5 million votes, the argument over whether or not the UK’s First Past the Post (FPTP) system is broken has already begun.


So how different would the 2015 election result have been under a form of proportional representation?


The Alternative Vote method was resoundingly rejected by the public in the 2011 referendum by 67.9% to 32.1% and so is unlikely to be proposed again soon.


The d’Hondt method of proportional representation is used for the devolved assemblies in Scotland and Wales and a modified version of the system is also used in the London Assembly. Proportional representation systems aim to allocate seats to parties in proportion to the number of votes received.


So if the d’Hondt system was applied to the 632 seats in England, Scotland and Wales (Northern Ireland excluded), how would the new House of Commons have looked?












	 

	ACTUAL SEATS

	PR (D’HONDT) SEATS

	+/-










	Conservative

	331

	242

	-89






	Labour

	232

	199

	-33






	SNP

	56

	31

	-25






	Lib Dems

	8

	51

	+43






	Plaid Cymru

	3

	3

	0






	UKIP

	1

	82

	+81






	Green

	1

	24

	+23






	 

	632

	632

	 









Source: http://icon.cat/util/elections























The 2015 election in figures





The UK electorate at the 2015 general election was almost 46.5 million, the largest ever. The registers contained 900,000 more than names than in 2010.




 





30.7 million valid votes were cast, making the overall turnout figure 66.1%. This makes it higher than 2010 (65.1%), 2005 (61.4%) and 2001 (59.4%), but a long way behind the 71.4% in 1997 and the post-war high of 83.9% in 1950.




 





Some 469,047 registered to vote online on the final day for registration (20 April 2015).




 





Scotland had the highest turnout at 71.1%, followed by England at 65.8%, Wales at 65.7% and Northern Ireland at 58.1%.




 





Turnout rose in every country of the United Kingdom but was most dramatic in Scotland (up from 63.8% in 2010 to 71.1%) and only marginal in England (65.1% in 2010 to 66.1%). Even Scotland failed to hit the 71.3% figure achieved in 1997.




 





The highest turnout was 81.9% in Dunbartonshire East and the lowest was in Stoke-on-Trent Central at 49.9% (surpassing Manchester Central, which had been expected to be the lowest). Scotland also saw the biggest swing – 39.3% from Labour to the SNP in Glasgow North East.


Paisley & South Renfrewshire elected the SNP’s 20-year-old Mhairi Black, who became the youngest MP since 1667. Christopher Monck, 2nd Duke of Albemarle, was 13 years old when he was appointed his seat in the Commons, and joined the Lords 3 years later. Black is the youngest elected MP since the 1832 Reform Act.




 





Meanwhile, Gerald Kaufman became the oldest MP in the new parliament. The Manchester Gorton Labour MP is 84. The next oldest is Dennis Skinner, who is 83.




 





Gerald Kaufman is also set to be the new Father of the House, the longest-serving member of the Commons. He was first elected in 1970 alongside Dennis Skinner, Michael Meacher and Ken Clarke, but was the first of the four to be sworn in.




 





The lowest winning share was Alasdair McDonnell of the SDLP in Belfast South, with only 24.5% of the vote. In England, Liberal Democrat John Pugh was able to retain his seat of Stockport with just 31% of the vote.




 





Anthony Wells, director of YouGov and editor of the UKPollingReport website, has estimated that the anticipated new parliamentary boundary review in the next session (reducing the number of MPs from 650 to 600) will result in the following: Conservatives 322 seats (-9), Labour 204 (-28), the SNP 50 (all seats in Scotland) and the Lib Dems just 4 (-4). This would give the Conservatives a majority of 44 in a Commons of 600 MPs.




 





If the number of votes cast for the smaller parties is compared with the number of MPs elected, 1 MP equals 3.9 million votes for UKIP, 1.2 million for the Greens and roughly 300,000 for the Liberal Democrats, but 40,000 for Labour, 34,000 for the Conservatives and just 29,000 for the SNP.




 





A deceased candidate succeeded in securing 113 votes in Hampstead & Kilburn. Ronnie Carroll, a former UK Eurovision contestant, died at the age of 80 just a week after the nomination deadline for candidates had closed. Under UK electoral law, candidates’ names are not allowed to be withdrawn from the ballot paper once the deadline has passed.




 





The Green Party lost the most in forfeited deposits (£221,000), receiving less than 5% of the vote in a seat and losing the £500 fee to stand, followed by the Liberal Democrats (£170,500), UKIP (£39,500), Conservatives (£9,000), Plaid Cymru (£4,000) and Labour (£1,500). Unsurprisingly, the SNP did not lose a single deposit. For the Liberal Democrats, this means that they got less than 5% of the vote in 341 constituencies. UKIP’s loss of £39,500 is substantially down on the whopping £229,500 it lost in 2010.




 





The British National Party (BNP) won 564,321 votes in 2010. This fell to just 1,667 votes in 2015.




 





The BBC’s election night broadcast was led for the 9th and last time by David Dimbleby. His first election was in 1964.




 





The BBC’s World at One has compiled some of the quirkier facts from the general election campaign (using information sourced from each party):




	Labour sold 13,281 tea towels


	Nigel Farage ate 25 curries


	Twitter users shared 20,386 selfies with Nicola Sturgeon


	David Cameron travelled nearly 13,000 miles


	Leanne Wood used 540 kirby grips for her trademark hairstyle


	Natalie Bennett consumed 680 Lockets


	One pigeon was hit by the Lib Dem bus























The 25 most memorable quotes of the general election campaign





‘It’s Ajockalypse Now. People are looking at Ed Miliband and they’re getting bad visuals of him popping out of Alex Salmond’s sporran like a baffled baby kangaroo.’


Boris Johnson’s views on the prospect of an SNP-backed Labour government.




 





‘Oh, it’s crats? I thought it was Liberal Demo-cats.’


Reality TV star Joey Essex tells Nick Clegg of his confusion over the Lib Dem party name.




 





‘Am I tough enough? Hell yes, I’m tough enough.’


Ed Miliband’s ‘fiery’ response to Jeremy Paxman when asked whether he was ‘tough enough’ to be PM.




 





‘One can have a mental brain fade on these things.’


Green Party leader Natalie Bennett on her botched LBC interview.




 





‘We’re a shining example of a country where multiple identities work … Where you can support Man Utd, the Windies and Team GB all at the same time. Of course, I’d rather you supported West Ham.’


David Cameron forgets what football team he ‘supports’, confusing his beloved Aston Villa with West Ham.




 





‘I stopped this morning to get some newspapers in a petrol station in Catford … Everybody was black, getting petrol, buying newspapers. It’s unbelievable, they all wanted selfies and pictures.’


Nigel Farage responds to claims that UKIP is racist.




 





‘This is a real career-defining … country-defining election.’


David Cameron makes his priorities clear on the campaign trail.




 





‘I don’t remember.’


Jim Murphy, on being asked whether he had ever sniffed glue. A spokesman for the Scottish Labour leader later clarified: ‘Just to be clear, Mr Murphy has never taken drugs.’




 





‘There is an element of Forrest Gump about voting Liberal Democrat. It’s like the box of chocolates, you don’t know what you’re gonna get.’


David Cameron snubs his former coalition partners.




 





‘People who do not have HIV, to be frank. That’s a good start.’


Nigel Farage, outlining what sort of people would be allowed to migrate to Britain under a UKIP government.




 





‘He’s not a Tory.’


Nicola Sturgeon’s response when asked by Ruth Davidson, Scottish Conservative leader, to name three things that made Ed Miliband the right man to lead the country.




 





‘Terms are like Shredded Wheat. Two are wonderful, but three might just be too many.’


David Cameron sets out his timetable for standing down as Prime Minister.




 





‘If either of them still think they’re going to win a majority, they need to go lie down in that darkened room.’


Nick Clegg’s response to David Cameron and Ed Miliband’s unsavoury characterisation of coalition negotiations.




 





‘I’d rather have Russell Hobbs than Russell Brand as economic adviser.’


Boris Johnson on the comedian’s late-declared support for Labour.




 





‘I was only trying to get a selfie with Nick Clegg.’


Student Will Carrie after accidentally dropping his trousers in front of the Lib Dem leader.




 





‘Ed Miliband unveils his tombstone even before he’s been buried.’


Political commentator Iain Macwhirter responds to the stone tablet engraved with election pledges unveiled by the Labour leader to widespread derision.




 





‘If this exit poll is right, Andrew, I will publicly eat my hat on your programme.’


Former Lib Dem leader Paddy Ashdown giving a verdict he later came to regret.




 





‘There’s going to be a lion roaring tonight, a Scottish lion, and it’s going to roar with a voice that no government of whatever political complexion is going to be able to ignore.’


Alex Salmond on the predicted SNP landslide in Scotland.




 





‘Thank you for the selfies, thank you for the support, and thank you for the most unlikely cult of the twenty-first century: Milifandom.’


Ed Miliband thanks his more unusual avenues of support in his resignation speech.




 





‘It is now painfully clear that this has been a cruel and punishing night for the Liberal Democrats.’


Nick Clegg comments on the extensive losses suffered by his party.




 





‘Well, well, mate, better luck in 2020.’


Comedian and candidate for South Thanet Al Murray consoles Nigel Farage on the loss of his seat.




 





‘So there are now more pandas in Scotland than Labour MPs.’


Political correspondent Tim Reid on Labour losses in Scotland.




 





‘Quit? I’ll be gone within ten minutes.’


Nigel Farage, when asked if he planned on sticking with his decision to resign upon losing South Thanet. The party later rejected his resignation.




 





‘Never ever thought I’d be pleased to see a Tory win a seat.’


Author Irvine Welsh on Conservative candidate Craig Mackinlay seeing off Nigel Farage in South Thanet.




 





‘Compared to my plane crash, this feels pretty damn good.’


Nigel Farage, taking to the podium upon losing South Thanet.




















Scotland


David Torrance





Since 2007, when the SNP formed a minority government in Edinburgh, Scotland has got used to thinking constitutionally. This geekiness, a fascination with process and the machinery of government (often at the expense of policy) reached its peak during the 2012–14 independence referendum campaign and, for a few months in the run-up to the general election on 7 May, it afflicted the rest of the United Kingdom too.


Rarely have the territorial aspects of the famously un-codified British constitution appeared so evident, and almost everything about the election served as a reminder that, in Scotland, politics is increasingly subject to a completely different dynamic. In England, for example, the Labour Party was perceived as too left-wing, while north of the border it wasn’t left-wing enough; south of the border the Tories went into the election a credible party of government, while in Scotland they campaigned like a small fringe party (largely because they were).


2014’s independence referendum cast a long shadow, having created a peculiar dynamic of its own. As the journalist Iain Macwhirter observed in his book Disunited Kingdom, ‘The Unionists didn’t quite win, and the Yes campaign didn’t quite lose.’ And although the Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon maintained the election wasn’t about independence (‘Even if we won every seat in Scotland,’ she said, ‘that would not be a mandate for a referendum’), both the SNP (of which she’ d assumed leadership in November 2014) and its raison d’être loomed large: would there be a Nationalist ‘tsunami’ in Scotland? Would that mean a second independence referendum?


And, more to the point, would the SNP do a deal with Labour in another ‘hung’ parliament? That question, more than any other, came to dominate the election debate not only in Scotland but across the UK. Indeed, the 2015 general election was about Scotland in the same way that electoral contests in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had hinged on the question of Irish Home Rule. ‘Not quite’ losing the referendum had provided a paradoxical boost to the SNP, whose membership and poll ratings swelled following Alex Salmond’s resignation on 19 September 2014.


‘Not quite’ winning, meanwhile, had left the three Unionist parties – Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrats – trying to find a role. The Tories and Lib Dems, of course, fought the general election as incumbents, while Labour lost one leader (Johann Lamont) and gained another (Jim Murphy). But, as the former Labour strategist Paul Sinclair later put it, while the SNP ‘had prepared for defeat’ in September 2014, Scottish Labour ‘didn’t prepare for victory’. So even before the campaign officially began in late March, it was obvious Scotland was going to be a major headache for Ed Miliband.


Ironically, Nicola Sturgeon had warned towards the end of the referendum campaign that if Scotland voted ‘No’ then it would be ‘put back in its box’ and forgotten about by Westminster. Scotland’s fifty-nine MPs, she had also said, rarely made any difference to the outcome of a UK election. The 2015 general election proved her wrong on every count; although it’s unlikely she lost any sleep over it.


Scottish National Party


Most elections produce a ‘change agent’, someone who appears to promise an alternative agenda: in 2010 it was Nick Clegg, and in 2015 it proved to be Nicola Sturgeon. Paradoxically, she wasn’t even contesting a Westminster constituency (although her predecessor, Alex Salmond, was), but won a UK audience largely as a result of two network-televised leaders’ debates (the same medium that had given rise to ‘Cleggmania’ five years before).


In the first, on 2 April, the SNP leader stood out because to most viewers she was fresh and new; and if they’d been expecting a female version of Alex Salmond – aggressive and prone to dancing on the head of a pin – they instead witnessed an articulate (not to mention stylish) politician saying lots of things they couldn’t really disagree with. Afterwards, even senior Tories like Michael Gove and George Osborne talked up Sturgeon’s performance, for her and the SNP doing well dovetailed perfectly with broader Conservative strategy.


Since early March, billboards across England (not Scotland, for obvious reasons) had featured a benign-looking Alex Salmond peering down at Ed Miliband in his top pocket (later, Salmond would be replaced by Sturgeon). As David Cameron put it on Facebook, ‘everyone’ knew that Labour would end up in the former First Minister’s ‘pocket’. ‘On every vote, every budget, every decision, the SNP would exact a high price for his support,’ added the Prime Minister. ‘Everyone in Britain will pay with higher taxes, more spending, more debt and weaker defences in dangerous times.’


This was the ‘competence versus chaos’ message (copyright Lynton Crosby) that dominated the 2015 election campaign. Contrived to win back UKIP defectees and wavering Liberal Democrats, in Scotland it would bolster the SNP’s core message – that for the first time in decades its MPs could hold the balance of power at Westminster – and thus reduce the number of Labour MPs. And while the SNP attacked the Tory campaign as cynical and ‘anti-Scottish’, pointing out that it contradicted the love bombing during the referendum campaign, privately it realised the electoral benefits it could bring.


Following the debate in Manchester, Nicola Sturgeon returned to a hero(ine)’s welcome in Edinburgh, mobbed by hundreds of supporters as if she were a rock star rather than leader of a devolved government. Her popularity in Scotland was longstanding, but the response in the rest of the UK was striking. Some polls suggested she had ‘won’ the first televised joust, while others in England asked Google if they could vote SNP. Tweeters dubbed her the ‘Sturgeonator’, while the Daily Mail opted for ‘the most dangerous woman in Britain’.


In the second (opposition) leaders’ debate two weeks later, Sturgeon appeared even more dangerous. When she challenged Ed Miliband to help ‘lock’ David Cameron out of Downing Street, he declined (‘It’s a no, I’m afraid’). ‘Don’t turn your back on that,’ the First Minister later told him. ‘People will never forgive you.’ Again, several polls showed how well Sturgeon had fared across the UK while, after the debate, one snapper caught a memorable image: the Greens’ Natalie Bennett, Plaid Cymru’s Leanne Wood and the SNP leader hugging each other while Miliband looked on from the sidelines, cut adrift from the ‘progressive alliance’ repeatedly talked up by the First Minister.


To an extent, however, it was easy for Nicola Sturgeon to shine in a UK context, where her record (and, to a degree, her arguments) was not going to be rigorously scrutinised. In several Scottish leaders’ debates, the SNP leader got a much rougher ride from her three Unionist opponents, Scottish Labour leader Jim Murphy, the Scottish Conservatives’ Ruth Davidson and Scottish Liberal Democrat leader Willie Rennie. Challenged on her government’s record on health and education (not as good as the rhetoric implied), her plans for ‘full fiscal autonomy’ (devolution of everything except defence and foreign affairs, from which she subtly backtracked as the campaign wore on) and the possibility of another independence referendum (all talk of ‘once in a generation’ having been dropped), Sturgeon appeared much less sure-footed, not that it did her any harm. Nevertheless, having been heckled in one debate for appearing to prevaricate about another plebiscite, she wielded a ‘triple lock’: not only would another referendum have to feature in the SNP’s manifesto for the 2016 Holyrood election, but there would need to be ‘material change’ in public opinion, and then another yes/no vote.


The SNP’s strategy regarding its ‘influence’ in a hung parliament was also unconvincing. Having ruled out any ‘deal’ with the Conservatives, which necessarily limited rather than maximised its potential leeway, the discourse shifted from talk of coalition (there were jokes about Alex Salmond becoming Foreign Secretary or Deputy Prime Minister) to confidence and supply, in which the SNP would support Labour as the Liberals had supported James Callaghan’s government in the late 1970s, and finally to a vote-by-vote arrangement in which the Nationalists would back a Labour Queen’s Speech and then seek to exert ‘influence’ over its spending plans, the renewal of Trident and so on. Sturgeon said this meant the SNP could ‘change the direction of a government without bringing a government down’, something she claimed was made easier by the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act.


With this in mind, the SNP’s manifesto, launched at a visually impressive climbing centre outside Edinburgh, ostentatiously echoed Labour’s commitments to restore the 50p tax rate, abolish ‘non-dom’ status, introduce a ‘mansion tax’ and tax bankers’ bonuses, on which Nationalists had hitherto not taken a firm stance. Cleverly, Nicola Sturgeon spoke to the whole of the UK rather than just Scotland (repeating a neat trick from the TV debates), offering to extend the ‘hand of friendship’ to Labour and other ‘progressive’ politicians. Referencing the 1983 Labour manifesto, Defence Secretary Michael Fallon called it ‘the most expensive ransom note in history’.


Central to the SNP’s ‘progressive’ agenda, meanwhile, was a pledge to ‘end austerity’ by increasing public spending by 0.5 per cent a year. But, as the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) pointed out, the SNP’s ‘stated plans do not necessarily match their anti-austerity rhetoric’, actually resulting in a longer period of austerity, given that Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the Conservatives all proposed to increase public spending by the end of the 2015–20 parliament. The IFS also monstered plans for ‘fiscal autonomy’, saying they’d punch a £9.7 billion hole in Scotland’s finances in 2019/20. Even the businessman Jim McColl, one of Nicola Sturgeon’s economic advisers, said the economy might get ‘screwed up’ if such a plan went ahead, but the previous First Minister Alex Salmond simply said the figures were wrong, while his successor dismissed them as ‘not relevant’.


But the SNP had so firmly entrenched itself in the public eye as the ‘anti-austerity’ party (a Financial Times audit of eight years of SNP rule also found its record ‘at odds with its left-wing pretensions’) none of this made any difference, enabling it to campaign as a plucky outsider – despite having run Scotland since 2007. Campaigning in Gordon, meanwhile, Alex Salmond claimed credit for policies (free personal care for the elderly and free bus passes) that had been introduced by a Labour/ Lib Dem coalition, while in Edinburgh South, the SNP’s candidate Neil Hay got into trouble for some offensive social media utterances, as did twenty-year-old politics student Mhairi Black in Paisley (she had called No voters ‘gullible’), although she (unlike Hay) managed to charm and impress her way out of a potentially difficult spot.


Again, these incidents generated media coverage but little else. A TNS poll even put the SNP on 54 per cent of the vote, enough to give them nearly all Scotland’s fifty-nine seats. But while UK voters liked the SNP leader, most pollsters found a majority didn’t want her to influence the next UK government in the event of a hung parliament. The icing on the cake was an endorsement from the Scottish Sun (whose UK edition backed the Conservatives, partly to stop the SNP ‘running the country’). North of the border, however, it splashed with ‘STUR WARS: A NEW HOPE’ (complete with Sturgeon as Princess Leia), claiming the Tories didn’t ‘understand’ Scotland. Scottish politics moves in mysterious ways and so, it seemed, did Rupert Murdoch.


Scottish Labour Party


The Scottish Labour Party entered the general election campaign with a relatively new leader (Jim Murphy) and a new constitution (committing the party to work ‘for the patriotic interest’ of Scotland), but a nagging feeling that the outcome would be nothing like 2010, when it had returned forty-one MPs and even increased its share of the vote in Scotland by 3 per cent.


With poll after poll showing the SNP likely to win between forty and fifty MPs rather than just six (as in 2010), some outgoing Scottish Labour MPs found solace in gallows humour. ‘I’m now set to DEFCON f****d,’ said one. ‘I’m expecting to leave and never come back. It doesn’t matter how good you are or how weak your [SNP] opponent is; it’s over.’ Another said the mood in Scotland resembled ‘the last days of Rome’ but ‘without sex, or wine. In fact, with none of the fun bits.’ Others simply described the apparent surge as ‘like a tsunami’.


At a UK level, Labour also found it impossible to escape the dominant narrative about a potential SNP–Labour deal, and, repeatedly pressed to say how he’ d respond if Labour emerged as the largest party but couldn’t govern on its own, Ed Miliband eventually ruled out what no one was proposing (a formal coalition), while sensibly (but at the same time awkwardly) keeping his options open beyond that. Unfortunately for him, there were mixed messages: while frontbenchers David Lammy and Angela Eagle suggested a deal with the SNP was possible, Alistair Darling said the idea of an alliance was ‘for the birds’.


Gradually, as Labour realised the Tory strategy was harming them in England, the rhetoric hardened. Shadow Chancellor Ed Balls said he thought it would ‘not happen’ because the SNP existed to ‘undermine’ the UK and Westminster. Then, finally, Miliband did what some had been urging him to do all along: unequivocally rule out any kind of deal with Nicola Sturgeon’s party. ‘No coalition,’ he told Andrew Marr, ‘no tie-ins, I have said no deals.’ Although this reflected growing confidence that a minority Labour government would be able to call the SNP’s bluff, Sturgeon suggested Miliband had been ‘bullied’ by the Conservatives. ‘I think what [Ed Miliband] says the morning after the election’, she added, ‘will probably be different to what he says now.’


But later, before a Question Time audience, Miliband even claimed he would turn down office rather than accept any post-election deal with the SNP. ‘If it meant we were not going to be in government by not doing a deal’, he said, ‘then so be it.’ All this put Labour’s Scottish leader Jim Murphy, busy defending his East Renfrewshire constituency, in a difficult position. Not only did he appear peripheral to events, but, having launched his manifesto, after which he claimed there would be no need for any spending cuts in Scotland beyond 2015–16, the UK Labour Party launched its manifesto with a commitment to do precisely the opposite. To make matters worse, when asked about the apparent discrepancy, Chuka Umunna said the leader of the Scottish Labour Party would ‘not be in charge of the UK budget’. Murphy, taunted the SNP, had been ‘hung out to dry’.


In late 2014, Murphy had maintained it was still possible to hold on to all of Labour’s forty-one Scottish seats, but he became markedly less confident as the campaign wore on. Focus groups gave rise to a ‘merchant of doom’ image, with voters expressing concerns about Murphy’s negativity. Indeed, at times it looked as if he were re-running what critics had called ‘Project Fear’, i.e. referendum-era scaremongering. That was but one of Murphy’s electoral strategies, and none of them appeared to be working.


Meanwhile, Ed Miliband tried to lure back independence-supporting Labour voters by making the case for a ‘radical Labour government’ at the STUC conference in Ayr, and Gordon Brown was once again called upon to try to salvage an obviously bad situation. In a speech, the former Prime Minister said the time had come for ‘new radical measures’ to tackle food poverty, while later he accused David Cameron of ‘whipping up English nationalism’ by scaremongering about potential SNP influence on a Labour government. Miliband echoed this, saying the Prime Minister was trying to ‘set one part of the United Kingdom against another’.


Events in Scotland appeared to baffle Labour grandees back in London. ‘It’s as though a great part of the Scottish nation’, mused David Blunkett, ‘have switched off, and that is so dangerous for the Union and for the future of Britain.’ Some of what Labour had to endure during the election campaign was out of the ordinary by any measurement. Several candidates were followed, filmed and arguably intimidated by Nationalists, while a campaigning visit from the comedian Eddie Izzard was disrupted by several protestors, including two SNP members (later suspended), prompting Labour to brand it ‘the ugly face of nationalism’.


Some of the same protestors gathered outside the Tollcross leisure centre in Glasgow prior to a final Labour rally. Under considerable pressure, Jim Murphy gave the speech of his life, a passionate defence of his party’s history and record, combined with a penetrating critique of the SNP. Ed Miliband reiterated his vow not to co-operate with Nationalist MPs, urging Scotland not to ‘gamble with the SNP when you can guarantee change with Labour’. That message went down well with the faithful, but they were far from representative of the Scottish electorate as a whole.


Scottish Conservatives


On 7 April 2015, the Prime Minister and his wife Samantha visited every constituent part of the United Kingdom in a single day, starting in Edinburgh before flying to Belfast and on to Cardiff before finishing up in north Cornwall. In retrospect, it was the most Unionist thing he did during the entire election campaign, for he spent most of it warning that the SNP influencing a Labour government was ‘a frightening prospect’ and a potential ‘coalition of chaos’. He was back in Scotland just over a week later to help launch the Scottish Conservative manifesto, which included a promise to reintroduce the Right to Buy. The Tories, he said, were ‘the real party of devolution’.


By general consensus, Ruth Davidson, the Scottish Tory leader, had a good campaign, performing well in the Scottish TV debates, visiting almost every constituency and taking part in a series of rather colourful photo-calls, including a Thatcher-like moment in a tank. To an extent, she echoed Cameron’s warnings about a Labour–SNP deal, but one blogger (a former Scottish Tory press officer) said there was ‘mouth-foaming anger’ among some senior figures over aspects of the UK Conservative strategy. ‘If the SNP could create the Tory campaign,’ wrote Andy McIvor, ‘they would have created the one we have seen for the last week. It has legitimised the left-wing paranoia which is feeding the army of monkeys required by the SNP’s organ grinders.’


He was referring to the Prime Minister’s ‘Carlisle Principle’, under which Cameron promised an annual review to investigate what impact decisions from the Scottish Parliament were having on the rest of the UK. Cameron also talked up plans for an England-only income tax and ‘English Votes for English Laws’, and launched the party’s first ‘English’ manifesto, while on St George’s Day, the Chancellor made like Nigel Farage by raising a pint and wielding a large England flag alongside a pub landlord. Scottish Labour leader Jim Murphy accused the Conservatives of a ‘crude, nasty bid’ to boost Scottish nationalism.


Hyperbole was ever present. A Labour government reliant on SNP votes would, according to Home Secretary Theresa May, amount to the ‘biggest constitutional crisis since the abdication’ of King Edward VIII in 1936 (‘completely and utterly stupid’ said Nicola Sturgeon), while Boris Johnson claimed the SNP would end up ‘crouching’ on Ed Miliband’s back ‘like a monkey’. The former Prime Minister Sir John Major also warned of Labour being subjected to a ‘daily dose of political blackmail’ from the SNP (which Sturgeon called ‘silly and undemocratic’).


Sir John’s former colleague Lord (Michael) Forsyth, meanwhile, gave The Guardian a splash with his warning that his party was playing a ‘short-term and dangerous’ game in talking up the SNP, which reflected unease (and not just in Scotland) that Cameron et al. were playing fast and loose with the Union, no matter what the immediate logic of its campaign. Sir Malcolm Rifkind, the former Foreign Secretary, and Lord Tebbit, a former Conservative Party chairman, both urged Conservative voters in Scotland to consider voting Labour in order to keep out the SNP (although Ruth Davidson argued against tactical voting).


The Guardian also quoted one Tory activist saying that Lynton Crosby loved ‘his shoals of Salmonds and Sturgeons’, otherwise known as CCHQ teams attending Labour events while wearing masks of the former and current First Ministers. Voters were led to believe that the Prime Minister was taking a close personal interest in the minutiae of Nationalist campaigning. He even tweeted a fuzzy video clip of Alex Salmond (clearly) making a joke about writing Labour’s Budget and, when a television presenter introduced his next guest as ‘a man who can pinch your wallet, your watch and even your tie without you ever noticing’, Cameron, also a guest, could be heard saying: ‘Who’s that, Alex Salmond?’ Indeed, another Conservative campaign poster depicted the former SNP leader as a black-clad pickpocket. ‘The Tories’, retorted Salmond, ‘have been picking Scotland’s pocket for years.’


For weeks the warnings never stopped coming. Boris Johnson spoke of a ‘constitutional crisis’ or, more colourfully, ‘Ajockalypse Now’. A week and a half out from polling day, the Prime Minister said he had ‘ten days to save the United Kingdom’, and that his ‘duty’ was to win an outright majority in order to avoid ‘uncertainty, instability and resentment’. Then, on a final pre-election tour of the UK, Cameron said there was no need to ‘imagine the chaos there would be if Ed Miliband became Prime Minister’. ‘Just watch the news,’ he added. ‘Nicola Sturgeon is on the television all day every day, telling us she plans to put Ed Miliband into No. 10 – so that she could hold him to ransom every time there’s a vote in the Commons.’


Scottish Liberal Democrats and other parties


When Nick Clegg refused to rule out the possibility of backing a Labour government, the Prime Minister widened his attack on Miliband and Sturgeon to include the Liberal Democrats, but in a Scottish context he needn’t have bothered: for although the junior coalition party went into the election with eleven MPs and modest hopes of holding on to at least half that number, it found itself almost irrelevant amid the Tory/Labour and Labour/SNP dynamic. As with Labour, polling suggested the party could lose the vast majority of its Scottish seats, with even former Lib Dem leader Charles Kennedy at risk in the Ross, Skye & Lochaber constituency he’d held for more than thirty years.


Only early in the campaign did the Liberal Democrats impinge upon the Scottish campaign, and then not in a good way. Just after Nicola Sturgeon’s triumph in the first leaders’ debate, a Lib Dem Spad at the Scotland Office leaked a memo based on a conversation with the French consul general in Edinburgh, who had apparently passed on details of a meeting between the First Minister and France’s ambassador to the UK, during which Sturgeon had indicated that her preferred election outcome was another Conservative government. #Nikileaks, as it was dubbed on Twitter, proved a storm in a teacup, swiftly closed down by the SNP leader, who denied saying any such thing, but it reflected badly on a party that had once dominated Scottish politics. (Shortly after the election, Alistair Carmichael, who, as Scottish Secretary, had denied being the source of the leak, apologised to the First Minister when a Cabinet Office inquiry concluded he had authorised it.)


The Scottish Liberal Democrat manifesto was launched in a café in South Queensferry, which said a lot about the party’s reduced status north of the border. Leader Willie Rennie proposed reforms to health and education (both devolved areas) but no one was really listening. He also warned of another independence referendum by 2020 and urged Scots to ‘vote intelligently’ to keep out the SNP, a plea for tactical voting echoed by Nick Clegg on a campaign visit to Scotland.


Clegg also ‘totally’ ruled out any arrangement with the SNP, saying his party could never ‘help establish a government which is basically on a life-support system, where Alex Salmond could pull the plug any time he wants’. Meanwhile, Charles Kennedy attacked the SNP for ‘reopening’ the referendum debate, breaking their ‘once in a lifetime’ promise, and the Conservatives for exploiting English nationalism. Danny Alexander agreed, saying the Prime Minister was ‘playing with fire’ by stirring up ill feeling between Scotland and England. As for Alexander’s Highland seat, he joked it would be saved by the ‘ginger lobby’, while the actor Hugh Grant even tweeted his support. ‘Dear People of Inverness (incl my friends and relations),’ he wrote, ‘I know Danny Alexander and think you’re very lucky to have him.’


As for the other parties, a few left-wing groupings contested the odd seat in Scotland but received little or no media coverage, while the Scottish Green Party (constitutionally distinct from that in England and Wales) had to acknowledge that all the action was taking place south of the border. UKIP did have high hopes of making some inroads in Scotland (building on its success in electing an MEP the previous year), but its campaign was amateurish and its Scottish manifesto launch a car crash. David Coburn (the MEP in question) contested Falkirk, but his vow to abolish the Barnett formula, not to mention Nigel Farage’s charge that the SNP was fuelling anti-English ‘racism’, wasn’t exactly a vote-winner.


The implications for the Union


Given that so much speculation during the campaign had focused on the SNP and its potential influence in a hung parliament, the election outcome was both a triumph and a disaster for the SNP. A triumph because the SNP took fifty-six of Scotland’s fifty-nine seats (not fifty-eight as predicted on the night), but a disaster because accompanying it was not only another Conservative government but one with a majority in the House of Commons.


Thus, Nicola Sturgeon’s planned ‘anti-Tory majority’ crumbled with the broadcasters’ exit poll at 10 p.m.; ‘locking’ David Cameron out of Downing Street was no longer an option and, as the Conservatives headed towards an overall majority, it became mathematically impossible. As she watched Labour lose seat after seat in Glasgow, the First Minister cautioned against triumphalism, although up in Gordon, where, as expected, Alex Salmond won, her predecessor declared that the ‘Scottish lion’ had ‘roared’.


Indeed, the Scottish lion had devoured Douglas Alexander, Labour’s campaign chief, pensions spokesman Gregg McClymont and Scottish party leader Jim Murphy. Even Kirkcaldy, where Gordon Brown had stood down after more than thirty years in Parliament, fell to the SNP on a massive swing. The Liberal Democrats, meanwhile, lost Danny Alexander, a key figure in the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition, and former leader Charles Kennedy. By the end of the night there were just three non-Nationalist MPs still standing: Scotland Office minister (and future Scottish Secretary) David Mundell (Conservative) in Dumfriesshire, Clydesdale & Tweeddale; former Scottish Secretary Alistair Carmichael (Liberal Democrat) in Orkney & Shetland; and Ian Murray (Labour) in Edinburgh South.


The turnout in Scotland was higher than in the rest of the UK, another legacy from the referendum, but, while the SNP had secured an overwhelming mandate (it got nearly 50 per cent of the Scottish vote), when ‘the fifty-six’, as they became known, made their way to Westminster – a journey recorded in a blizzard of selfies – it became clear their ‘influence’ would be more theoretical than real. On votes concerning more austerity, Trident renewal and an in/out EU referendum they would be noisy but powerless.


Speaking after the result, David Cameron sought to reclaim the mantle of ‘One Nation’ and promised to ‘bring our country together’, an ironic statement given his campaign strategy over the previous two months. The Prime Minister also pledged to bring forward a promised Scotland Bill ‘as fast’ as possible, and indeed yet ‘more powers’ for the Scottish Parliament was the focus of a conversation between Cameron and Nicola Sturgeon a few hours later. At the VE Day commemorations in London, photographers caught the First Minister apparently glaring at her UK counterpart, but in reality their dealings were courteous and businesslike, for both were courteous and businesslike politicians.


Even so, for the next five years the presence of fifty-six SNP MPs will serve as a constant reminder that the old British party political system is virtually dead. And while another independence referendum is unlikely any time soon – not least because Sturgeon keeps saying as much – there looms the prospect of a decade or more of Nationalist hegemony in Scotland, with support for independence rising amid further austerity, a possible ‘Brexit’ and general Tory unpopularity. As the journalist Peter Geoghegan put it, this risks turning the UK into a ‘zombie union’, ‘not yet dead but listless, inert and lacking the vital human spark that nations, like people, need to prosper’.




 





David Torrance is a political writer and the author of The Battle for Britain.

















Party like it’s 1992: polling at the 2015 general election


Joe Twyman





From the beginning of the general election campaign, Conservative and Labour were neck and neck in the opinion polls. Commentators and pollsters alike predicted a hung parliament. The only question that remained was whether Labour or the Conservatives would win the most seats. In the end, and contrary to the polling, the Conservatives achieved not just the most seats, but an overall majority.


This was the story of the polls for the 2015 general election and there is, sadly, no getting away from it. Perhaps even more frustrating is that this was also the story of the polls for the 1992 general election – the annus horribilis of the political polling industry.


In both cases, all the pollsters got the story wrong. In 1992, however, even the exit poll for the broadcasters was incorrect. By 2015, the exit poll was substantially closer to the actual outcome, even though it too underestimated the degree of success for the Conservatives.


So what had happened?


By lunchtime on Friday 8 May it was clear that the political landscape had changed significantly. In Scotland, the SNP had almost totally dominated the seats north of the border, winning fifty-six of the fifty-nine seats available. Meanwhile, UKIP support surged to win 3.9 million votes, more than double the number voting for the SNP, but the party still won only one seat. The Liberal Democrats, on the other hand, lost forty-eight of their seats, leaving them with just eight remaining, although their leader Nick Clegg did hang on to his seat in Sheffield Hallam.


While the pollsters largely predicted these headlines, where they were not as accurate was on the crucial matter of Labour versus Conservative – the battle that would decide who formed the next government. No poll predicted the Conservatives winning a majority, but in the end they won 37 per cent of the vote and 331 seats, compared to Labour’s 30 per cent and 232 seats.


All this was in spite of the fact that the 2010–15 parliament was, by any measure, the most polled in the history of British politics. Throughout recent decades, newspapers and broadcasters have always commissioned polls, but the frequency of polling between 2010 and 2015 had never been seen before. Unlike in 1992, when the polls were broadly conducted in the same way, pollsters now use a variety of methods to carry out their work and a range of analytical techniques to maximise their accuracy: online, telephone, face-to-face, reallocation of ‘Don’t knows’, allowance for differential turnout, simulated replication of ballot papers etc. etc.


In addition to national-level polls looking at the whole of the British electorate, Lord Ashcroft also privately funded a large number of polls in 167 specific key marginal constituencies during the twelve months from May 2014. This provided a new, additional dimension and granularity to the polling landscape as election day approached.


This new and heightened frequency of polling allowed for analysis not just of short-term fluctuations, as the ebb and flow of the news cycle exerted its influence on public opinion, but also the underlying long-term trends. By the start of the formal campaign for the election, a number of trends had become clear.


Most pronounced was the decline of the Liberal Democrats. They had won 24 per cent of the British vote at the 2010 election, but after joining the coalition their support plummeted. By the start of 2011 they were averaging around 9 per cent of the electorate selecting them in voting intention questions, a figure that occasionally dipped further down, but remained largely unchanged for the next four years.


While the Lib Dems suffered, UKIP surged. In 2010 they had won 3 per cent of the British vote, but as 2012 began they were still struggling to move beyond 5 per cent. Twelve months later they were up to 9 per cent – despite failing to correctly put down their party name on the nomination papers for the London mayoral elections – and 12 per cent by the end of 2013. Significant gains in successive local elections were followed by winning the most votes of any party at the European Parliament elections of 2014, and by the end of that year they had enjoyed highs of 19 per cent in the wake of achieving their first MP, albeit a former Conservative incumbent who had won a by-election.


However, at the start of the 2015, and as the election approached, UKIP’s national vote share began to wane slightly. An average of 15 per cent in January became 14 per cent and then 12 per cent by the start of the formal campaign. Down on the highs of October 2014, but still an enormous step up from the 3 per cent of 2010.


In contrast to UKIP’s decline, the performance of the Scottish National Party north of the border improved swiftly and then held. In the aftermath of the Scottish independence referendum result, some had expected support for both nationalist issues and nationalist parties to decline substantially. History had shown that to be the case in Scotland in the 1970s and Quebec in the 1990s.


Precisely the opposite happened in 2014. Back in June of that year, the SNP were getting 31 per cent for Westminster voting intention, but after the referendum that figure soared, reaching 47 per cent before the year was finished. As the election approached, the support was sustained, even rising slightly to just below 50 per cent.


In many ways, both the SNP and UKIP (and even the Greens to a lesser extent) were increasingly effective throughout the parliament at mopping up anti-establishment votes. They successfully courted support from voters who were dissatisfied, disapproving and distrusting of Westminster political institutions, political parties and politicians themselves. And though the socio-demographic profile of support varied from party to party, their followers often shared the feeling that they had been ‘left behind’ by recent changes to modern Britain, and not just in a belief that pork did not always have to be pulled and caramel salted.


For the Conservatives, the story of the voting intention data was, in a sense, far less exciting, as it had remained rather static for some time. The proportion of the electorate saying they would vote Conservative had fluctuated largely between 31 per cent and 33 per cent all the way back to the ‘Omnishambles’ Budget of March 2012.


Labour, on the other hand, had peaked as high as 45 per cent at various points during the parliament, but they had never been able to sustain it. From early in 2013, their support showed a gradual but steady decline, falling below 40 per cent in 2013 and then below 35 per cent in 2014.


At the start of the official campaign for the 2015 general election, the voting intention figures for the two main parties were generally where they had been at the start of that year: there was little to separate Labour and the Conservatives and neither had anything like the kind of vote share that would be required to get close to the all-important 326 seats in the House of Commons. Beyond the two leading parties, UKIP were still holding on to a strong third place in terms of share of the British vote, with the SNP continuing to dominate Scotland and the Lib Dems failing to show any signs of recovery.


Looking beyond voting intention data, however, the situation was more complicated than the sclerotic trends for that particular measure suggested.


Historical precedent showed it was extremely unusual for a party to come from behind in the polls on leadership ratings to win an election. Equally unusual was that a party could come from behind on economic management to win an election. Furthermore, it had never been the case that a party trailing on both of these metrics had won an election. But as 2015 progressed, the voting intention data suggested just such a situation was a possibility.


At the start of the year, 37 per cent of the British electorate thought David Cameron would make the best Prime Minister, compared to 19 per cent who chose Ed Miliband and 5 per cent who selected Nick Clegg. Meanwhile, 40 per cent thought Cameron was doing well as leader of his party, some way ahead of Miliband on just 18 per cent.


Though it was the Labour leader who improved his personal ratings most during the election campaign, he never caught up with Cameron. By the eve of the election, 44 per cent thought the Conservative leader would make the best Prime Minister and 47 per cent thought he was doing well – still some way ahead of his opponent: 29 per cent of Britain thought Miliband would make the best Prime Minister and 35 per cent thought he was doing well.


Even more positive for the Conservatives were their ratings on the issue of the economy, chosen by survey respondents as both the most important issue facing the country and the most important issue facing them and their families.


The Conservatives had held a lead over Labour since March 2013, when people were asked which party was best able to deal with the issue of the economy in general. At the start of 2014, that lead was 9 per cent. By the start of 2015, the lead had grown to 15 per cent, and by the eve of election day it had reached 19 per cent.


Another related trend moving in the right direction for the Conservatives was respondents’ expectations of their own household’s financial situation over the next twelve months – the all-important ‘feel-good factor’. From a net low of -48 per cent in December 2011, this had steadily risen ever since, albeit with a number of fluctuations along the way, moving up to -7 per cent by the end of the campaign. Still in negative territory, but a great improvement.


Historically, incumbent governments usually get a boost in their vote share as election day approaches, and while it is true that the Conservatives had an Achilles heel on the economy in the form of their ratings on fairness, and Labour held a significant lead on the issue of the NHS, their ratings on the economy coupled with Cameron’s scores on leadership were good news going into both 2015 and the official campaign. Many commentators expected them to achieve ‘crossover’ in the voting intention data at some point and then to pull ahead from their opponents.


But it didn’t happen.


The polls didn’t really move. On election day, the voting intention data for both Labour and the Conservatives was largely where it had been at the start of the official campaign, which was largely where it had been at the start of the year. Inevitably there were fluctuations along the way, with one party ahead on a given day, only to be caught or overtaken the next. However, in spite of the debates, the pseudo-debates, the leader interviews, the battle buses, the high-vis jackets, the hard hats and the small matter of the manifesto launches, none of that movement was significant and nothing really ‘moved the dial’.


All published polls pointed to a statistical dead heat between the top two parties and a hung parliament. The reality turned out to be different. Historical precedent had held. It was still the economy, stupid – and leadership was important too. Why had this not shown in the polls?
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