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            “A brilliant and highly readable account of why so many traditional Labour supporters backed Boris Johnson in 2019.”

            robert peston, itv political editor

            “A meticulously researched, frank and thoughtful guide to the United Kingdom’s new swing voters, what drives them and what that means for our politics.”

            stephen bush, new statesman political editor

            “Politics is always personal. The conversations here bring to life the changing mood among the individuals who gradually lost faith in Labour and granted the Tories a thumping majority. The warning to all politicians – voters don’t belong to you.”

            laura kuenssberg, bbc political editor

            “While others theorise about why lifelong Labour voters in the Red Wall seats switched to the Tories in such vast numbers, Deborah Mattinson takes the radical approach of going to ask them. What they said is frank, forthright and fascinating. This calm, compelling account by someone who has seen Labour at its best and worst reveals the real people behind the polls. It will make for difficult reading for both parties, but after years of neglect they expect to be heard – and no party can expect to win without listening.”

            matt chorley, the times ii

            “In this devastating new assessment of the fall of Labour’s Red Wall, Deborah Mattinson unpicks our most recent history with deftness, clarity and piercing awareness. Matching engaging description with immense research and, above all, convincing argument, she finally gives voice to the ‘long forgotten’, definitively reporting how the Red Wall turned blue.”

            ayesha hazarika, evening standard

            “Deborah Mattinson brilliantly deconstructs the Red Wall, brick by brick, using her own research and expertise, helping us to understand this overlooked group and what makes it tick. For our leaders, learning the lessons of Beyond the Red Wall will be key to whoever wins the next general election.”

            christopher hope, daily telegraph

            “Deborah Mattinson has long been a shrewd and sympathetic analyst of voters and their motivations. Rich with real voices, Beyond the Red Wall is a must-read for anyone who wants to understand what drove so many in Labour’s heartlands to desert the party in 2019 – and what it might take to win them back.”

            heather stewart, the guardian political editor
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3
            1

            INTRODUCTION: WHAT REALLY HAPPENED IN DECEMBER 2019?

         

         
            ‘They forgot about people like us, up here. We’re the forgotten people. I’d like to think that might change now. I’d like a party just for once to say, yeah, we’ve heard what you’re saying, we’re going to do this.’

         

         Ian, from Accrington, described himself as a ‘plumber-slash-handyman’. Well informed and articulate, he spoke for all the other men sitting round the table one blustery evening in February 2020. His frustration with politics was palpable. I was to hear the same feelings expressed again and again in the coming weeks: exasperation, even anger, with politicians who no longer understood or supported people like Ian. Ian, like pretty much everyone I spoke to, also described himself as a lifelong Labour voter. Ian, like pretty much everyone I spoke to, had voted Conservative for the first time in December 2019.

         Former Tory strategist James Kanagasooriam is widely 4credited with inventing the concept of the Red Wall. As a child, he had been given a duvet cover featuring an Ordnance Survey map of the UK as a birthday present. He spent many evenings memorising the strange-sounding names of towns he had never visited and probably never would. As a teenager, starting to study politics, he was intrigued to see that, when the political map of Britain was overlaid on the duvet map, the bottom half was blue while the top half was red. He later described the sixty-odd seats forming the boundary between red and blue as a wall partly because of their geographical positioning: they form a physical barrier, a curved spine that rises up through the centre of the country, starting in the Midlands, reaching up to the north then across into North Wales, carving the country in two. He noted, however, that the wall was much more than that. It was an ideological divide.

         I first came across the term just a few months before the 2019 election. The Times columnist Rachel Sylvester told me she had been talking to her Tory contacts, who had confided that they were targeting a group of long-standing Labour seats that they thought might just be winnable. She explained which seats they were: ‘They’re calling them the Red Wall.’ I was sceptical: these were seats that had rejected the Tories for decades – in some cases for ever. They had stayed Labour because being Labour was part of their identity, practically written into their DNA. Voting Tory would surely be anathema to them. I struggled to imagine these loyal Labour working-class communities ever being able to stomach switching to the Conservatives, especially now, when the party was led by a Latin-spouting 5Old Etonian. It wasn’t called the Red Wall for nothing. Yet, on 12 December, starting with Blyth Valley, I watched as seat after Labour seat collapsed to the Tories, challenging all conventional wisdoms about political tribalism. The Red Wall had turned blue.

         Listening to voters the following week, ‘surprised’, ‘relieved’ and ‘hopeful’ were the words they used most often to describe their feeling about the election result. This response was as likely to come from former Labour voters as long-standing Conservatives. Even some Labour voters claimed to be relieved. The shock result had confounded their concern that the election would not be decisive. Continuing the stasis that had paralysed the nation for the previous four years was the out-come they had most feared. ‘If there’s a hung parliament again, we’ll have to have a penalty shoot-out to sort it out,’ Mike, an undecided voter from Birmingham, had suggested a couple of weeks before polling day. Others in the focus group laughed, but Mike stood by his idea, pointing out that we were happy enough to settle a rather more important contest – the World Cup – in this way, so, why on earth not an election?

         It’s striking that voters had spent so much time worrying about the possibility of a hung parliament, given the decisiveness of the eventual result. The Tories won 43.6 per cent of the vote and 365 seats. Labour’s vote dropped to 32.2 per cent and just 203 seats. It was their biggest defeat since 1935. I usually pride myself on my performance on the office sweepstake at BritainThinks, the insight and strategy consultancy I cofounded ten years ago. This time I was bang on with the Tory 6vote share – up a relatively modest 1.2 per cent from 2017. However, I let myself down badly by underestimating the sheer scale of Labour’s loss – down 7.8 per cent from last time, leaving the party largely confined to big cities and a handful of university towns. The Tories had surpassed their own most optimistic predictions, taking an eighty-seat lead. Labour will now need 124 net gains to achieve a majority of just one. It’s quite a challenge.

         Of course, the biggest upset on what was generally a miserable night for Labour turned out to be just how many of the Tories’ wins came from the Red Wall. These old coal, steel and manufacturing constituencies were regarded as the home of the traditional Labour vote: working-class men and women whose loyalty had underpinned past Labour victories, including the 1997 landslide. Labour owned these places – many voters had never voted anything else – but all that had changed. Post-election analysis suggested that long-standing class-based loyalties mattered much less now. In fact, the Tories led across all social classes in 2019, performing especially strongly with C2DE social groups (semi-skilled and unskilled workers: drivers, retail workers, care assistants; people who might self-define as ‘working class’). They also won nearly half of all manual workers and 58 per cent of those whose educational attainment was GCSE level or less.

         In contrast, Labour did particularly well with the most highly qualified voters, winning 43 per cent of graduates, of whom just 29 per cent voted Conservative. Age correlates closely with qualifications, and the new battle lines now seem 7to be more about age than class. The younger you are, the more likely you are to have benefited from higher education. The Tories won resoundingly with older voters, enjoying a 47-point lead amongst the over 65s, while Labour achieved a 43-point lead with 18–24s. This much, though, could be regarded as business as usual, the general pattern of the past few elections. The biggest change turned out to be amongst middle-aged voters: we saw a swing of seven points from Labour to Tory amongst 35–54-year-olds. In 2019, thirty-nine became the age at which you would be more likely to vote Tory. Just two years earlier, in 2017, it had been forty-seven.

         Age had been important in the 2016 referendum too. Leave voters were typically older and less well educated, Remain voters the opposite. Crucially, the 2016 vote also pinpoints a values divide, neatly illustrated by Lord Ashcroft’s post-referendum polling. He asked voters whether they believed that a set of concepts including multiculturalism, feminism and social liberalism were a ‘force for good’ or a ‘force for ill’. The strong and emotive language used in the question’s wording might have been rejected in a dive to the middle ground – but it wasn’t. The findings demonstrated the polarised nature of the population. Eight out of ten people who said these ‘isms’ were a ‘force for ill’ were Leave voters; seven out of ten who said they were a ‘force for good’ were Remainers.

         My focus groups at the time illustrated the depth of this divide. I was taken aback by the degree of contempt that each group showed for one another’s opinions. Leavers thought Remainers were ‘out of touch’, ‘politically correct’, ‘superior’ and 8‘stuck up’. Leavers were angry and resentful and felt that they were being looked down on. They were not wrong. Remainers described Leavers as ‘misguided’ at best and would often go to some lengths to explain how easily they had been hoodwinked. This would always imply, even if not overtly stated – and it often was – that Leavers were ‘ignorant’ or ‘stupid’. Sometimes Remainers would go further and condemn Leavers as ‘racist’. Red Wall constituencies were very much more likely to have voted Leave rather than Remain: some had Leave winning more than 70 per cent of the vote. As James Kanagasooriam had noticed, that wall really was much more than a physical divide: it was, he told me, about ‘attitudes towards culture, state, belonging and place’. It had become what Arlie Russell Hochschild describes as an ‘empathy wall’ in her brilliant book about the American right, Strangers in Their Own Land: ‘A wall that is an obstacle to deep understanding of another person, one that can make us feel indifferent or even hostile to those who hold different beliefs.’

         Listening to voters over three decades has taught me that Brexit was a symptom, not a cause: exposure of these stark cultural and ideological differences had been a very long time coming. In 2010, I wrote my first book, the story of the birth – and death – of New Labour, told through the eyes of the voter. I called it Talking to a Brick Wall because I believed that Labour in government had gradually lost the knack of listening to voters, a quality that had delivered its richly deserved electoral victory in 1997. On reflection, I believe everyone who held a senior position in Labour between then and now deserves 9some share of the blame for what happened on 12 December 2019. Here’s my confession: other than the occasional by-election, at no point in the decades that I spent advising Labour did we ever consider running focus groups or polling in any of the Red Wall seats. Their reliability was seen as a given – quite frankly, they were taken for granted. This was not just Labour’s oversight, though. These voters were neglected by the entire political class. Labour felt that they didn’t need to worry about their ‘heartland constituencies’, populated by voters who would never let them down, who would always be on side. The Conservatives ignored them for a different reason: they were deemed totally unwinnable, so there was really no point.

         All that changed in 2019. In the aftermath of the political upheaval of Brexit, the Conservatives turned their sights to the Red Wall, gambling that, maybe this time, their fortunes would change. Meanwhile, Labour compounded the errors of a very poorly run campaign by redeploying local activists away from defending Red Wall constituencies and sending them instead to seats considered winnable targets or strategically important, like Uxbridge, Boris Johnson’s own seat. On the day, Johnson increased his majority, winning 52.6 per cent of the vote, and Labour made just one gain in the entire country: Putney. Of the sixty seats that Labour lost, more than two-thirds were in the Red Wall. The next day, a gleeful newly elected Tory Prime Minister rubbed salt into Labour’s wound by running his victory rally in Sedgefield, previously the seat of one well-known Red Wall Labour MP, Tony Blair, Labour’s most electorally successful leader ever. 10

         In this book, I have set out to understand who the ‘Red Wallers’ are, what matters to them, why they abandoned Labour, why they voted Conservative and what will win their votes in the next election. As well as drawing on BritainThinks’ own research and many published data sources, I chose three constituencies from different parts of the Red Wall to conduct ‘deep dives’ into voters’ views: Hyndburn in Lancashire, Darlington up in the north-east and Stoke-on-Trent in the Midlands.

         It’s important to be clear that I was not looking to meet a cross-section of voter opinion in each constituency. This is qualitative research, small-scale and in-depth, and my aim was to dig beneath the polling to really understand the motivations of people who had voted Labour consistently in the past but had chosen to vote Conservative – often for the first time – in 2019. My recruitment method was typical for this kind of research, used by market research agencies up and down the country for a multitude of commercial and social research projects, testing advertising and PR messages, exploring new product development and, of course, looking at how voters decide which way to vote. I thought through, as precisely as I could, exactly who I wanted to speak to and developed a short recruitment specification. In this instance, the brief was simple: I was looking for men and women drawn from the C2DE social grades that dominate many Red Wall constituencies, typically manual workers, carers, drivers, construction workers and factory workers. I wanted a spread of ages from late thirties up to mid-seventies. In terms of race, people were recruited to reflect the area. 11

         The only other crucial criteria for the interviewees’ profiles was their past voting behaviour: I asked for everyone to be past Labour voters who had switched to the Conservatives at the 2019 election. This qualifying question was buried in a recruitment questionnaire covering a wide range of different attitudinal questions, as, ideally, I wanted to avoid people coming along with prior knowledge of what they were going to be talking about, making it possible to gauge spontaneous views and avoid over-thinking. I also try to avoid people who are unusually interested in the subject under discussion. This spec was then shared with my network of professional recruiters, identifying those working in the right locations. These recruiters used a combination of street and database recruitment to find people who most precisely fit the bill. The final stage was a screening interview to ensure that the potential interviewees were who they said they were. We typically pay a cash incentive for people to attend – at £50 or so for ninety minutes, there is a risk that some may be tempted to blag their way into the session despite their ineligibility to attend, and we try to prevent this with a quick call to verify the information provided. Of course, we were looking for ordinary people, not professional focus groupies.

         In Talking to a Brick Wall, I included a chapter entitled, ‘What Is a Focus Group?’ In it I recounted the history of focus groups, particularly their use in politics. I also talked through some of the techniques that are typically used in such groups, and why; the importance of skilled moderation and what that looks like; the use of ‘projective techniques’ and a few 12examples, e.g. ‘Think about a friend who voted X and tell me why you think they did’ – or the ever popular ‘If X leader was an animal / car / drink, what would they be and why?’

         After their first use in the UK by Mrs Thatcher and her team, focus groups went through a resurgence of popularity, as used by New Labour, and then a period in which the very expression provoked derision. Now, in the Boris Johnson era, they are back at the heart of political strategy-setting, championed by Dominic Cummings, Johnson’s chief advisor. My own respect for focus groups and what we can learn from them has been constant throughout this period. I always use them alongside other methods, including large-scale polling, deliberative research like citizens’ juries and observational ethnographic techniques. For this book, as well as using focus groups I have looked at all the relevant available published data sources, conducted long, in-home ethnographic interviews and simply wandered round the streets in the three constituencies I have focused on, chatting to people and watching them go about their daily lives. In each place I conducted focus groups with long-standing Labour voters who had switched to Tory, as well as extended interviews, spending time with people in their homes, listening to them talking about their day: doing shopping, going to work, walking the dog or picking up their kids or grandkids from school. I also interviewed the out-going Labour MP and the incoming Tory MP in each location.

         The places I visited are all very different, but they share many common characteristics. The people there all believe, to varying degrees, that they have been neglected and overlooked 13by power brokers in the south. London feels a long way away. They rejoice in an illustrious industrial past and each place is incredibly proud of its own distinctive identity. However, the future looks much less promising and they are worried for their kids and grandkids. The people I met are proud too: proud of being working class, proud of their local communities and even prouder of the country, although recent years brought changes that some were wary of. They tend to be sceptical of politics and politicians, both local and national. The failure – until very recently – of the Brexit process has enhanced this feeling, however they voted in the 2016 referendum. Their long-standing Labour vote had seemed a natural choice, but Labour was different now. As respected psephologist Paula Surridge put it: ‘Labour had been moving away from working-class voters for some time, but when Corbyn took over this became turbo-charged.’ Their Tory vote, often offered hesitantly, was now something with which they have grown more comfortable. Boris Johnson, despite being ‘posh’, seemed, in December 2019, to ‘get’ them. Now they were full of hope.

         Voters reward most new governments with a honeymoon period, but it never lasts as long as the government might hope, and those who have tried something new can be swift to question their choice. This crunch point might come about as a result of something driven by the government itself (for example, the new government’s first Budget), or it may have been created by a change of key personnel: the debut of a new opposition leader, for instance. Sometimes, the moment could be triggered by external events. Very few of us, however, would 14have predicted that this government’s honeymoon period would be abruptly ended by the arrival of a massive, unprecedented global catastrophe in the shape of the coronavirus pandemic. As my visits to Red Wall towns got underway, the crisis began to take a grip on the nation, transforming the lives of ordinary British people everywhere. My visit to Hyndburn took place almost a month before it all kicked off, but I was in Darlington at the beginning of a week that was to see the closure of theatres, cinemas, restaurants and pubs. Stoke-on-Trent, the final visit in my schedule, was forced to become virtual interviews and focus groups, conducted online as lockdown made face-to-face meetings impossible. Boris Johnson ended up being tested much earlier in his premiership, and, given his own battle with the virus, tested in a much more personal way, than he might have expected. In a fast-changing world where attitudes fluctuated daily, it was an increasingly daunting challenge to keep abreast of the impact of this seismic shift.

         As I write, the crisis is still unfolding, but, in my penultimate chapter, I have tried to assess the likely effect of the pandemic on voters’ views across the country, and on Red Wallers specifically. How will they judge this government and how may it change who becomes the next? At first sight, as our anxious nation looked for leadership, the government’s reputation fared well, with ratings improving enough to be net positive for the first time in more than a decade. It looked good too for Boris Johnson, whose personal ratings soared. However, comparing the coronavirus crisis with the closest parallel in recent history, 15the financial crisis of 2008, offers some stark lessons. Although the then Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, gained an early poll boost and widespread approval for his handling of the crisis, this failed to translate into any long-term advantage. Worse still, as the Tories’ messaging hit home to devastating effect, Labour saw all its careful work to boost its reputation for economic competency unravel. At the 2010 election, voters found it easy to believe an attack about Labour’s economic strategy because it spoke to long-held views about the party’s lack of fiscal discipline. This is a spectre that haunts Labour still, more than ten years later.

         Discussing politics, the pandemic and their impact on people’s lives, everyone I have spoken to over the past few months has been honest, sometimes devastatingly so, and incredibly generous with their time at a very difficult period, characterised by uncertainty, frustration and fear. Voters in the Red Wall constituencies deserve a better deal and I hope that, whatever happens politically, they get it. 16
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            THE RED WALL: WHAT IS IT? WHERE IS IT? WHO LIVES THERE?

         

         
            ‘You could draw a line right across the middle of Britain – the bottom half is the have’s and the top half is the have not’s.’

         

         Although the term is now well known, at least in Westminster circles, there is no universal definition of which seats make up the Red Wall. James Kanagasooriam, the Tory strategist credited with inventing the concept, talks about a wall stretching up from the Midlands to North Wales then across to Merseyside. He excluded the north-east, whose ex-mining constituencies he categorises separately (although, prior to the 2019 election, he also correctly identified these as fruitful Tory targets). For the purposes of this book I have included the north-east in my definition of Red Wall seats that Labour lost to the Tories in 2019 and carried out fieldwork in Darlington as well as Stoke and Hyndburn. I kept in touch with the people I met and spoke to them again at various points to get an update 18on their views as events occurred: the 2020 Budget, the election of Keir Starmer as Labour leader and, of course, coronavirus.

         Since the drama of 12 December 2019, there has been a lot of talk about the Red Wall, with many assumptions made about the people who live in these constituencies by politicians and commentators who are unlikely ever to meet any of them. In fact, the Red Wall is home to some 4.7 million people who collectively represent approximately 8 per cent of the population of England and Wales. Very few of the people that I spoke to had heard of the term ‘Red Wall’, none used it themselves and, on being told about it, many were bemused. This is partly because none sees themselves as part of any group, particularly a group defined by voting patterns – although, as we shall see, a sense of belonging is something the Labour Party has relied heavily upon in the past. My focus is on people who abandoned Labour in 2019. These are the people that the Tories now have to hold on to, and that Labour must win back to be in with a shout of winning again. Those I heard from could not be seen as a homogenous group, and have as many characteristics that pull them apart as those that draw them together. However, while clear differences emerge by geography, demography and attitudes, there are significant economic and sociological similarities and patterns, and themes consistently emerge reflecting how Red Wallers feel about their lives, about where they live and about the country as a whole.

         The first of these is precisely why they would never identify as a group with ‘other Red Wallers’. Many share a striking feeling of isolation: the sense of being physically separate from the 19rest of the country. Two-thirds of Red Wallers live in towns, while just 15 per cent live in cities (only 3 per cent in major cities) and 17 per cent in villages. Many of these towns, like Accrington in Hyndburn, are small settlements near to large conurbations that are geographically close but not easily accessible by public transport, with major implications for how people live and work. Stoke-on-Trent Central, apparently a city, is in fact a collection of six towns strung together, each with their own identities and little sense of collective spirit. Many of the people I met lived their lives almost entirely within a few miles of their home and felt constrained by this. This turned out to be particularly true of the women I met, who often felt trapped by their domestic responsibilities.

         Michelle, who runs a ‘butty shop’ in Accrington – a small café selling pies, sandwiches and hot and cold drinks to local workers – lives above the shop and told me that her social life extended only as far as a street two blocks away. She explained that she never went ‘into town’ – the town centre was just a few hundred yards away at the end of her road; I’d walked from there to her home in less than five minutes. The Resolution Foundation’s analysis of ONS data in their ‘Painting the Towns Blue’ study confirms that Red Wall voters spend less time commuting than people from any other part of the country – typically just twenty-four minutes from home to work – and that they are much more likely to drive. Most of the people I met drove absolutely everywhere: to shop, to work, to socialise. When I asked focus group participants to identify what they liked least about living where they do, poor 20transport connections was one of the most frequent mentions, especially from male voters, who are more likely to be working further from home but often find the journey challenging. Cheaper or free parking was frequently at or near the top of people’s wish-lists, as was cheaper fuel. Both make a dramatic difference to weekly budgeting for those dependent on driving.

         For most Red Wallers, this isolation is not just about being physically separate. They feel ‘apart’ from the rest of the country in other ways too. This was often articulated using the term ‘left behind’, which, coincidentally, is probably the expression most often used about them by commentators and politicians. The north–south divide, which was referred to again and again, is an economic as well as a geographical division. I heard the term ‘southerners’ repeatedly used disparagingly, but the frustration is less about how Red Wallers see the south and more about how they believe they are seen by the rest of the country: overlooked, sneered at and looked down upon. This fuels the most powerful sentiment that I heard everywhere I went: a deep feeling of loss, specifically a strong belief that the place they call home had once been considered important to the country as a whole but is now ignored, seen as inconsequential and, as a result, has been allowed to decay.

         Many of the people that I spoke to told me the stories of their town’s former glory with the greatest of pride. Some had parents and grandparents who had worked in the local mill, in the brick works, in the potteries or, like my own grandfather in Darlington, where I was born, on the railways. There was understandable 21eagerness to share stories about the contribution their families had made and the place in history their home had earned. Many Red Wall towns have strong links with the armed forces too, and this was frequently mentioned. In Accrington, several people talked about the ‘Accrington Pals’, a local battalion of Kitchener’s army in the First World War: ‘The Accrington Pals paid a terrible price – almost every young man round here signed up. Almost none came home. My great-grandad was lucky,’ said one, talking about the First World War heroes widely celebrated in the town. Others had just grown-up absorbing the glory of their area’s heritage. And should they ever forget, there is physical evidence everywhere you look: the majestic mills in Accrington, the railway station in Darlington, the beautiful bottle kilns in Stoke-on-Trent are there to remind them.

         The three locations I chose to visit did indeed all have the proudest of histories: Accrington had once been at the heart of the textile industry and was also famous for NORI bricks (iron backwards, so-called because of its extraordinary strength). The NORI brick, historically made at the Accrington brickworks, was used to build the Blackpool Tower, Battersea Power Station and, at the very peak of its glory, the Empire State Building. Darlington, of course, was the birthplace of the world’s first passenger-bearing steam train, Locomotion No. 1, built in the 1820s by George Stephenson. Meanwhile, Stoke-on-Trent was home to the potteries since the seventeenth century, with companies like Royal Doulton, Wedgwood, Minton and Spode established and based there, exporting their beautiful wares around the world. 22

         But that golden era is now firmly in the past. Accy’s brickworks have had a chequered recent history, opening, closing down, being reopened (most recently with some fanfare by David Cameron and George Osborne in 2015) and then again in jeopardy, now employing tens rather than hundreds or thousands of people. Darlington railworks closed down in 1962, and now Locomotion No. 1 is at risk of being moved away from its current home, the Head of Steam museum. Stoke’s station entrance is famous too, boasting a statue of Josiah Wedgwood, founder of the china company that still bears his name. However, many of the potteries have now closed and Stoke’s most well-known entrepreneur today has a very different claim to fame: Peter Coates, founder of the global online-betting leader, bet365. The Coates family are now billionaires, and the firm sponsors the beloved Stoke City football team. The company is thought to be a good employer but now employs fewer than 4,000 people, while in its heyday ten times that worked for the potteries and related industries.

         This sense of loss inevitably translates into another recurring theme: the profound lack of opportunity, especially for young people, many of whom struggle to find education, training or employment in the area of their hometown. I heard from parents who were trying, reluctantly, to persuade their children to move away from home. In Accrington, with its long-held and proud connection with the army, several dads told me that this was what they hoped their sons might do: ‘He’s a good lad, hard-working, but there’s nothing for him here. The army would set up him. Give him a good start.’ Yet the Resolution 23Foundation’s study of Red Wall seats, suggests that these dads’ efforts might be in vain: while few young people are moving into the area, even fewer are leaving – despite deep-rooted concerns about how little the area has to offer. Instead, if you are young and living in the Red Wall, you are much less likely than young people living in other areas to move away. Most of the people I met talked about their nearby cities (Manchester, Birmingham, Newcastle) as if they were another country. Many had never visited London, and abroad was discussed as somewhere for an occasional holiday in the sun, rarely as somewhere that might offer career opportunities.

         I met Kayla, a 32-year-old catering worker in Accrington, who told me how she would actually quite like to live ‘down south’, possibly in Swindon, where she had family whom she occasionally visited. She believed that she and, eventually, her older children may have been able to get better training and better jobs in the south, but was concerned that the cost of living would be prohibitive – in particular the likely cost of housing was going to make it very hard to move. Privately rented properties are significantly cheaper in Red Wall constituencies than in the country as a whole. The Red Wall has also experienced lower house-price increases. The cab driver who picked me up from the station when I arrived in Hyndburn made this point well. When I asked him what he liked about living locally he didn’t hesitate for a moment: ‘Cheap flats!’ Checking on Rightmove later, I discovered that a decent-looking two-bed flat would set you back just £32,000, while a three-bed house with garage and garden was yours for around £120,000. Darlington 24was a little more expensive, maybe £140,000 for a three-bed house, and Stoke was in between. The cheapest property that I found was a three-bed fixer-upper in Accrington for £29,950. You wouldn’t get much for that ‘down south’.

         As well as worries about young people’s future careers, there was a common perception that the area did not provide enough for them to do. Everywhere I went I heard about youth clubs closing down and playing fields falling into disrepair or being built on. Asked what he would do if he could change one thing, Gordon, a retired electrician in Accrington, told me he’d build a youth club with good sporting facilities. He was worried about how little there was for the ‘young uns’ to do. Colin, a self-employed ‘brickie’ from Stoke-on-Trent, also put ‘better sports and recreation facilities for kids’ at the top of his wish-list for his local area. Those with teenaged children or grandchildren were not just worried for their own kids but for the impact on the neighbourhood. Some talked about the knock-on impact on low-level crime and anti-social behaviour. Ali, who works in a customer services call centre as well as caring for her grandchildren, felt intimidated by the numbers of young people simply hanging around on street corners or in the ‘dead’ town centre. Maureen, mother of three ‘boys’ (aged thirty-nine, forty-three and forty-seven), works in Debenhams in Darlington and told me she now feels nervous about going out at night: ‘It’s the abusive youth, shouting their mouths off, swearing and climbing on the bus shelter at the end of my road.’

         The Resolution Foundation analysis also shows that Red Wall constituencies have slower population growth than other 25areas in the UK, with fewer people moving in as a result of either internal or international migration. They have a smaller non-UK-born population than other areas, too. Anecdotally, these groups are also often less well integrated than they are in other regions. ‘They keep themselves to themselves’ was a grumble I heard frequently. This ‘otherness’ sometimes means that those groups become an easy target for those seeking to apportion blame for their own misfortune. For example, I regularly heard complaints about workers from other countries taking jobs away from locals either by undercutting their wages or through employers’ political correctness. Julie, a part-time cleaner in Darlington, was furious that her son, ‘a bright lad’, had tried and failed twice to get into the police. ‘They more or less said to him, “You’re not the criteria,”’ she told me. ‘It annoys me that he missed out on the opportunity just because he wasn’t a person of colour.’ In Accrington, there is a significant Asian population, and I heard a few gripes about the council setting different rules for traders of Asian origin than those set for ‘local’ people: ‘They’re afraid they’ll play the race card,’ I was told. Michelle was convinced that her business had suffered as a result of unfair treatment. Julie used the ‘race card’ language too, saying she felt ‘like a second-class citizen in my own country these days’, adding, ‘I’m not racist, I judge people for what they are, but it seems that we work hard and pay our taxes and immigrants get handouts and benefits that we’re not able to get.’ In Stoke, my focus groups, like Gareth Snell, the constituency’s former MP, were insistent that different ethnic groups rubbed along fine. But when I asked a focus group of 26men what had changed for the worse locally, several mentioned the fast-growing Pakistani and Indian communities, seeing it as another symptom of the decline: ‘They come here because it’s cheap.’

         Many Red Wallers shared strong feelings of resentment towards those they see as undeserving. Women were often more likely than their male counterparts to talk about the grievance they felt towards people they believed were ‘milking the system’ without ever having any intention of paying back. ‘People should be made to work,’ Tracey told me. As a carer she seemed to be permanently on duty, even taking a call from one of her charges during our session. ‘It never stops,’ she complained, adding, ‘He’s panicking a bit about something and it’s only me that can calm him down.’ The Resolution Foundation’s analysis shows that the Red Wall has a higher rate of benefit spending per head than other areas. Much of this is in-work support that many female Red Wallers would be in receipt of – and, as it has fallen, they will be feeling the pinch even more, a factor that will be exaggerated as universal credit kicks in.

         Most people I spoke to worked very hard indeed, but life seemed particularly tough for many of the women, often working multiple jobs – long hours for low pay. Penny, a care worker and foster parent, typically worked a six-day week and was still struggling to make ends meet. She talked about the high levels of stress caused by such intense working patterns, and its impact on her mental health. Penny was typical of the women I chatted with: often combining several part-time jobs and shouldering all the family’s caring responsibilities, looking 27after children, grandchildren and sometimes elderly parents too. Money was tight and there was very little down time. Unsurprisingly, given the gender pay gap and greater likelihood to take responsibility for caring duties at home, these women felt their lives were harder than those of their men, though they dealt with this with affection rather than anger, mocking the men’s incompetence. ‘All men are completely rubbish!’ joked one. Another had split up with her partner but ended up looking after his kids as well as her own: ‘They preferred being with me,’ she explained. Her ex now lived with his mum, who ‘runs around after him – treats him like a kid’.

         Some of these disparities in pay and the allocation of caring responsibilities are not unique to constituencies along the Red Wall. However, the problem seems to be more acute there. The Resolution Foundation’s Blue Wall report highlights some important employment trends that were reflected many times in the conversations I had with Red Wallers. The Red Wall offers far fewer ‘high-value’ employment opportunities, being over-represented in retail and manufacturing – both declining sectors in the UK. It also over-indexes on healthcare employment. In reality, this probably means many low-paid caring jobs, the kind from which many of the women I listened to were struggling to make a living. The Red Wall under-indexes in the high-growth, high-value sectors: communications, finance, property, professional services and science, explaining why pay has fallen faster there than in other parts of the north, the Midlands and Wales. This was felt powerfully in Hyndburn and Stoke, while Darlington felt a little more positive. Mick, 28a Darlington-based kitchen-fitter, told me that, although the manufacturing all went more than twenty years ago, ‘we’ve now got a stronger service sector here, with new jobs coming from Amazon, EE and some of the banks, so we’re lucky’.

         Yet despite Mick’s optimism, a recurring Red Wall theme was the belief that its people have been not just neglected, but actually robbed. Many feel that the decline they observe in their place – and its impact on their lives and the lives of their families – is more sinister than just being ‘left behind’. When some talked about the north–south divide, they talked as though they were witnessing a theft: they were not being deprived of funds but funds were being taken away from them and transferred to wealthier parts of the country, places where the political sun had been shining – London came in for special mention again and again. The resentment cut deep. Ian, a plumber and handyman in Accrington, described it like this: ‘The north-west generates money and it all goes down to London. We create it, we need it, but they get it.’ Top of mind here is infrastructure investment (in fairness, it’s hard to imagine living twenty miles outside of London and having to endure a one-hour, twenty-minute train commute, as Accrington commuters to Manchester would), but people also talk about the demise of the high street and, as discussed above, lack of high-value, high-paid jobs.

         Unsurprisingly perhaps, all this has led to deep resentment. The resentment is born out of a perfect storm stoked by Red Wallers’ feeling that their own hard work is unrewarded, the tangible evidence of lack of local investment, and the sense 29that other places are thriving at their expense. I asked one of the Stoke focus groups where they did their Christmas shopping. Never in Stoke, it turned out. Maybe they’d hop on a train to Manchester, the women told me. How about London, I asked, would they ever go to London to shop? ‘No!’ they said, half serious, half in jest. ‘They’re not getting my hard-earned cash down there!’ In March 2020, BritainThinks ran a citizens’ jury for the think tank Labour Together, an organisation seeking to unite the warring Labour Party factions. The jury formed part of a review commissioned to understand what went wrong in December 2019, which would be published the following June. Asked to create the ‘ideal’ political party, a team drawn from Red Wall constituencies brainstormed with enthusiasm. They summed up their thinking with the slogan ‘Let’s Make Britain Great Again’. The knowing nod to Trump led to a spontaneous chant of ‘Let’s build a wall,’ which everyone joined with joking and laughing. ‘Where would the wall be?’ I asked, wondering if they were referring to the Red Wall, but I was quickly corrected. ‘No! We’ll build a wall around London!’ shouted one and everyone cheered. They could not have been clearer: keeping Londoners in their place would be a very desirable outcome indeed. 30
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