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Editors’ introduction and acknowledgements


Iain Dale on behalf of Greg Callus, Daniel Hamilton and Robert Waller





Editing a book like this is, as you can imagine, a pleasure for political enthusiasts like the four of us. We have tried to cater for the political enthusiast as well as the casual observer of the political scene, and hopefully both will be satisfied.


We have tried to give a blend of material – ranging from lists and statistics, through to thematic essays, mixing detailed opinion polling and electoral law with insightful chapters on the media and the hidden party ‘machines’. No book like this could cover every aspect of the next election, but hopefully this will prove a useful and thought-provoking tome to accompany what is promising to be an exciting year in British politics. And we’ve added a bit of fun too, with some political trivia.


Such a project requires the effort of many talented people who have been as patient with our requests as they have been generous with their time. All our contributors have given us interesting and well-written material for which we are very grateful, but some individuals merit a special mention.


We would also like to extend our sincere gratitude to Professors Colin Rallings and Michael Thrasher from the Elections Centre at the University of Plymouth. Many of the election statistics (especially in the constituency profiles section) which appear in this book are courtesy of their great work, and appear with their permission. Their Media Guide to the New Parliamentary Constituencies is rightly considered a psephological bible. Their book British Electoral Facts 1832–2012 should be on the bookshelf of every self-respecting politico.


We are also grateful to the House of Commons Library for their original research for many of the tables listed, and to Anthony Wells of YouGov and the UK Polling Report for his marginal seat lists. We have also made use of data from the Office of National Statistics and British Social Attitudes Survey and we thank them for the work they do. We have also consulted the Times Guide to the House of Commons 2010 (Times Books, 2010) and the latest of the Nuffield Series, The British General Election of 2010 (ed. Cowley & Kavanagh, Macmillan, 2010). Thanks also to Dr Matthew Goodwin and Dr Robert Ford for allowing us to use their data on likely UKIP target seats. Their book Revolt on the Right (Routledge, 2013) is a must for anyone who wants to understand the rise of UKIP.


I’d like to thank all those who have contributed essay chapters to this book. Their insight is invaluable. They are Lord Ashcroft, Isabel Hardman, Joey Jones, Mark Wallace, Paul Richards, Caron Lindsay, Gareth Knight, Mike Smithson, David Torrance, Anthony Wells, Theo Usherwood, Jag Singh, Donal Blaney, Gawain Towler, Nel McDonald, Adam Smith and Stephanie Anderson.


Because we wanted this book to be out for the party conferences of 2014, David Torrance’s chapter on Scotland had, necessarily, to be written without knowing the result of the referendum. We ask for your understanding! There are one or two other chapters which will need to be added to between publication and the election – the list of retiring MPs and Mike Smithson’s chapter on by-elections to name but two. Many candidates have also not yet been selected, but the constituency profiles are all up to date as of August 2014.


Our gratitude is also due to Olivia Beattie and Phil Beresford at Biteback for their editing and design of this magnificent tome. They had to put up with a lot of last-minute faffing and dealt with it very calmly when they must have wanted to scream.


In a book of this scope there are bound to be a few errors, and some necessary omissions (parliamentary candidates yet to be chosen, black swans yet to be spotted etc.). We take full responsibility, of course, but hope that any such instances will be so few and marginal as not to detract from the book as a whole.






















Foreword





Every single election since 1992 has been eminently predictable. Everyone knew Labour would win in 1997, 2001 and 2005. In 2010 it was pretty clear Gordon Brown would lose, although commentators were split on whether Cameron could actually win. The 2015 election is the most difficult to predict for twenty years, and therefore it should not only be incredibly exciting, but turnout should be high. But even that is difficult to predict at a time when people are more disillusioned with politics and politicians than at any point in my lifetime.


There are many things that make this election unpredictable. Here are just a few:




• We are for the first time experiencing four-party politics.


• No one knows what will happen to the UKIP vote. Will it hold up? Where is it coming from?


• No one knows where former Lib Dem voters will go, or if they may return to the Lib Dems.


• Can Labour win when the polls show they are behind on economic competence and on leadership quality?


• How big will the stay-at-home vote be?





For David Cameron this election is s*** or bust. If he doesn’t win an outright majority his position as leader of the Conservative Party may well be untenable. It is almost inconceivable that his own MPs would rubberstamp a renewal of the coalition, even if it were the only way to form a majority government. Last time it was possible to argue for it to enable Britain to withstand the economic crisis. That argument is unlikely to be valid in 2015 barring unforeseeable circumstances. There is also a visceral dislike on the Tory benches for the Lib Dems, which wasn’t so apparent last time. Tories are fed up with the way the Lib Dems have tried to claim credit for every coalition success, but blame any failures on the ‘wicked Tories’. But how on earth can the Tories win an overall majority, when all the polls, including Lord Ashcroft’s monthly poll of marginal seats, show that Labour is doing better in the marginal than elsewhere?


There is only one answer to that question and it is this. No one knows what will happen to the Lib Dem and UKIP votes, and how big the stay-at-home vote will be. In theory, most of the former Lib Dem vote should go to Labour, but that’s not how it is working out in practice. Some of it goes to UKIP and some of it goes to the Tories – it is slightly dependent on where in the country you live.


Since the European elections, the UKIP vote has remained fairly constant. It is entirely reasonable to assume that it will remain at 14–18 per cent right up until the election. They may well win a few seats, and the devil in me hopes they do, as they would certainly liven up politics a bit in the House of Commons, but the more pertinent thing is that they could stop both the Conservatives and Labour winning seats. Just as UKIP may stop the Tories winning or retaining marginal seats in the south of England, I believe they will do the same to Labour in the north. The key to a Tory majority is how these two things balance each other out, if they do at all. If you look at some of Robert Waller’s regional profiles, and Dan Hamilton’s constituency profiles, it is extremely difficult to make any rational judgement as to what the UKIP effect will actually be.


In 2010 the Lib Dems lost five seats, winning fifty-seven all told. I must admit that I had tipped them to win seventy or eighty and I remember uttering these words, live on LBC’s election night show when the BBC exit poll came in: ‘If the Lib Dems win fifty-nine seats I’ll run down Whitehall naked.’ Danny Alexander, when he came on the show some time later, said he would join me if that turned out to be true. Neither of us has delivered on that pledge. My excuse is that they won fifty-seven, not fifty-nine, and I’m sticking to it! You can see my detailed predictions, seat by seat, for the Lib Dems later in this book, but this time I am predicting they could well lose at least half their seats, with the majority going to the Conservatives. The consolation for the Lib Dems is that my track record in predicting their results isn’t exactly stellar.


At each of the last two elections we’ve been told that they would be the ‘internet elections’. On both occasions the pundits were wrong. Jag Singh has a fascinating chapter later in the book on the likely impact of the internet in this election. Last time, blogging was in its heyday, but did it really have any effect on the result? Very little. Twitter was in its infancy, but even now, I don’t think Twitter will have much impact beyond turning a drama into a crisis for any hapless candidate who commits a so-called gaffe. YouTube, together with The Guardian and the Telegraph, have bid to do an election debate with the party leaders, but I can’t see what’s in it for the politicians to do a debate which wouldn’t get anywhere near the likely audience for a TV debate. David Cameron reckons the debates sucked the air out of the last campaign and he was right, but that’s not a reason to scrap them. At the time of writing, Labour and the Lib Dems have signed up to repeat the debates in the same format as last time, whereas the Conservatives say they won’t enter into talks until the autumn, following the party conferences. Their election strategist Lynton Crosby is said to want to pull Cameron from the debates as he sees no advantage in him taking part. You can see the logic, but politically it’s impossible. If Cameron refused to take part I imagine there would be many people who wouldn’t vote for him on principle. No one respects a politician they think of as ‘frit’.


I’d like to see one debate take place in mid-March between the five main political leaders, a second one in early April between Clegg, Cameron and Miliband, and a final one in the last week of April between the only two men who could realistically be Prime Minister – Cameron and Miliband. In reality I suspect we’ll get a repeat of the format from 2010.


Politics should really be about policy, but I suspect we’re going to get three of the most non-committal manifestos in the history of elections. The Tories will make a big thing of their European referendum promise (such as it is), Labour will concentrate on their energy price freeze (such as it is) and the Liberal Democrats will, well, will anyone take any notice? Their failure to honour their student tuition fees promise has all but rendered any election promise they make this time valueless. Well, that’s what their opponents will say with every opportunity that comes their way.


Even though the election is only eight months away at the time of writing, I would be hard pushed to write a list of ten likely manifesto promises for each party. When UKIP’s policy platform is clearer than the other three parties, you know they have a problem.


This won’t be an election about policy. It will be about slogans. I despair of the number of times politicians utter the phrases ‘cost of living crisis’, ‘long-term economic plan’ or ‘hard-working families’ on my radio show. In fact I despair so much I have banned them on my radio show. This will be the most ‘on-message election’ ever, and woe betide any candidate who strays from the party line.


Whatever happens though, it’s going to be one hell of a ride.


 


Iain Dale


Drivetime presenter, LBC Radio



















State of the leaders


Isabel Hardman





DAVID CAMERON


Given the rough-and-tumble he’s had with his party over the past few years, David Cameron is heading into this election in surprisingly good shape. Troublesome backbenchers who had given him grief every step of the way through his premiership have faded into the background, for the time being at least. Some have cheered up because they’ve seen the improving economic situation, Labour’s failure to move the polls and the Prime Minister’s 2013 referendum pledge as a sign that Conservative victory of one sort or another is possible next year. The most dangerous figure, David Davis, is far less of a threat to Cameron than he once was, with former supporters melting away. One told me recently that ‘You have got to have some sort of following to do something, but any following he might have had has evaporated because all his predictions of oblivion under Cameron haven’t come true.’ Davis’s interventions after the European elections made far less of a dent than they might have done: many of his sympathisers are simply not interested in causing trouble for the leadership.


Other MPs have required a little more work to bring into line: Andrew Bridgen, for instance, who once hated the Prime Minister so much that he was happy to make public his letter to 1922 Committee Chair Graham Brady calling for a leadership contest. Bridgen retracted that letter this spring after a concerted effort from No. 10 to listen to him and encourage him to back the Prime Minister. The work of this reconciliation team in Downing Street continues, and Cameron himself continues to try harder with his MPs. They accept that he will never really be a natural people person, particularly with people he finds a bit dull or unimportant. But they appreciate his effort, both in holding briefing meetings where Lynton Crosby reassures the party with PowerPoint presentations about strategy, and in inviting more MPs around to Downing Street. His PPS Gavin Williamson’s extraordinary energy has come in handy on this front, too.


But Cameron must not mistake the improved mood in his party for loyalty. Many of those who were his harshest critics are pulling together only for the sake of the Conservatives, not the Prime Minister himself. They will still turn on him after the election if he tries to enter another coalition. It’s not just the troublesome backbenchers: influential ministers have made it known to their colleagues that they would vote against another partnership with the Lib Dems if they were offered a secret ballot to approve a deal.


He also risks giving the impression of stalling on his plans for European reform. He has not appointed a full-time negotiator to work on his behalf and his deliberations over whom to appoint as European Commissioner seemed more focused on pragmatic considerations about by-elections and ministers at the end of their Westminster careers than the key role the new commissioner can play in a renegotiation. His view that he will be campaigning for Britain to stay in the EU because he knows for sure that he can get the reformed Europe and reformed relationship with Europe that he wants has not been scrutinised as fiercely as it might have been by backbenchers, because backbenchers are saving that sort of forceful behaviour for after the 2015 election. But the Prime Minister’s confidence suggests either that he has such a modest vision of a renegotiated settlement that it really will be very easy to get what he wants, or that he is quite deluded: European leaders do recognise that the EU must change, but they are not quite keen for the changes that Cameron is suggesting.


Part of the problem for Cameron is that he’s just not that ideological about Europe. Neither is he ideological about much else. This sounded quite nice in opposition: ‘ideological’ is often used as a synonym for ‘dogmatic’ and ‘stubborn’. But it does mean that it’s easy for this Prime Minister to U-turn, because his initial ideas never had an intellectual underpinning in the first place. Hence his shift from greenery in opposition to ‘taking out the green crap’ in government. Some of the ideas he adopted before entering government deserved to be shrugged off, but perhaps the Conservative leader could approach the 2015 election with greater conviction about what he wants to do with the next five years, and what’s driving him to do it.


ED MILIBAND


No one could accuse Ed Miliband of lacking conviction. The Labour leader boasted that he had greater ‘intellectual self-confidence’ than David Cameron, and while it sounded a pompous thing for someone who graduated with an upper second to say to a first-class graduate, it’s true. Ever since the Labour autumn conference in 2013, Miliband has shown the courage of his convictions by the bucketful. He spent the first few years of leading his party talking about his family background and producing long, confusing and off-putting arguments about producers and predators. Then he announced price controls in the energy sector, and suddenly began to look a whole lot more confident.


Miliband finds himself in a nice groove where he can announce appealing retail offer policies, and sit back and watch the government panic for a few weeks before announcing something to relieve the pressure he’s put on ministers. He’s certainly made politics more interesting by moving to the left. The problem is that the energy price freeze, plans to improve the private rented sector and an eye-watering pledge for all patients to see their GP within forty-eight hours have not translated into eye-watering poll leads. Perhaps this is because, as his election strategy chief Douglas Alexander claims, the era of four-party politics means Labour cannot expect runaway poll leads in the run-up to the general election. But perhaps it’s because voters are worried about something bigger than the nice-sounding pledges that Miliband throws at them. Labour still needs to work out a way of talking about the cuts it would make after 2015 without resorting to fine language about long-termism. Cuts that are brutal and produce short-term savings are needed, yet naturally frontbenchers don’t want to talk about them. But the public will struggle to believe in pledges about GP access if they can’t trust Labour to manage the public finances properly.


The low poll leads have not translated into party panic, yet. But grumblings won’t just be directed at the party leader. Ed Miliband has invested heavily in his MPs. Even those who didn’t support him in 2010 are won over by his personal warmth and his desire to consult them. Indeed, his consultation exercises in the run-up to big changes of tack on issues such as immigration and welfare put Whitehall departments to shame when it comes to the amount of time the Labour leader and his team spend talking any backbencher who is vaguely interested in the policy through the details.


This means that not only can Miliband set his party on a course where it pledges to be tougher than the Tories on welfare and immigration, but that when the chips are down he can rely on his party colleagues not to stick their heads above the parapet immediately. He can’t take that for granted forever, though: more people were rattled and became chatty by the European elections. He has been let down consistently by underperforming shadow Cabinet members, and this problem has not been solved by reshuffles. Some of the least proactive or most troublesome members of his team are the most difficult to move, such as Yvette Cooper and Ed Balls. So this leader is not in as strong a state as he could be, because of the team around him.


NICK CLEGG


Nick Clegg does have some similar personnel problems to Miliband – mostly in the form of the Business Secretary Vince Cable, but the Liberal Democrat leader is heading into the election having won many battles in the war for the soul of his party, albeit without any marked improvement in the polls. Cable is no longer such an authoritative figure after a bruising 2013 conference season in which he appeared to have a hissy fit and a sulk over the position the party was taking on the economy. His ally Lord Oakeshott, whose plots to remove whoever is the leader of the day and install his preferred candidate are almost as old as the party itself, has also gone. Oakeshott’s departure from the Lib Dems in May means Clegg no longer has a powerful parliamentarian briefing against him at every turn. He will continue to face grumbles from the Social Liberal Forum, a left-leaning faction within the Lib Dems who have never supported Clegg’s vision for the party or indeed his leadership. But there are insufficient numbers of MPs keen to remove their leader, and members don’t seem hungry for a leadership contest either.


One question for Clegg as he prepares for 2015 is which party he’d instinctively rather do business with, in the event of a coalition with either Labour or the Conservatives being viable. Conventional wisdom is that it is easier for the Liberal Democrats to do a deal with Labour this time around, given the angst that sharing a pillow with the Tories has provoked among the grassroots. But the Lib Dem leader knows that it’s not that simple. In coalition with the Tories, the Lib Dems have been able to portray themselves as the nice, sweet party who stop savage Tory cuts and rein in the worst free market instincts of their partners. But in coalition with Labour, they would be the party blocking new school building projects and other nice goodies that voters quite like but which the government may not be able to afford. The clue is in the line Clegg himself offered at his party’s conference when describing how the Lib Dems could anchor either party: ‘Labour would wreck the recovery. The Conservatives would give us the wrong kind of recovery. Only the Liberal Democrats can finish the job and finish it in a way that is fair.’ Suddenly, the Lib Dems would be the nasty party.


More immediately, Clegg needs to decide how he can persuade voters that the Lib Dems aren’t a ‘nothing’ party or a niche party. His ‘party of IN’ campaign for the 2014 European elections damaged his leadership because he had personally set so much store by this bold and proud Europhile stance. Privately, he admits that his big mistake was to appear an apologist for the EU rather than caveating his enthusiasm with ideas for proper reform of the bloc. But while he tries to cheer up his party with announcements on international development and other policy areas that excite Lib Dem activists, Clegg needs to be careful that he doesn’t neglect exciting voters with the big Lib Dem achievements on the economy.


Clegg may be mocked by Labour for being a pushover when it comes to nasty Tory ideas, but he has wielded great power through the Quad and a seldom-mentioned committee that he chairs which examines all the government’s domestic policies. The Home Affairs Committee is Clegg’s opportunity to stop the ideas he doesn’t like, or at least to slow them up considerably, and it is the stranglehold that he places on reform that has led some Tory ministers to think minority government would be preferable in 2015 to another five years of Chairman Clegg.


NIGEL FARAGE


Perhaps Clegg will be robbed of the opportunity to pick 2015’s winner by Nigel Farage, who hopes that UKIP can ‘hold the balance of power’ in the House of Commons next year and possibly offer a confidence and supply agreement. This is a very bold ambition, to put it politely. But the UKIP leader is dead set on getting MPs in the House of Commons, and has made noises about resigning if he fails to do so.


He has failed to secure more than a single defection from the Conservative party, even though these were eminently possible at one stage. One Conservative MP who was on the brink of defecting to UKIP told me that it was Farage himself who put him off. He said: ‘When I looked Farage in the eyes, eyeball to eyeball, I felt this was a person I could not trust and do business with.’


Farage’s own character has certainly come in for plenty of scrutiny over the past few months, and he hasn’t always thrived under the spotlight. At times in the European elections campaign, he appeared to visibly wilt, either giving off-colour answers to questions in interviews, or becoming rattled. One of his challenges in 2015 is to keep his cool while both running for what could be the first UKIP seat in the House of Commons and managing his party’s national campaign. The European election spotlight has considerably less candlepower than the one that will be beamed on Farage for the general election.


ALEX SALMOND


Nigel Farage and Alex Salmond are two insurgents who have shaken up British politics far more than any of the main party leaders could ever dream. Both are also leaders responsible for a large proportion of the profile that their parties enjoy, and this is a challenge for both: what are the SNP and UKIP without Salmond and Farage?


The former is less rattled by being caught out than the latter, but Salmond has still struggled when confronted with details – big details at that – such as the legal advice his government took on an independent Scotland’s membership of the European Union. Nevertheless, he has benefitted from a confused and lacklustre ‘no’ campaign, which contrasts with his party’s old-fashioned campaign style of meetings in village halls and an emotional case for independence.


Even if Salmond doesn’t get the result he wants on 18 September 2014, he has prepared his case for devo-max sufficiently carefully that he can switch from his current campaign for independence-lite to campaigning for a huge handover of power from Westminster. So in some senses, the First Minister will win the referendum if he gets a ‘yes’ vote, or if he gets the close result that gives him the moral victory on which to keep going.


NATALIE BENNETT


The Greens aren’t claiming a political ‘earthquake’ after 2014’s local and European elections. But they’re still tunnelling away, beating the Lib Dems in the European polls to come fourth with nearly 8 per cent of the vote nationally and three MEPs. The party also expanded its local base, gaining seventeen new councillors. Yet many of its activists complain that they’re losing out to UKIP in media coverage. Party leader Natalie Bennett has made the same accusation. She thinks the Greens are now a ‘national party’. That may be true, but the party is going through the sort of difficult adolescence that UKIP would like to avoid: it has not earned universal plaudits for the way it has run Brighton & Hove Council, and since Caroline Lucas relinquished the party leadership, it struggles to get the same kind of headlines as the other insurgent party that it despises – UKIP. Bennett is a useful second voice in the Green Party, but because she does not speak from the Chamber of the House of Commons, her interventions are easy to miss. The next step for the Greens is to work out how to bag national headlines that aren’t just about local political rows.


Isabel Hardman is Assistant Editor of The Spectator.



















The Conservative Party general election campaign


Mark Wallace





The next general election will be unlike any other in British political history.


Previously, the timing of every election has been uncertain. Will the Prime Minister go early? Might he or she call a snap election on the back of a sudden bit of good news?


This time round, though, we have known the date for years. The coalition’s decision to introduce fixed-term parliaments didn’t attract as much attention as the ill-fated attempt to introduce the Alternative Vote, but it has had a huge impact on our politics.


Removing the uncertainty gives the parties and leaders greater ability to plan everything down to the last detail, but it also provides the potential to bore the electorate silly.


The challenge is to take advantage of the opportunity for fundraising and recruiting your team, while avoiding the risk of getting bogged down and boring in the lengthy slog.


Combine that fixed-term factor with the reality that the Conservatives are incumbents in government, and the party faces a difficult job. Not only is the date of the election conducive to boredom, but incumbents have to fight to ‘finish the job’ and are denied the more exciting ground of demanding ‘change’.


That’s the bad news. The good news is two-fold.


First, governing as part of a coalition is not the same as being a single-party government. There is still room to pitch new, exciting ideas on the basis that they aren’t possible while hobbled by the Liberal Democrats but would be delivered by a majority Conservative government.


Second, boring conservatives have recently proved electorally successful in other countries. Germany’s Merkel, Australia’s Abbott, Canada’s Harper – all are examples of what Tim Montgomerie has called the ‘BoreCons’, and all have won elections in recent years.


Maybe being boring isn’t all that bad. Throw in the fact that when Ed Miliband does manage to excite interest, people tend to find it worrying or just plain weird, and you have the genesis of an opportunity.


THE LESSON OF 2010


The 2010 general election is a bitter memory for the Conservative leadership. Up against Gordon Brown, who boasted a toxic combination of economic disaster and personal unpleasantness, the fresh, young Tory pitch was supposed to sweep the board.


‘Let sunshine win the day’ was David Cameron’s call in opposition. But when polling day came around, voters drew the curtains.


Thankfully, for the nation’s sake, a coalition was hammered together in order to avoid the harmful experience of any more Brownism. But that success also allowed the Conservative Party to avoid fully facing up to the grim fact that we failed to win outright in the most favourable circumstances for a quarter of a century.


Belatedly, and largely behind closed doors, that failure has eventually been analysed. What should have been a stark contrast between tired, bitter Labour and positive, modernised Conservatism was allowed to blur thanks to a confused and confusing pitch to voters.


The Big Society is the most famous example – it took loads of good ideas and naturally conservative principles and hid them in a mush of management speak and sloganeering. Indeed, it grabbed so much of the wrong sort of attention that it distracted from other policies which would have been more easily understood and offered concrete improvements in people’s lives


SAFETY FIRST


So highfalutin language and airy messaging is out for 2015. Instead, Lynton Crosby has made a welcome return as the party’s full-time election strategist, and with him comes a focus on real life and stark divides. Crucially, he also believes in research rather than instinct – he has little time for the commentariat, and prefers to find out scientifically what actual voters are thinking.


No longer are the Conservatives sketching castles in the sky, instead they are down on the ground implementing the now-famous OLTEP (Our Long Term Economic Plan).


Note the second and third words – ‘long’ and ‘term’. OLTEP may have emerged in the language of government, but it is targeted at winning elections. By implication, this is a plan that takes longer than one five-year term in power – and it isn’t a question of ill-defined philosophy, it’s squarely about the economy, meaning the future of your job, your kids’ jobs, your house and your town depend on it.


This is the language of safety, the greatest asset an incumbent party can possess. The plan revolves around tough decisions, cutting the deficit, making welfare more fair, improving education and returning to growth – if you’ve taken the pain of the first few years, do you really want to ditch it just when it starts to pay off?


Like all the best political questions, that only has one answer.


Effectively, the Conservatives will also seek to make Ed Miliband’s theme – ‘the choice’ – answer itself. Your choice is between a long-term economic plan and … what? A return to the bad old days of tax and debt? Trade union-controlled loony Labour? Or, even worse, an ill-defined alternative that no one knows anything about other than the fact that its main proponent can’t eat a sandwich competently?


Crosby is decisive and blunt – fortunately the Prime Minister has given him the necessary authority to do things his way, or else his job would be rather more difficult. He hosts weekly meetings in CCHQ with the top team to ensure that every element of the party is pointing in the right direction, that the left hand knows what the right hand is doing and, most of all, to ensure message discipline.


THE TOP TEAM


With that approach in mind, the team at the top of the Conservative Party should be seen primarily as a campaigning outfit.


Of course, the Prime Minister and the Chancellor still maintain the close alliance which so distinguished them from Blair and Brown’s smouldering rivalry. Each knows that the other is a major reason why they have got this far, and that sustaining that relationship is essential to success in 2015.


Cameron is known to dislike reshuffles, and yet the 14th and 15th of July saw him radically remodel his Cabinet with the election in mind.


Compare the new set-up to the old. The departure of Michael Gove, for example, was openly motivated by a desire to shed baggage among key electorates like teachers and parents. The swift rise of several female ministers – such as Liz Truss and Nicky Morgan – was about picking the voices and faces of the election campaign as much as about chasing a gender target.


Then there are the senior campaigning roles – while William Hague left the Foreign Office and is soon to leave the Commons, his position as Leader of the House is unequivocally a campaigning one. Well liked and a good media performer, he will be deployed around the country battling for votes, as well as shielding against incoming fire, like a Yorkshire Iron Dome.


The party chairman, Grant Shapps, defied those who predicted he would lose his post in the reshuffle and will see the party through the campaign. He has secured his position by radically restructuring and revitalising CCHQ so that it lives up to its name – as a campaign headquarters.


THE HEART OF THE MACHINE


CCHQ, long the source of gripes and the target of barbs within the Conservative Party, has upped its game. Out has gone the byzantine structure and wide-ranging policy work, to be replaced by a more targeted campaigning focus.


In February 2014 it also moved to a new home in Matthew Parker Street, bedecked with posters of victorious Tory leaders, presumably in order to set the right tone.


At the top sit Shapps and Crosby, managing the machine and the message respectively. The chairman’s office is run by Paul Abbott, his chief of staff, who previously worked for Robert Halfon, the campaigning MP for Harlow.


Four teams make up the sharp end of the operation.


The research department, run by Alex Dawson, generates rapid rebuttal, briefings on key issues and political attack material. Over the coming months, the team will grow beyond its current core in order to deal with the increasing intensity of the campaign. Nick Hargrave, a former speechwriter for Cameron, runs the political section, which is charged with maintaining a detailed, instantly accessible database of quotes and claims from the opposition to use against them.


The press team is led by communications director Giles Kenningham, who impressed after leaving ITV to serve as a special advisor to Eric Pickles. His deputy, Tim Collins, used to be Shapps’s chief of staff when in opposition, and then sharpened his skills in the private sector before returning to the fold.


The digital and creative team is headed by digital director Craig Elder and creative director Tom Edmonds, who co-ordinate the party’s advertising, produce party political broadcasts, oversee the increasingly important social media campaigns and generate a constant flow of graphics to add punch to the points the press team want to make. Their work obviously overlaps somewhat with that of Jim Messina, the former Obama campaign manager, who was engaged to advise on digital campaigning from his base in the US.


The largest, and most geographically dispersed, team is the campaigning department, led by Stephen Gilbert and deputy Darren Mott. This is the point of connection between the agents, campaign managers, regional directors and candidates and the central operation. They oversee canvassing databases, candidate selections, by-elections, target seats and all the elements that make the machine run around the country.


DOWN AT THE GRASSROOTS


The leadership is all too aware that the dramatic fall in Conservative membership poses a serious problem. You can have as many good brains as you like, and a nice, shiny office, but if there is no one to risk being bitten by dogs when pushing leaflets through letterboxes (or to risk being bitten by voters when knocking on people’s doors, for that matter) then it is all for naught.


The challenge of restoring the party to its former mass membership status will take far longer than one general election campaign, and will require radical change to our idea of what a political party is. In the meantime, the responsibility for stemming the decline and undoing as much of the damage as possible in time for election day has fallen to Shapps.


With a focus on maintaining campaign capacity, his approach revolves around the idea of shock troops. One hundred people giving an hour a week is, in terms of capacity, the same as ten people giving ten hours a week. Therefore, he established Team 2015 last year in order to find, train and direct the people willing to give more than the minimum.


Team 2015 members don’t have to join the party. Instead, they simply have to be willing to regularly go above and beyond to canvass voters, either in person or by phone. Nor do they necessarily campaign in their home seat – they are allocated to their nearest target seat, to bolster the campaign there where they are most useful.


Thousands of people are involved already, and Shapps personally presents the latest figures to the Prime Minister on a regular basis, which demonstrates the importance the leadership places on it.


The grassroots have offered their own version of the scheme – RoadTrip2015, which seeks to be a Tory counterweight to the ability of trade unions to bus large numbers of activists into target seats. Founded by Mark Clarke, the former candidate for Tooting, it proved particularly effective in the Newark by-election, generating thousands of canvassing hours in a must-win battle.


It remains to be seen whether the one-day model of the RoadTrip can prove as successful in a general election, when every seat is fought at once, but it’s undoubtedly adding force to the effort in target seats.


In terms of the wider decline of party membership, both approaches are to an extent stop-gap measures. But there’s a gap that needs stopping right now, so expect both to grow over the coming months.


DEVELOPING POLICY


Of course, a machine is only one part of winning an election. You also need a manifesto for the machine to communicate to voters.


Once upon a time this would have been designed in CCHQ, or the old Conservative Central Office. Now, the process is split between three bodies – the political elements of the Downing Street Policy Unit, the MPs on the Downing Street Policy Board and the five policy committees of the backbench 1922 Committee. Throw in the likely involvement of some of the Chancellor’s people, such as former Policy Exchange boss Neil O’Brien, and it isn’t the simplest of systems.


Overall, policy is the responsibility of Jo Johnson, the MP for Orpington and brother of the London Mayor. He leads the Policy Unit and chairs the Policy Board, as well as reviewing submissions from other organisations.


The MPs on the board – including Margot James, Nadhim Zahawi, Jake Berry, George Eustice, Chris Skidmore, Alun Cairns, Nick Gibb and Paul Uppal – all sit in at least one of five working groups, covering the economy, foreign policy, energy and environment, home and constitutional affairs, and public service reform.


Those five groups almost exactly match the structure of the ’22’s policy committees, which are respectively chaired by John Redwood (Economy), Sir Edward Leigh (Foreign Affairs), Neil Parish (Environment and Local Government), Robert Buckland (Home affairs and the constitution) and Steve Baker (Public Services).


Formally, the idea is for the relevant MPs from the Policy Board, the relevant ’22 representative, and a chairing Cabinet minister to meet regularly on each policy area, feeding everyone’s ideas into the process and connecting the backbenches with the leadership. Whether it works that smoothly remains to be seen.


Beyond that formal structure, others will undoubtedly have an input, too. The Conservative Policy Forum is meant to gather ideas from the party grassroots, Nadhim Zahawi runs a Business Feedback Group to canvass the views of companies, pollster Andrew Cooper is still in close contact with Downing Street and Oliver Letwin has never been known to walk past a policy discussion in his life.


Finally, regardless of the idea or who is pushing it, all must pass the Crosby Test – if it doesn’t fit the strategy, it turns off key voters or it elicits a more explicit comment, it won’t be going in.


FORGETTING 2010


Though the true scale of the shortfall at the last election isn’t often mentioned, its memory still haunts the Conservative Party. Every hope is that 2015 will banish it for good.


A comparison with last time round gives some cause for hope and some for concern.


There is clearer messaging and more hard-headed strategy, some of it imported from Australia.


The central machine is undoubtedly better suited to the task, with its people better focused on the sharp end of campaigning.


The fruits of the new policy process are yet to be seen, and we’ll know more as the manifesto launch approaches, but there are good MPs involved, including some radical voices from the backbenches.


Around the country, the grassroots are much less numerous than we were in 2010 – a serious problem. Those who remain, though, are arguably better organised and more targeted on the must-win seats.


The emergence of fixed-term parliaments has given plenty of time to lay plans. But, as ever, no battle plan survives contact with the enemy completely intact. The big test, of its resilience and flexibility, is yet to come.


Mark Wallace is Executive Editor of ConservativeHome.com.






















The Labour Party general election campaign


Paul Richards





For Ed Miliband to enter Downing Street on the morning of Friday 8 May 2015, it will require an astonishing defiance of political gravity. For Labour to win an election just five years after such colossal rejection as in 2010, and to return to office after just one term in opposition, would be unprecedented. This is the challenge Ed Miliband’s Labour Party has set itself.


AN UNEXPECTED LEADER


Ed Miliband is the unexpected leader. As the son of a Marxist politics professor, his life-long passion for politics is no surprise. He spent the summer of 1986 in the basement of Tony Benn’s Holland Park home, helping to archive old minutes of meetings and notes for speeches. Aside from a spell as an economics lecturer at Harvard, Miliband has worked in and around Westminster all his adult life. He was a special advisor at the Treasury, then an MP in 2005, then a minister in Gordon Brown’s government.


His victory in the 2010 leadership contest, beating four other candidates (Andy Burnham, David Miliband, Diane Abbott and Ed Balls) was a shock to many political observers. Ed Miliband won 50.65 per cent of Labour’s electoral college, after second, third and fourth preferences votes were counted defeating the last remaining candidate David Miliband by 1.3 per cent. Because Ed Miliband came first only in the trade union section of the electoral college, and came second in the sections for party members and for parliamentarians, his opponents have accused him of being ‘in the pockets of the unions’, especially the 1.5 million member-strong Unite.


MILIBAND AS LEADER OF THE OPPOSITION


Miliband’s five years as Leader of the Opposition have been characterised by a series of bold and eye-catching tactical moves, and a willingness to take tough decisions. The greatest achievement has been to maintain unity in the Labour Party, not noted for outpourings of brotherly love in previous periods of opposition. Those anticipating or even hoping for a blood-bath were disappointed.


One of his first moves as leader was to scrap the Labour Party’s custom in opposition of MPs electing the members of the shadow Cabinet. Tony Blair had accommodated this odd ritual between 1994 and 1997. Instead, Miliband appointed the team he wanted, being prepared to sack colleagues. In subsequent reshuffles, he has promoted the younger MPs (especially those who backed him for leader) and brought on new talent from the 2010 intake and the subsequent by-election victors.


This means the Labour goes into the election with a front-bench team which balances the battle-hardened veterans of the Tony Blair and Gordon Brown eras with the energy and enthusiasm of the likes of Luciana Berger, Tristram Hunt, Chuka Umunna, Rachel Reeves, Liz Kendall, Dan Jarvis, Gloria De Piero and Emma Reynolds. His shadow Cabinet even includes one veteran of the Michael Foot era, Labour’s deputy leader Harriet Harman.


His period in opposition has been characterised by taking on vested interests, from the Murdoch empire, to the utility companies, to the trade unions. This latter group saw their voting strength inside Labour curtailed at a Special Conference in 2014, so that future leaders will be elected with one-member-one-vote. Whilst not quite amounting to a ‘Clause IV moment’, the reforms were nonetheless a bold sign of strength, which even Tony Blair had not dared to attempt.


LABOUR’S STANDING IN THE POLLS AND AT THE BALLOT BOX


Labour has been ahead in the opinion polls since 2010, albeit with a gradually diminishing lead since the steady ten-point leads of 2010 and 2011. Worryingly for Labour, Ed Miliband will fight the 2015 election with opinion poll ratings showing his party behind on economic competence, and with him personally behind on leadership. For example, the IPSOS-MORI poll in September 2013 put Labour on minus eighteen on the economy and Miliband on minus two on the net rating of the opposition leader versus the Prime Minister.


Tony Blair’s Labour was behind on the economy, just, in the run-up to 1997, but Blair had a leadership rating of plus sixty-one. James Callaghan led Margaret Thatcher on leadership throughout the 1979 election, yet she won a majority of forty-four. At the annual gathering of the New Labour group Progress in May 2014, the pollster Peter Kellner of YouGov suggested that Labour could not secure a mandate whilst being simultaneously behind on leadership and the economy. If Miliband leads Labour to victory, this will be yet another political record he has smashed.


In the by-elections since 2010, Labour has had some solid performances, alongside some disappointments. Current front-benchers and future stars including Dan Jarvis, Seema Malhotra, Jon Ashworth, Andy Sawford and Steve Reed entered Parliament in by-elections. But Labour lost, painfully, in Bradford West to George Galloway, and came fourth in Eastleigh despite a spirited campaign by author John O’Farrell. In the London Mayor elections in 2012, Labour’s Ken Livingstone lost to the Conservative candidate Boris Johnson for a second time.


LABOUR’S SECRET WEAPON


One reason for Labour’s optimism, despite the polls, entering the election is its belief in the efficacy of its ground operation. Thanks to the tireless efforts of doughty general secretary Iain McNicol, Labour has placed huge emphasis on developing its local doorstep campaigning (what it calls its ‘field operations’), backed by professional organisers in its 106 target (or ‘battle-ground’) seats, and supported by an army of volunteers. In the New Labour era, the number of Labour officials at party headquarters outnumbered those in the regional offices by two to one. Today’s 350 staff are evenly balanced between the party’s regional offices and party HQ at Brewer’s Green, equidistant between Victoria Station and the Houses of Parliament.


After the 2014 local and European elections, campaign boss Douglas Alexander MP could claim that Labour activists had knocked on seven million doors. As Michael Dugher MP, campaign communications chief, told The Independent in November 2013: ‘Labour still has its historic competitive advantage – people. Tory Party membership is dying on its arse and no one is joining the Liberal Democrats.’


The party intends to use digital media to reach out to, and interact with, its key audiences. The party has hired Blue State Digital, the company founded by Howard Dean’s online campaigners, which went on to deliver the digital campaign for Obama. The link man between Blue State Digital and Labour’s Brewer’s Green HQ is Matthew McGregor, who has worked on the Obama campaign in 2012 and the less successful Australian Labor Party campaign in 2013.


It seems to be working. In the month after Mr Miliband’s pledge to freeze energy bills, Labour’s ‘#freezethatbill’ hashtag on Twitter had 13,378 tweets, and Labour reached about 1.2 million people through Facebook in the month after its promise. A Facebook and Twitter Thunderclap sent by 900 Labour supporters reached 4.5 million potential voters.


Labour’s emphasis is on building relationships with the electors, not merely asking for their vote. This entails a huge philosophical shift from Labour’s 1990s Millbank operation, modelled on Clinton’s Little Rock, which was all about a unified ‘air war’ and ‘ground war’, with simple, repeated messages, rapid rebuttal of the opponents’ arguments, and a massive ‘get out the vote’ (GOTV) effort on polling day. Iain McNicol and others have dismissed this as vote harvesting, transactional politics, unsuited to the digital age.


THE AMERICANS HAVE LANDED


The best proof of this shift in thinking is the arrival of Arnie Graf. With a desk at Labour’s Brewer’s Green headquarters alongside the general secretary, Graf occupies a position at the heart of the campaign. Graf is a down-to-earth community organiser, credited with mentoring a young Barack Obama, with fifty years’ experience of mobilising working-class communities in Chicago and New York. He has visited all of the 106 target seats, recruiting new supporters, mobilising networks, building local campaigns, and inspiring people that politics can make a difference. Allied to the Movement for Change, founded in the UK in 2010 as the catalyst for community organising, Arnie Graf has brought the kind of politics which inspired Obama to the streets of British cities.


The evidence is that community organising can be linked to successful electioneering. A poll by Lord Ashcroft after the Wythenshaw & Sale East by-election in February 2014 suggested that residents in that part of Manchester were significantly more likely to say they had received a visit, letter or leaflet from Labour supporters than from those of any other party. The hand of Graf was apparent behind the campaign, and the victor, Cllr Mike Kane, was a member of the Movement for Change.


Labour’s campaign was given a vote of confidence in April 2014 with the arrival of David Axelrod, one of the architects of Barack Obama’s victories. Labour hired David Axelrod’s AKPD for an undisclosed six-figure sum, after successful wooing by Douglas Alexander. Axelrod cut his teeth in Chicago Democrat politics, helping Harold Washington, the first black mayor of Chicago, to victory in 1983. Axelrod, and his colleagues Larry Grisolano and Mike Donilon, will work closely with Labour’s campaign director Spencer Livermore, and the veteran US pollster Stan Greenberg. He reports to Ed Miliband and Douglas Alexander.


THE BATTLEGROUND


Labour is targeting 106 parliamentary seats in this election. Party strategists are assuming every Labour MP, or those standing in their seats if they are retiring, will be re-elected. Each of the 106 seats is currently held by another party. Victory in these seats would give Labour a working majority. Four out of every five seats are Tory-held, many by MPs elected for the first time in 2010. Eighty-eight are seats Labour lost in 2010. Fifteen are seats Labour last won in 2001. Three of the seats weren’t held at any point between 1997 and 2010. Labour needs to beat Tories, Lib Dems, Plaid Cymru, SNP, Respect and the Green Party.


It is a myth to suggest that Labour must regain seats solely in the southern and south-eastern regions of England to return to government. Equally it is wrong to say Labour can ignore the ‘Tory south’ and focus on the north and midlands. Labour must win new seats in every nation and region of the UK.


For example, Labour aims to win Lancashire seats such as Rossendale & Darwen, Blackpool North & Cleveleys, Bury North, Burnley and Morecambe & Lunesdale. In Yorkshire, seats such as Elmet & Rothwell, Keighley, Pudsey, Dewsbury and Bradford East must fall to Labour.


In Wales, Labour is targeting Arfon, Cardiff Central, Cardiff North, Carmarthen West & South Pembrokeshire, Carmarthen East & Dinefwr, Vale of Glamorgan, Aberconwy and Preseli Pembrokeshire.


In Scotland, Labour aims to win Edinburgh West, Argyll & Bute and Dumfriesshire, Clydesdale & Tweeddale.


In London, where Labour did well in the 2014 elections, the party is targeting Battersea, Hornsey & Wood Green, Enfield North, Bermondsey & Old Southwark, Finchley & Golders Green and Croydon Central.


Labour’s targets include some notable bellwether seats such as Thurrock, Amber Valley, Carlisle, Lincoln, Brighton Pavilion, Brighton Kemptown, Stevenage, South Basildon & East Thurrock, Cambridge, Watford and Worcester.


Local Labour Parties have selected a range of impressive women candidates in their winnable seats. If Labour does well in 2015, Westminster watchers should look out for the likes of Polly Billington, Mari Williams, Lucy Rigby, Catherine West, Sarah Owen, Rupa Huq, Melanie Ward, Sophy Gardner, Jessica Asato, Jo Stevens, Ruth Smeeth, Rowenna Davis and Anna Turley to be the next generation of ministers.


This may also be the election which sees some famous Labour sons enter Parliament: Stephen Kinnock, son of Neil, and Will Straw, son of Jack; perhaps even Ewan Blair, son of Tony.


As we survey the electoral map, it is clear that Labour must win marginal, and not-so-marginal, seats in every part of the UK – a true test for a One Nation party, and for Ed Miliband’s appeal across a broad range of the British electorate.


THE NUMBERS GAME


Pundits and commentators in the run-up to the election speculated that Labour was running a ‘35 per cent strategy’. In this scenario, it was said, Labour needed to retain its 29 per cent ‘core vote’, add another 4 per cent of voters drawn from the ranks of disaffected Liberal Democrats, and add 1 per cent from other parties and non-voters. This gives Labour 35 per cent of the electorate, and enough to squeak a win at the election.


No senior party figure ever publicly advocated such a strategy. Indeed, the absence of the need to switch any voters from the Conservatives inherent in any such strategy flies in the face of the need to win seats in the south east such as Brighton, Basildon, Dover or Hastings.


Others talked of a ‘40 per cent strategy’. Marcus Roberts for the Fabian Society wrote ‘Labour’s Next Majority’ in 2014 which suggested:




If Labour scored 40 per cent nationally and this was reflected in its 106 target constituencies then the party would enjoy a majority of 20. Such a result can be achieved by holding onto the vast majority of Labour’s 2010 voters (some 27.5 per cent after churn), taking 6.5 points off the Liberal Democrats, adding 5 points of new voters and 1 point from Conservative 2010 voters.





The results of the European elections in 2014 opened up the possibility of a four-way split in terms of vote share. UKIP, the Conservatives and the Labour Party won around a quarter of the votes each, with the remaining quarter shared by the Greens and Liberal Democrats. The reason why Labour may have cause to hope is that if the right-wing vote in the UK, historically the preserve of the Conservative Party, is split between the Tories and UKIP, then a combination of Labour and disgruntled Lib Dem voters, along with other switchers and non-voters persuaded to vote, may be enough to see Ed Miliband into No. 10.


Although no senior figure will admit it, there is also the possibility of a coalition with what remains of the Liberal Democrat parliamentary party after 2015, on condition that Nick Clegg is removed. Labour knows, though, that it must have the discipline to ignore overtures, and refuse to make any, until after polling day.


LABOUR’S CAMPAIGN STRUCTURE


In October 2013, Labour announced its General Election Strategy Committee. This high-level grouping is designed to take the big decisions, rather than the tactical day-to-day decisions, in the heat and smoke of the campaign itself.


This group includes Douglas Alexander (chair of the election campaign), Ed Balls, Yvette Cooper, Michael Dugher, Caroline Flint, Harriet Harman, Sadiq Khan, Ivan Lewis, Gloria De Piero, Rachel Reeves, Chuka Umunna and Chief Whip Rosie Winterton.


The day-to-day running of the campaign rests with a senior team including the general secretary Iain McNicol, Spencer Livermore and Douglas Alexander. In November 2013, the party’s staff were given the outline of the campaign structure and reporting lines, including seven taskforces, organised around a central HQ war room. At the heart of the campaign will be the Attack and Rebuttal Unit and the Digital Taskforce.


ISSUES AND THEMES


As the Labour Party enters the election campaign its foremost challenge is to persuade the electorate of its economic competence. The causes of the crash in 2007 may be traced to decisions made by American politicians, bankers and millions of debt-ridden consumers, but because it happened on Labour’s watch, Labour still gets the blame. Coalition ministers’ mantra, from June 2010 onwards, has been that they are ‘cleaning up the mess left behind by Labour’. It is clear that much of the mud has stuck.


So Labour’s campaign in 2015 will be built around the theme of One Nation, and practical ways to tackle the ‘cost of living crisis.’ After some false starts (Blue Labour, Pre-Distribution, responsible capitalism), One Nation is the attempt by Ed Miliband to brand his style of social-democratic politics. It represents a neat catch-all for the policies which will appear in the One Nation manifesto, written by Jon Cruddas MP, from regional banks to jobs guarantees for young people, from the merging of health and social care to more house building.


Like New Labour in 1997, One Nation Labour will offer specific policies pledges which serve as metaphors for bigger reforms. For example, Labour will freeze gas bills for one year, whilst at the same time restructuring the energy market to create more choice and lower prices for the consumer. Labour is debating its ‘retail offer’. Some believe the offer should be modest, credible, realistic and down-to-earth, addressing head-on anxieties about jobs, wages, crime, immigration and public services. Others want a big, sweeping offer which generates a sense of optimism and hope amidst the post-crash maelstrom.


We can expect a manifesto which couples the grand strategic rhetoric of Jon Cruddas, with the ‘pledge-card’ style policies (‘see a GP within forty-eight hours’) which candidates can sell on the doorstep. In this way, the internal discussions about the size and scope of Labour’s ‘offer’ will be settled.


THE SCALE OF THE CHALLENGE


Labour’s campaign has a clear strategy, theme and message. In the TV debates, in the manifesto and on the doorsteps, Labour will have clear policy offers. It has bright, keen candidates in the target seats, unsullied by the Brown era or the expenses scandal. It has a dedicated full-time staff who are working hard. It has the benefit of advice from some of the best political brains in the world.


Labour faces a coalition government comprising a Tory Party which hasn’t won for over twenty years, and a Lib Dem Party lead by a leader who has broken the record for unpopularity. David Cameron couldn’t win against Gordon Brown in 2010, despite Labour being in power for thirteen years. Tory peer Lord Ashcroft’s polling suggests time and time again that Labour is ahead in the marginal seats and heading for victory.


Yet with a year to go before the election, Labour only managed to finish two points ahead of the Tories in the local elections and just one point ahead of the Tories in the European elections. Left-wing parties across Europe are not winning big victories. Austerity is not persuading the voters to become more left-wing. UKIP is leaching Labour votes as well as Tory ones. If Labour wins, or even forms the biggest party in Parliament, it will be an astonishing trick to pull off, and the credit will surely go to Ed Miliband.


Paul Richards is a political consultant and author of Labour’s Revival: The Modernisers’ Manifesto.






















The Liberal Democrat general election campaign


Caron Lindsay





For the first time in living memory, a liberal party will face the United Kingdom electorate to defend its record in a Westminster government. It’s worth noting that the date of the election, fixed by legislation, is the fulfillment of a Liberal Democrat manifesto pledge which strips the Prime Minister of the power to call a politically expedient election.


To put it mildly, Labour and the Conservatives want the Liberal Democrats dead as a political force – Labour because they can see the influence the Lib Dems have had on the coalition and want to have things all their own way. The Conservatives because of all the things the Lib Dems have stopped them doing. David Cameron has often been found to say, rather like a Scooby-Doo villain, words to the effect of ‘and I could have succeeded if it weren’t for those pesky Liberal Democrats’. He has done his best to steal the credit for the raising of the tax threshold, a key Liberal Democrat policy from the front of the manifesto worth £800 a year to those on low and middle incomes.


What judgement will the electorate give on five years in coalition with the Conservatives? How ready is the party to fight the campaign of its life? Let’s look at some of the challenges, personalities, battlefields and prospects for the Liberal Democrats next May.


The 2014 European and local elections were a disaster but not unexpected. If I had been asked to predict the electoral nadir of this parliament for the party, it would have been that set of elections. In 2010, when those mainly metropolitan, Labour-facing elections were last fought, the Lib Dems lost 132 seats. In 2006, when the party was at the height of its popularity post Iraq and had just won a by-election in Gordon Brown’s back yard, they had the whopping gain of just two seats.


The Lib Dems were always hanging onto their European seats by their fingertips and a better-than-expected result in 2009, benefitting from Labour meltdown and the Tories being squeezed by UKIP, saved them from heavy losses then. The prospects of a good result in 2014 were always slim.


It’s interesting to note that Lord Ashcroft chose the aftermath of the European election campaign to carry out much of the fieldwork in key Liberal Democrat/Conservative marginals. Even that, though, showed that some seats marked as Tory gains were by tiny margins as small as 1 per cent. A projection from Channel 4 News on that result still showed the Lib Dems winning as many as forty seats. While the losses hurt the party deeply, the analysis shows brighter prospects ahead.


There are some silver linings from last May’s results. In Hull, the party gained a seat from Labour and held out against a massive challenge from them. In the London Borough of Sutton, the Lib Dems actually gained seats. Strong performances in places like Hertfordshire, Southport and Eastleigh show that the party can still pull off good results.


The party can also point to increases in membership in the past four quarters. This is thanks in part to a new scheme that makes it worth the while of local parties to put serious effort into recruiting and retaining members, creating a virtuous cycle that increases their capacity to get things done. It is quite a remarkable turnaround after a decade of continual decline.


What we have to remember is that a year after the last European elections, the Liberal Democrats polled 10 per cent more, despite being heavily squeezed between Conservatives and Labour. It must be possible to at least match or even exceed that this time round.


All the signs from current polling are that nobody is on course to win the next election. Another hung parliament is on the cards. Labour is doing reasonably well in Conservative/Labour marginals and could deny Cameron’s party an overall majority but is not performing well enough to get one of their own. In Liberal Democrat/Conservative marginals, it will be critical to persuade Labour voters to vote tactically for the Lib Dems to stop the Tories.


Liberal Democrats went into coalition with the Conservatives in 2010 with their eyes open. The party knew that it was a huge electoral risk, but what do you do when the country needs a stable government? In any event, ducking out would have seen us punished in an election following the failure of a Conservative minority government in the autumn of 2010. An analysis of the successes and failures of Liberal Democrat performance in government would easily take a book in itself, but there are some very immediate actions that we must take. The most important of those is on the party’s messaging and communications: how it tells its story.


THE MANIFESTO


The issue of tuition fees casts a very long shadow over the party’s time in government. A pledge, ostentatiously signed by most Liberal Democrat MPs, to vote against any rise in university tuition fees and then broken by year’s end was a huge political mistake. Nick Clegg’s 2012 apology has not yet brought absolution from the electorate. However, a Financial Times poll shows the party recovering support amongst students, with even the NUS admitting that students don’t choose who to vote for on the basis of one issue. The party needs to show that it has learnt its lesson, but it must also be wary of timidity. An anaemic manifesto that says nothing will not excite and inspire anyone to vote Liberal Democrat.


Over many elections, the party has produced shopping lists of policies – so many thousand more police here, nurses there without a strong articulation of the values behind them. What it needs to do is show how the long-held values of the party have been upheld across government. It needs to show what its ministers have done to work towards the aim of a fair, free and open society where none shall be enslaved by poverty, ignorance and conformity.


It’s helpful, then, that of the policies implemented by the Lib Dems, which most show off those values, almost all have been personally championed by Nick Clegg for his whole political lifetime. His first major speech as party leader in 2008 was on mental health and he has made sure that it’s been given equal priority with physical health. His policy of targeting extra funds at kids from disadvantaged backgrounds in school, which he first wrote about in 2003, will help improve the life chances of a generation. Shared parental leave and additional childcare support was done to level the playing field for women in the workplace. Equal marriage is about freedom from conformity. Raising the tax threshold for workers on low and middle incomes makes the tax system fairer. One of the coalition’s first acts was a Liberal Democrat-inspired rise in Capital Gains Tax. Both of those measures combined have helped wipe out the anomaly that Clegg spoke off prior to 2010 whereby a hedge fund manager on a six-figure income paid a lower marginal rate of tax than his cleaner on the minimum wage. The general public is largely unaware of these things. I know from my many conversations with voters that telling them what Nick Clegg directly has done gives the party a foot in the door not least with the people who supported us in 2010. This sort of message gets them to consider voting for the party again.


I expect to see the party’s communications focus less on impersonal infographics advertising how many jobs have been created and the like. It’s time to get much more passionate and personal about what the Lib Dems have done and the lives that have transformed for the better.


Some of the traditional Lib Dem messages need to be retired. Telling people that they have more heart than the Conservatives and more sense than Labour may be very true, but isn’t going to change anybody’s mind. The Lib Dems need to talk about who they are, not who they are not. Clegg also needs to forget the ‘party of protest to party of power’ line not least because it directly contradicts the number of times he has stood up to the establishment. It was down to Nick Clegg that there was a judge-led enquiry into phone hacking and a Royal Charter on press regulation, and that we don’t have laws empowering the security forces to snoop on all our emails. It was Nick Clegg who produced a blueprint for the first elected second chamber which was derailed by an unholy alliance of Conservative and Labour MPs. Liberal Democrats are reformers at heart and that needs to be communicated more forcefully. That space can’t be given to the likes of UKIP.


It’s important that the manifesto contains ideas that will invigorate and excite Liberal Democrat members and activists, as well as the electorate, because they are the people who deliver the campaigns on the ground. Nick Clegg needs them much more than Ed Miliband or David Cameron who have the cushion of huge amounts of money to spend on phone banks and direct mail. Nick needs people motivated enough to be knocking on doors or phoning voters from now until next May in key seats. His engagement with the party has been patchy and it’s fair to say that some people don’t feel that he gets what it’s like on the front line. His pained and shell-shocked face the day of the European election results shows that he is actually on the same page as us. He does, though, need to listen to the party and be seen to be doing so.


THE CAMPAIGN


Having set the scene and looked at the messages, we should now look at the nuts and bolts of the campaign. One of Nick Clegg’s most sensible acts to date was to put Paddy Ashdown in charge of the election campaign. A popular and charismatic former leader, Ashdown has ensured that key seats have their noses to the grindstone with the result that their organisation and planning for the general election is light years ahead of any election I’ve known in the last thirty years.


The Liberal Democrats currently have fifty-seven MPs. Of those, eight are retiring. Between them they have almost 200 years of experience and include some of our elder statesmen like Sir Malcolm Bruce and Sir Menzies Campbell. It is acknowledged that incumbency is a positive factor for Liberal Democrats. MPs tend to have significant personal votes. It’s therefore a risk to be losing some key figures at this election. However, the party has prepared for this by making sure that candidates are selected early and the sitting MPs are campaigning with them.


It’s extremely important for the party’s credibility that these candidates are elected. Diversity has always been a problem for us, with no BME faces and only seven women out of fifty-seven, the same number of knights, in our current parliamentary party. Five of the eight new candidates are women and seven are from under-represented groups.


In terms of key battlegrounds, two are in university towns, Cambridge and Edinburgh West, represented since 2010 by Julian Huppert and Mike Crockart respectively. Both MPs voted against raising tuition fees, Crockart resigning his job as Parliamentary Private Secretary to then Secretary of State for Scotland Michael Moore in the process. Both men have been key defenders of civil liberties in Parliament. Crockart has been running a highly popular campaign against nuisance calls which has received backing from a national newspaper and Huppert has been a key expert on science and civil liberties, particularly in the field of digital rights and surveillance.


East Dunbartonshire is a key Liberal Democrat/Labour marginal with an exceptional Liberal Democrat MP in Equalities Minister Jo Swinson. Her local organisation has always been strong and the European election results in her area this year were, remarkably, broadly comparable to those in 2009. Jo is exceptionally popular locally and hasn’t stopped campaigning since her election in 2005. She has been responsible for extending consumer rights, cracking down on payday lenders and introducing shared parental leave. If anyone can survive a tight fight like this it’s Jo Swinson. Key to that success will be persuading voters that there is absolutely no point in voting Conservative in that seat because they can’t win there.


In Eastleigh, Mike Thornton will not have the luxury of the entire party descending on his patch in the way that he did during his by-election in February 2013. It is, however, one of the areas where the party gained ground in May.


Looking beyond the seats that the Lib Dems hold, Oxford West & Abingdon, where PPC Layla Moran is fighting a spirited campaign, and Watford, where Dorothy Thornhill was elected for the fourth time as Mayor in May, are other prospects. Jane Dodds in Montgomeryshire could retake the seat lost by Lembit Opik in 2010.


In this most challenging of elections, it’s important that the party can properly support the campaign teams on the ground. Tim Gordon, in his two and a half years as chief executive, has done much to modernise the party organisation. The infrastructure is in better shape and things that should have been sorted out long ago are being tackled. Old databases and tired-looking websites are being replaced by much more useful tools. The party website has been transformed into a bright, engaging and interactive space. The party’s election software, Connect, combined with the new Nationbuilder sites, is as good as that which powered the SNP to their Holyrood victory in 2011 and, crucially, is better than those of the other parties. It is up to the campaign teams on the ground to use it to maximum effect.


We know from the Ashcroft polls that we do best when we out-campaign our rivals. The old axiom ‘where we work we win’ may not always be true, but we surely aren’t going to win if we don’t work. The beauty of the new technology is that in a fortress election where campaigning activity will be concentrated in the seats the party holds and is trying to gain, it is much easier for people from all over the country to help out. In return for that work, the party will also have to have a strong recovery plan in those areas where it has fallen back, where the party organisation is weaker, to implement after the election.


This time, the Lib Dems will have to do more than simply deliver leaflets. The literature is important, but taking the time to have conversations with voters, to get that foot in the door early, is vital.


There is no doubt that this election is the party’s biggest challenge in eighty years. On the positive side, the Lib Dems have committed local MPs who are not just working hard but doing more in terms of voter contact than they have ever done before. There is a good story to tell of liberal values enacted across government. The party is better equipped and organised to get that story across to people. Party activists know that it’s possible to do well against both Conservatives and Labour because they have seen recent evidence in places like Hull, Hertfordshire and Eastleigh.


Success in May 2015 will depend on a values-based message and some eye-catching new ideas, boldly presented. The party needs to speak to more voters than ever before and our success depends on how well Nick Clegg can motivate his activists and party members to do that. I can see a path to victory in all of our key seats if the party get these things right.


Caron Lindsay is Co-Editor of Liberal Democrat Voice.



















The UKIP general election campaign


Gawain Towler





THE CLAY


The 2015 general election is make-or-break time for UKIP. Never before have the political planets aligned in such a way as they do now, to allow the insurgent, self-styled ‘People’s Army’ a foothold in Westminster. Never before has the situation been more positive for them…


Of course, we heard that in 2014 before the European and local elections; same again in 2013 before the locals, and in 2010 for the general elections.


And of course, there is the argument that getting three seats in the European Parliament back in 1999 was a stroke of good fortune, occasioned by the collapse of the Greens as a political force and by the general post-Blair malaise. Then there were the 2004 Euros. You know, UKIP were damned lucky that they picked up Kilroy-Silk: he boosted their polling by at least 3 per cent, a false positive. And then we hit ‘peak UKIP’ in 2009: remember, the political class were embroiled in the expenses scandal, and UKIP, not being in Westminster, were clear of the mess and picked up protest votes.


It’s all a little bit like walking in the Himalayas, this idea of ‘peak UKIP’, so fashionable immediately after each electoral success. But with each hill topped, there is a bigger and steeper hill to climb and UKIP’s intrepid band of amateur political hoodlums just gird their loins a little bit tighter, quaff that last ale for the road and set off, generally laughing and whistling a jaunty ditty. Maybe ‘Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer’ or ‘I Vow to Thee’.


And since the council elections of 2013 the horrid realisation of the legacy parties is twofold.


Firstly: dammit, they won’t go away.


Secondly: what on earth do we do about them?


Of course, just before we’ve heard before that it is ‘make-or-break time’ doesn’t mean it is untrue now. And Nigel Farage’s public announcement after he was selected for the eminently winnable seat of Thanet South in August that he would stand down as party leader if he failed to get elected shows how seriously UKIP’s leadership are taking the next election challenge. But as a party of political weebles, we take the knocks and, yes, we get up again.


And boy have there been knocks. Call it special pleading if you like but the level of vitriol and partial reporting focusing on the off-beam comments of various party members has been extraordinary. By any objective view, the attacks on UKIP, and more particularly on its councillors and candidates, have been of a ferocity to surprise even hardened political watchers.


But the impact of the string of revelations about minor party members has had the opposite effect to that intended in the Conservative Attack Unit, which authored and directed many of the attacks (and yes, I do have the evidence that it was orchestrated).


Internally and externally, a funny thing happened. Internally, it created a sometimes slightly paranoid circling of the wagons. UKIP activists began to regard every knocking story as a badge of honour. This does have the downside that many cyber-kippers can act and sound pretty strident on various newspaper and blog comment sections. But it has a very big upside, and that is loyalty. The other thing is that, unlike the old parties, UKIP high command is unusual in politics. We actually like our members. Our default position is to support or defend our members. After all, how many of us, if scrutinised to the forensic degree that many of our candidates have been, would not find an opinion, a statement, a comment, a joke that was a little out of kilter with the currently prescribed and acceptable position? There, but for the grace of Hera, go I. If we find eccentricity, we can live with it; if we discover malice, we deal with it, and fast.


Externally, it had a related effect. The great British public, by and large, are a fair-minded bunch. They recognise weakness, they accept a bit of daftness, they are comfortable with the forthright. What they cannot abide is cant, nastiness and hypocrisy. They find the expectation of moral perfection amongst the elected somewhat absurd. And they know a bully when they see one, and they don’t like it. They would prefer, as UKIP does, people who are not constantly checking the ‘lines to take’, not afraid of their shadow, rather than the cookie-cutter, ineffably interchangeable types served up by the traditional parties.


What the other parties see as ‘dangerously off-message’ is seen by us as normal. And we believe that people would prefer to be governed by people more like them than by the offerings currently available.


Of course, UKIP live in the real world, and in politics, that is a world circumscribed by the 24-hour media. And so, as we move towards the election, we see that there has been a significant tightening of the selection criteria, and a greater level of ruthlessness. We are not pie-in-the-sky dreamers and do not expect to take all before us in 2015. We have set out a list of target seats, and will do all we can to ensure that those seats are contested fiercely.


This is a change in our traditional approach. In a first-past-the-post system, the market entrant will find things very difficult. It is no surprise that electoral success for UKIP came first through the PR system of the European parliamentary elections. The electoral bar to entry was set lower, and the subject matter was focused on our USP. Withdrawal from the EU was and is our core objective.


The greatest barrier we have faced in general elections has always been the credibility gap.


‘Mate,’ people would say, ‘I agree with you, but if I vote for you, it’ll let in Labour’ – or Conservatives, or the Lib Dems, or even small reptilian creatures from beyond the stars. This has been both a strategic and a technical stumbling block.


And so, four years ago, when Nigel Farage stood for re-election as the party leader, he made it explicit that he was going to refocus efforts on making the incredible credible. To do so, he and the party have had as lodestars two very different political foci.


In broad terms we have looked to the experience of Preston Manning’s Reform Party of Canada. There, a new formation under Manning went from foundation in 1987 to domination of the Canadian political system a mere thirteen years later. Key to this was the election of an Alberta schoolteacher, Deborah Gay, in a 1989 by-election. This proved that Reform was electable and, as importantly, sensible. With the collapse in trust of the pre-existing parties, the way was then open for another party to take centre stage.


In UK terms we have been learning from the Lib Dem handbook. We have taken to pavement politics in a big way. And looking at our council results in the past two years, this change in emphasis is working. Fundamental to this is the impact we are having in local politics. One key aim has been to oppose the ‘Cabinet system’ in local government. We feel that political exclusivity at local government level is wrong. In an ideal world, local government would be stripped of party labels, but we do not live in an ideal world – however, we have made two things absolutely clear to our councillors and candidates. We believe utterly in the right of recall, and we also believe that there should be no formal whip at that level of governance. We would be disappointed if councillors did not rebel from time to time if it meant that they were representing their constituents. It makes party management difficult, but so what? We are not in politics to represent the party; we are in politics to represent those who have elected us. Telling is that when The Times ran a survey into local council attendance, they found that UKIP councillors have the highest attendance rate of any of the major parties.


This doesn’t mean that we want to be all things to all people. And make no mistake – when it comes to Westminster candidates, whilst there is policy wriggle room, we expect a greater level of fealty to the policy proscriptions that will be laid out in our upcoming manifesto.


POLICY


On a simple level, UKIP are a classical liberal party. We believe that in a mature society, government should treat people as grown-ups. What is of course interesting is that to try to remove politics from various areas of public life is itself a political act. Vested interests amongst policy monopolists, and the education and health sectors, are two classic examples of producer interest trumping consumer interest. But there is a frightening level of collusion between big corporate interest and legislative power. It is no surprise that some of the greatest cheerleaders for pan-European legislation, particularly at a trade negotiation and workplace regulation level, are the big companies. There has been no greater supporter of EU integration at all levels than the strange coalition of the TUC and the CBI.


It is of course in their interest to ensure that market entry is made as onerous as possible, thus protecting the tired and sclerotic from competition.


So the lodestone by which our policy platform is created is to try and get to the point where people govern their own lives. We are, as Thoreau’s aphorism puts it, best governed when least governed.


Of course we have to deal with the world we experience, rather than the one which we would wish to experience, but that simple principle, of trusting people, is our pole star.


TARGETING


It is no secret that UKIP is moving away from its blunderbuss approach into targeting. The research done by Lord Ashcroft has shown that when it comes to embedment on the ground, UKIP are up there with the far more numerously staffed and financed parties when it comes to knocking on doors and face-to-face contact. We may not have the ruinously expensive phone banks of the other parties, but at least people are in a position to say, ‘A woman from UKIP knocked on my door last night’ – and this is outside the election campaign period.


One of the most unintentionally humorous things that has happened in recent months for us in UKIP has been the discovery, mostly through the hard work of Rob Ford and Matt Goodwin, that UKIP are not the ‘Tory Party in exile’, as has been the concept of the political class, but a party whose core messages matter more to the blue- rather than the white-collar worker. We have been saying this for years, only to be patted on the head as if we were toddlers. Finally Westminster is waking up to the basic truth. It is not for nothing that the 2014 conference is being held not in a metropolis or a seaside resort, but in Miliband’s back yard: Doncaster.


A close look at the results in the past two council elections and the European elections provides us with a solid base from which to work, and the generous work of both Lord Ashcroft and the Goodwin/Ford research team, though not done for our benefit, has given us further data as to demographics and location. However, without a political tribe to call our own as of yet, what will really matter is the quality of the man or woman selected to fight those seats. And it is from a combination of local knowledge, demographic data and polling data that the final decisions will be made on where we target our resources. To do otherwise would be to waste our donors’ and members’ cash, just at the time we believe we can break through, which would be a dereliction of duty and responsibility.


TEAM


In the last few years UKIP has been putting together a close-knit team to act and implement this basic philosophy.


Obviously the biggest beast has been Nigel Farage, but contrary to many people’s impressions he has always been far more a political leader than some sort of creosote bush. Nothing in recent years has given him greater pleasure, and indeed freed up more of his time, than being able to hive off aspects of the party management to others. Today he concentrates on general leadership, rather than the day-to-day minutiae of the party. It was this that allowed him to mastermind the political surprise of the summer, the defection of Douglas Carswell MP, in a way that left the entire Westminster bubble slack-jawed with surprise. The whole process was symptomatic of his approach. As one jaded lobby hack put it at the time, ‘Gawain I’ve been doing political journalism for years now and I don’t think I have ever been surprised by an announcement before.’ We have had governance by long-trawled, repeated announcements and pre-briefing. UKIP do things differently.


Instead of briefing a few trusted hacks as to the contents of a major speech, the line the press office gives is simple: if you want to know what he is going to say, listen to him say it.


It’s a touch scary at times, but it treats all as equals, unlike the situation with the other parties, where it is apparent that there is a secret coterie of those privileged to know in advance.


The back office has in its chairman, Steve Crowther, an old-fashioned liberal with a steely side, and under him a growing team of professionals such as Suzanne Evans, now deputy chairman and a polished media performer in her own right, and Roger Bird, who brings a level of seriousness and stability to day-to-day operations.


The press office, which at times over the years has been a ramshackle operation, has taken on a far more thorough, cohesive, though still small, approach. In the central office there are four staff, who deserve all the plaudits they get. What is remarkable about the team is the pervasive good humour amongst them. The most obvious, regular and telling noise that emanates from the room is laughter. Of course I would say that, wouldn’t I, as part of that team, but with Jack Duffin, John Gill and Alex Phillips making up the team it could be nothing but. Though there are specialisations, there are no demarcation disputes, and the team understands each other. It is a happy ship.


One aspect of UKIP’s general campaigning which chimes with the way that we see ourselves is that we are rather old-fashioned and enjoy the public meeting. Before both the 2013 and the 2014 elections there has been a traditional speaking tour across the country. To the consternation of political journalists who have turned up at these events, what has been seen is genuine political engagement. In towns and villages across the country, halls have been packed by people who actually want to hear what is being said. The basic premise is the same everywhere. All are welcome, and all are welcome to pose questions. What they expect from UKIP is straight answers to those questions. And if the speaker cannot answer, then so be it. The key detail in all these meetings is that there is no filtering of the audience. These are not highly selected groups of people who can be relied upon to ask useful questions and can be expected to politely or uproariously applaud for the camera. These are ordinary people who just want to find out what the fuss is about.


And these meetings work. I will give an example. It was a wet Wednesday night in Sidmouth during the Euro campaign. I was the draw. Now, to put it frankly, not even my own mother would come out to hear me speak when the gutters ran so deep with rain, but more than sixty turned up. And it wasn’t my name on the flyers that brought them, but the rather dubious promise held by the purple-and-yellow branding. Two years earlier Nigel Farage would have been pleased with the turnout; on that night an absolute unknown wannabe was able torque their interest. Did I convince them all? Not in the slightest (particularly not the small group of Tory councillors who heckled me from the back), but afterwards did they feel they had been condescended to? No, they felt included, and part of politics, something the other parties, with their reliance on über computer modelling, have forgotten about.


You can call it outreach, you can call it customer engagement, but basically it’s giving a hoot. And it is palpable.


A series of policy committees have been working over the last couple of years, under the guiding hand of Tim Aker. Aker, a former policy wonk with the TaxPayers’ Alliance and now an eastern counties MEP, has had the unenviable task of disentangling the well-meaning but sprawling manifesto of 2010 into an independently costed, functional manifesto for 2015. That he has been able to bring together a combination of small-state libertarianism with a social conservatism merely highlights the effort that he has had to put into it. The two poles are never as far apart as some would like to suggest, but with diligence he has been able to knit them together into a cohesive and consistent whole.


From a greater simplification of tax to a firm but fair policy on migration, we can see a single-minded emphasis on the radical within the possible.


As to tactics, well, that would be telling, but we are learning fast on our feet, operating an ‘if it isn’t broke don’t fix it’ approach. Thus our use of a hard-hitting poster campaign at the beginning of the electioneering period is, if not a given, quite likely. This of course allows us to hit the ground running and makes it clear to the country at large that we are in the fight to win it.


From such a small team, the online campaigning has been impressive. It is notable that in industry studies, the UKIP brand (and how we hate that word), led by the young Michael Heaver for the past few years, outperforms any other political or lobbying brand to a factor of N2. This is largely because, as can be seen by any cursory glance at the official Facebook page, we offer dialogue. Our dial is set both to receive and to transmit, and thus builds loyalty and inspires activists who know that the management isn’t hidden behind serried ranks of firewalls.


There isn’t a member of the team who doesn’t go out to by-elections. Not to sit behind a desk offering instruction to the indentured volunteer workers, but to actually get their hands dirty, to go knocking on doors. And the members and activists know this, so the team is real rather than imagined.


Somebody once said, ‘We are all in this together.’ In the case of UKIP this is palpably true, and that authenticity is noticed not only amongst the committed and active, but amongst the general public.


It’s going to be a very interesting year.


Gawain Towler is Head of Press at the EFDD Group and UK Independence Party.



















Don’t blame it on the coalition: how the established parties have failed the test set in 2010


Lord Ashcroft KCMG PC





None of the established parties has passed the test the voters set them in 2010. That is why the result of the next election is so uncertain.


 


Let’s start with a quiz. Shortly after the last election, which clown wrote this?




Even if the stars had aligned in such a way as to make a minority Conservative government a real possibility, the choice David Cameron made to enter a coalition would still have been the right one, both for the country and for the Conservative Party.





All right, I confess. Enough of you will have read Minority Verdict all the way to the end to know that it was me. The contention that forming a coalition was the right thing for the country surely still stands: Britain faced a debt crisis and needed a strong, stable government to restore confidence and put the finances in order. But the right decision for the Conservative Party? With the benefit of hindsight, does that still bear scrutiny?


For many Tories, coalition has been an unhappy experience that they hope never to have to repeat. It has meant compromise and frustration, which some voters share. But if the Conservative Party has been unable to show more voters why it deserves their support, it can hardly point to coalition as the culprit.


After failing to win outright in 2010, the party’s political task in this parliament should have been clear. It had to prove to people who had never voted Conservative before what, at best, they had only been able to take on trust: that the party really was on their side, and would look after their public services as well as run the economy and more traditionally Tory issues like immigration. Tories needed to show they could be trusted to govern on their own.


Four years have gone by and there have been some successes. Though most people are yet to feel any personal benefit from the recovery, the Conservatives have established a clear and consistent lead over the other parties when it comes to running the economy. They are more likely than Labour to be thought willing to take tough decisions for the long term, and David Cameron is seen as by far the best available Prime Minister. These are not small things, and in most previous parliaments would have been enough to secure re-election.


Yet despite these twin advantages the party has remained stubbornly behind for most of the parliament. What are the barriers to Tory progress? My national polling has found the Conservative Party is now even less likely than it was in 2010 to be seen to represent the country as a whole, to be on the side of ordinary people, to have its heart in the right place, to stand for fairness, and to be trusted with the NHS. While people think a Conservative government after 2015 is more likely than a Labour one to bring about economic growth and effective welfare reform, they also think it more likely to mean ‘higher taxes for people like me’. During the last parliament the party’s research would consistently find undecided voters thinking the Tories were best represented by a picture of a posh family standing outside an enormous house. When I repeated the exercise recently, the result was the same.


A certain kind of Tory finds it exasperating to be reminded of this sort of thing. It sounds to them like a lot of touchy-feely nonsense that Conservatives should have no truck with. The trouble is, these perceptions cost the party votes and seats. As Mitt Romney found to his cost, competence is not enough to win if too many think that competence will be deployed in the interests of people other than themselves.


In the same way, the ‘modernisation’ of the Conservative Party, which many Tories hope they have heard the last of, is not complete, or something that can ever be completed. A modern party is one that is in touch with the times and understands the lives, aspirations and anxieties of the people it hopes to represent.


That has been true of the Conservatives in the past, and David Cameron has made some progress on that front during his nine years in charge. But there remains a gulf. It is one that applies to all parties in differing degrees, but to the Conservatives most of all. To take one example, the party likes to talk about ‘the strivers’: people of modest means who work hard, try to improve their lot through their own efforts and share what Tories like to think of as Conservative values. But as I found in my Blue Collar Tories research, such people do not see the Conservative Party as their natural ally, as they once did. Rather than helping those wanting to get on, the Tories now seemed to be for those who had already made it. By no means did these voters begrudge the rich their success, but in their own lives anxiety and insecurity were as much a force as ambition. Would the party of aspiration be there for them if their fortunes dipped?


As well as re-enlisting people who had once been its natural supporters, to have any hope of a majority the Conservatives needed to reach people who had never even thought of voting Tory. In particular the party needed to win greater support among ethnic minority voters. In Degrees of Separation I found that only 4 per cent of black voters identified with the Conservatives, while 55 per cent identified with Labour. Asian voters were nearly twice as likely to say Labour understood minorities than to say the same of the Conservatives; black voters were nearly three times as likely. If this was once just a regrettable fact for the Tories it is fast becoming an urgent problem with electoral consequences: the non-white population of the target seats the Conservatives failed to win in 2010 was well above the national average, especially in London.


The picture is not uniformly bleak for the party: in my research younger Hindus and Sikhs working in the private sector, for example, were comparatively open to the idea of one day switching to the Tories. But are these voters – or people in northern marginals who wanted a change in 2010 but felt Labour’s caricature of the Tories was a bit too close to the truth, or aspirational but insecure working-class voters, or those who work in the public sector, or many others who have been put off because they doubted the Tories’ priorities – any closer to feeling that the Conservative Party is on their side than they were in May 2010?


I fear they are not. But to go back to my initial question, how much of that is down to the fact of being in coalition? Or to put it another way, would a minority Tory administration have done more to show it was on the side of ordinary people, or win confidence on the NHS, or convince voters from ethnic minorities, or avoid rows about Europe, or even – given the parliamentary maths – do more on immigration or human rights reform?


Ultimately, the question the Tories were unable to answer properly before 2010 – and still are – is this: what is the purpose of a Conservative government? Too many people think the party exists to benefit the few; in government it has had the chance to show it is for those who want to get on, or just get by. The need for austerity and genuinely tough choices have made it a harder test to pass – but for the Tories to blame being in coalition would be a cop-out.


For the Liberal Democrats, the unfamiliar experience of office has posed a different test. Junior coalition partners often struggle to maintain a distinct identity; this has been doubly hard for the Lib Dems because their identity was somewhat hazy to start with. For years they had campaigned as either ‘not Labour’ or ‘not the Tories’, as local circumstances required, and they were the most obvious choice for those who wanted ‘none of the above’. The ambiguities of equidistance inevitably meant that when they joined a coalition, as they had always wanted, a large chunk of their supporters would react not with rejoicing but with fury: by the end of 2010, the party’s poll rating was less than half their general election vote share. Entering office, then, did not so much cause the Lib Dems’ weakness as expose it.


That is not to say that joining the coalition was the wrong decision. One of the biggest barriers to supporting the Lib Dems had always been the idea that they were a wasted vote; being offered a share of power and rejecting it would surely prove the case. Indeed what would be the point of a political party that had a chance of governing but turned it down?


Nick Clegg grasped all this, and some of the realities of government, with impressive stoicism: when he was compelled to break his pledge to oppose any rise in tuition fees, he apologised not for the government’s policy but for having made such a daft promise in the first place. And on the need for austerity and deficit reduction the Lib Dems have been surprisingly staunch.


These things have not made their electoral position any easier. From the outset, the political temptation for the party would be to try and have things both ways: to be both a responsible party of government capable of dealing with reality, and a party of opposition-in-office, always ready to disown the necessary but unpopular.


But, as I concluded in my research papers What Future For The Liberal Democrats? and What Are The Liberal Democrats For?, taking an oppositionist approach, trying to burnish their leftist credentials or even leaving the coalition early in an attempt to win back left-wing former supporters is unlikely to succeed. For these people, how the Lib Dems perform in government is beside the point: they blame the party for putting the Conservatives in office and that cannot be pardoned. Many of them would not give the Lib Dems a second look unless they promised never to work with the Tories again – something they can hardly do. For those who are determined to vote for none of the above, the Lib Dems have ruled themselves out indefinitely by becoming very much one of the above.


Nick Clegg’s true audience, then, comprises those who want his party to make a constructive contribution to government. That means the Lib Dems’ test in this parliament was to play the hand they were dealt as best they could; to use what clout they had to the best possible effect.


It would be hard to argue that they have passed this test. Few think Clegg or his party have exerted any real influence. Though many people (including many Conservative voters) are glad they are there to temper Tory excesses, they struggle to name any concrete Lib Dem achievements.


This is hardly surprising. True, the Lib Dems have had only a limited degree of leverage, but what have they used it to achieve? The pupil premium, for which they like to claim credit, was also in the Conservative manifesto, and there was probably little disagreement between the parties on raising the income tax threshold.


Three things incontrovertibly happened because the Liberal Democrats were in government and would not have happened otherwise: a pointless referendum on the voting system; proposals for an elected House of Lords that went nowhere; and free school meals for primary school children who do not need them. I would like to see all that on their leaflets.


In this parliament the Lib Dems have certainly been in an unenviable position. Perhaps it might have been eased had they chosen to use their share of power to pursue something other than their own obsessions.


Labour’s test since 2010 has been to show they have learned the lessons of the last government and that they can be trusted to run the economy. They have not so much failed this test as refused to hand in their homework. The party’s response to austerity, which voters largely thought necessary if disagreeable, was to oppose every cut, implying that they would borrow still more – while complaining that the deficit was not falling fast enough. Hardly surprising, then, that the Tories have maintained a clear and consistent lead on economic management, and that the biggest specific concern potential Labour voters have about returning the party to office is that they would once again spend and borrow more than the country can afford.


If the image that defined the Conservative Party in the years before 2010 was a rich family, for Labour it was a fat slob lying on a sofa. He largely symbolised Labour’s perceived tendency to indulge those who chose not to work. For all their backroom wonkery on strengthening the contributory principle, the impression the Labour Party has managed to convey on welfare reform – one of the few elements of the government’s programme people spontaneously praise – is that they are against it. Not surprisingly, the slob remains Labour’s mascot five years later.


Labour’s brand was not as badly broken in 2010 as the Tories’ was in 1997. People are much more likely to think Labour has its heart in the right place and essentially stands for fairness and helping ordinary people. But many who are tempted to vote Labour in 2015 have real reservations about the party returning to office.


One of these reservations is Ed Miliband. My polling has consistently found less than a third of voters, including those in marginal seats Labour need to win, saying they are dissatisfied with David Cameron’s performance and would rather see Miliband in Downing Street. Indeed, only two thirds of Labour voters themselves say this. Most swing voters’ reaction is that he is uninspiring, and even four years into his leadership say his brother would have been the better choice.


But doubts about Labour’s ability to keep the books in order is just as big a misgiving. My polling has found that while people think a Labour government is more likely than a Tory one to mean more house building, action on the cost of living and improvements in the NHS, it is also more likely to bring more borrowing and debt.


If membership of a coalition government does not excuse the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats their own failures, it is at least a mitigating circumstance. Labour have no such defence. So why have they not confronted people’s doubts? After all, Tony Blair would never have risked losing because people thought Labour were on the side of the feckless or were not to be trusted with the public finances; he went out of his way to reassure people every day, even when he was twenty points ahead. Why won’t Ed Miliband’s Labour do the same? I think there are two reasons: they don’t want to, and they don’t think they need to.


As I found soon after the election in What Future For Labour?, voters who switched away from the party in 2010 thought it had lost because Gordon Brown was not a good Prime Minister, that Labour did not have answers on the most important issues, and that the government had run out of steam. Labour loyalists, meanwhile, thought they had lost because people failed to appreciate what Labour had achieved, credulous voters had been influenced by the right-wing media, and though Labour’s policies were right they had been communicated badly. Most thought Labour had not deserved to lose and that the party should defend its record in government – that is, tell the electorate why it had made a mistake – rather than change, let alone apologise.


Most members of the Labour movement also thought the coalition would prove so unpopular that their party would win the next election almost by default. In the first instalment of my Project Blueprint research in 2011, I noted that the combination of Labour’s core supporters with Lib Dem defectors meant that Ed Miliband could in theory assemble a winning vote share without needing to get out of bed. It is one thing to make this point as an observer, but quite another to use it as an operating assumption. Still, that is what he seems to have done – and that is why we still await his breakthrough.


None of the established parties, then, can truly claim to have met the challenges the voters set them. The Conservatives have not properly shown their purpose to people who do not trust their motives; the Lib Dems have used what power they have to fruitless ends; Labour have complacently declined to tackle the fears people have about putting them back in charge.


All this has created an opportunity for UKIP, which they have taken with some aplomb. The polling for my 2012 study They’re Thinking What We’re Thinking: Understanding The UKIP Temptation found the party’s support was based more on outlook than policy. Immigration and the European Union are powerful factors in driving people to UKIP, but so is a wider dissatisfaction with the way they see things going in Britain.


Nigel Farage has converted this disillusionment not just into a significant poll share but into real votes in local elections, by-elections and, most spectacularly, European Parliament elections. Last May, my polling found that six in ten of those who had voted UKIP in the European elections had done so in order to show they were unhappy with their usual party, or as a general protest.


But general elections are different. One of the most important dynamics affecting the result next May will be the extent to which UKIP can maintain momentum and turn disaffection into votes when people have the chance to choose a government, not just send a signal. My polling has found that more than half of all voters think UKIP ‘are prepared to say things other parties are scared to say’, but they are much less likely to think the party ‘reasonable and sensible’ – which, despite everything, are qualities people still want in those who govern. Yet my post-Euro election research found that half of UKIP voters – or only half, depending on your point of view – said they would probably vote for the party again in 2015.


In order to maximise their impact, UKIP are likely to target their resources on perhaps twenty-five seats where the demographics and political circumstances work most in their favour.


And because of the national stalemate, the marginals will matter more than ever. My polling in the battleground constituencies will continue up to the end of the campaign, but it has already given us some clues. Labour seem to have the edge over the Conservatives in the most marginal seats they will be contesting directly. The Lib Dems still command a loyal local vote, but only in a few places will this be enough to withstand the national tide against them. UKIP are inflicting damage on all parties, especially the Tories, and have the potential to break through in a handful.


But while there are patterns, swings in constituencies I have polled are very far from uniform; there are big variations between constituencies with similar majorities. In an election whose result will be counted in individual seats, these are the places that will decide the next incumbent of Downing Street.


As for the national battle, will the Tory lead on the economy start to tell in their vote share? Will more good economic news buoy the government, or take the urgency away from economic questions and allow the focus to move to issues like public services, where Labour have the advantage? How will people who prefer Cameron to Miliband but Labour to the Tories resolve their dilemma?


And if, as the signs are, this is the closest election in forty years, will it be because the country is divided between competing visions of Britain – or because it thinks the winner is neither here nor there?


Lord Ashcroft KCMG PC is a businessman, pollster and philanthropist. Full details of the author’s research can be found at LordAshcroftPolls.com.
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