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INTRODUCTION




‘Nothing has changed. Nothing has changed.’ That’s what Theresa May kept saying on a small stage in the small Memorial Hall at Gresford near Wrexham. Specifically it was her response to claims that she was making a U-turn on her disastrous manifesto pledge on paying for social care in England. But it became symbolic of wider changes that, when the election results finally came in on June the 9th, left her without a Commons majority.


In some senses nothing was changed by the election. She remained Prime Minister and Jeremy Corbyn remained in charge of Labour which remained in opposition in Westminster and in government in Wales. Plaid Cymru breathed a sigh of relief and celebrated gaining a seat but breakthrough remained elusive. The Liberal Democrats still weren’t doing very well. Brexit talks continued as did the uncertainty surrounding them.


In every important respect though, everything changed. The Conservatives were heading towards historic gains and Labour was heading towards historic losses. They swapped places. Theresa May’s authority was hopelessly hollowed out while her defeated opponent Jeremy Corbyn was invigorated and empowered by a party that was swollen with enthusiastic new supporters and, more surprisingly, voters. In Wales, Carwyn Jones used internal party turmoil and structural changes to build an unprecedented role for the Welsh party that seems unlikely to be overturned. Meanwhile Welsh Conservatives howled with rage at being left out of a campaign that had even bigger problems.


I haven’t known a time like it in the quarter of a century I’ve been working as a journalist. Day after day, sometimes minute by minute, I’ve watched politics change in front of me. Certainties have been lost, rules bent or broken and leaders have risen and fallen.


It’s the most remarkable time to be a political journalist which is a remarkable and unusual job at any time. It puts me in the most privileged position, a close eye-witness to events with the opportunity to hear what’s happening directly from the mouths of those shaping, or trying to shape, the action.


I remember seeing the face of the First Minister, stony and confused in the hour after polling closed in 2015, disbelieving the exit poll, convinced it must be wrong. It wasn’t. Then the same First Minister on election night this year, just as confused but in an entirely different mood as another accurate exit poll sank in. ‘It must be young people,’ he told me. ‘I saw more young people at polling stations than ever before.’



I remember standing on a street in a Glasgow estate with Stephen Crabb, then Secretary of State for Wales, when he told me that, whatever the result, the Scottish referendum was a game changer in terms of the way the UK was governed. ‘This changes everything,’ he said. Neither of us knew quite how much politics would change after that moment.


I remember seeing David Cameron and his children eating ice creams at the Royal Welsh show. On another occasion, I made him sigh in an interview when I repeatedly asked him when his government would make a long-delayed decision on tax and borrowing powers for the Welsh Government. ‘We have to get this right,’ he said eventually. ‘I don’t have a date for you today.’



I remember standing outside the Senedd chamber when, for a moment, it looked like Leanne Wood might overturn rules and expectations and become First Minister. She can’t do that, some said. Maybe not, but she certainly tried.


My journalism isn’t the sort that weaves in commentary. I don’t take a position, I don’t think as many do, that I’m some sort of unofficial opposition. My job is simply to try to make politics clear and accessible to the ITV viewers, to challenge the politicians on behalf of those viewers, to report on what governments do and say, what opposition parties do and say and what they all do and say about each other. That’s it. There’s a need for commentator journalists but that’s not my role and there’s a big part of me that was relieved not to have to join the chorus of apologies coming from those who insisted such an outcome or another was inevitable in 2017.


It’s a job that requires a lot of talking and, having missed the glory days of long, boozy lunches, a lot of coffee. It’s about sharing and keeping confidences. There’s a lot of information that I can’t broadcast, for time reasons or because it’s only of interest to a handful of people, or it’s spin, or incorrect or superseded by events or, quite often, told me on a confidential basis.


I keep a lot of notes in my red notebooks – mostly scrawled in haste and often when I’m standing up or on the move, so they’re as difficult to read as a GP’s prescription. When I was asked to consider publishing an election diary, I began keeping fuller notes with more emphasis on remembering whole or nearly whole sentences for quoting. I also kept notes on my phone along with emails and texts. Honesty compels me to state that I didn’t keep a diary in the sense that I didn’t write up each entry as presented here at the end of each day. What I’ve done is to bring the notes of conversations, some private and some public, together with the texts, emails, tweets and whatsapp messages into the form of a diary. I hope by doing so it gives a sense of the exciting pace at which events unfolded as I saw them. Reporting on politics is a messy, often chaotic job. This account, I hope, shows just how much that’s true and how it’s as fun as that sounds.


This is the election campaign as seen by me. It’s a privileged position to view it from, about as close as you can get without joining a political party and with a considerably wider frame. However, this isn’t an attempt to give a comprehensive analysis of the campaign and I don’t claim to cover every event: for instance I missed most of the manifesto launches in Wales. On occasion I pass on what colleagues told me who were at those events or covered other parts of the campaign. At other times, they remain a blank. This is my account of what I saw, what I was told and what I made of it.


It offers a snapshot of my job and hopefully gives some sense of what it’s like to be a political journalist in these chaotic times. I’m grateful to ITV Cymru Wales for giving me the chance to do that job and for letting me write about it here as well as to quote from programmes I and others made during the campaign.


Accompanying my diary account are inserts looking more closely at certain aspects that have been written more recently and with hindsight. Since the election I’ve spoken to many of those who were intimately involved in the campaign to fill in some of the gaps. MPs, AMs, candidates and activists, advisers and strategists have all spoken to me with candour to help me develop a fuller picture of what went on.


My kind of political journalism relies on trust and talking to people. I respect confidentiality and when my sources don’t want to be identified, I’ve respected that too. I’ve used neutral pronouns to make them harder to identify. The criticism will always be levelled by some that that approach makes me complicit with those politicians. I’m of the view that the information is more important than naming names and I have to trust that my record of fairness speaks for itself.


In these highly-charged and polarised times, it seems unfashionable to remain neutral. To me it’s central and not just a convenient journalistic defence. The longer I do this job, the harder it seems to me to consider committing myself to one political view or another. It strikes me that the best service I can offer a confused public is to be scrupulously fair. It strikes me too that the pressure to comment or offer opinion as part of our journalism is what has led many journalists into the unfortunate position of having to apologise for getting things wrong. The urge to state in absolute terms that you know what’s going to happen is difficult to resist. 2017 has shown that anything can happen and long may that last.


















PROLOGUE


I decided to go for a walk and ended up behind a police cordon, caught up in the security operation following one of the most shocking terrorist attacks the UK has seen.


I’d been sitting in Portcullis House in Westminster, in the large atrium where MPs and their staff eat, drink and mingle. It’s also a good place for journalists to bump into MPs to swap gossip and pick up possible stories. I’d been there for a while and had spoken to a few people but I wasn’t working on a particular story and wasn’t due to appear on our news programme at 6pm so I thought I’d stretch my legs. Since I was where I was, I walked over Westminster Bridge and onto the Southbank where crowds of tourists seemed to fill every available inch of space. I went into the Southbank Centre and started to head back.


On my way out, I looked down at my phone. Keith Phillips who was editing the programme that day had sent an email simply headed, ‘U ok? Tell us all about it?’



I replied, ‘About what?’ Then I checked twitter.


My phone records show that I replied to Keith’s email at 14:52. Twelve minutes earlier a car drove deliberately into people crossing the river. I looked in horror at the pictures people were tweeting of the very side of the bridge I’d just walked across. As I fought my way back towards it, I first heard the sirens and saw the blue lights. Realising that it was closed I turned around and half-walked, half-ran towards Waterloo bridge, crossed the river there and walked along the embankment towards Westminster. Roads near the bridge were already closed, so I cut through into Whitehall and towards Downing Street. I could go no further. Hundreds of people were crammed behind the police cordon there. Then there were shouts from the police, ‘Has anyone dropped a rucksack? Does anyone recognise this rucksack?’



The cordon was moved and we were pushed back further and further still. By now I realised that I was unlikely to make it back to ITV’s Millbank office.


My newsdesk colleagues in Cardiff were trying to find a way of taking me live into the news programme but that became increasingly unlikely. Meanwhile I and the hundreds of other people I was among were being pushed back up Whitehall toward Trafalgar Square. I tweeted some pictures of the scene. Not long afterwards I had a call from Geraint Evans, who’s Special Adviser to the Welsh Secretary Alun Cairns, offering me sanctuary in Gwydyr House, the Georgian house which is the Whitehall base of the Wales Office. The cordon was now some way past that point so a police officer escorted me to the front door where I was welcomed by Allan Ross, the department’s Head of Communications. He made me a cup of tea and gave me a biscuit and a seat. The staff were all watching the news channels and looking out the windows at the unfolding events. I’ll always be grateful for that chance to rest, cool down, drink tea and make phone calls.


There was the possibility of finding an ITV Network News crew which was in the area to see if they could help me send a live or as-live report to Cardiff so I thanked the Wales Office staff and left, leaving the locked-down Gwydyr House and walking across an oddly deserted Whitehall to duck beneath the cordon and back into the crowds.


I couldn’t see the ITN crew but while I was standing there a young man came up to introduce himself. He was from Newport and recognised me from a conference that I’d chaired recently. He’d been here to attend the youth parliament and had walked out of Westminster tube station into the immediate aftermath of the attack, witnessing the blood and bodies on the ground. With no camera operator, I recorded an interview with him on my phone and sent it to Cardiff. Overseas journalists nearby realised he was an eyewitness and grabbed him for interviews too.


I tried to process what had happened. I was getting a lot of calls and texts from colleagues, family and friends checking that I was safe. But I felt a fraud. I hadn’t been near the incident itself, I was safe and behind the cordon at all times. But I’d come so close. I didn’t like to think what would have happened if I’d decided to go for my walk ten minutes later.


What happened that afternoon in Westminster and later in Manchester and London Bridge added fear and uncertainty to an already highly-charged election campaign. Security was tightened, not just at Parliament but at the Assembly and elsewhere. Questions about security and defence became a big part of the campaign itself.


And what an extraordinary campaign. What I hope this election diary shows more than anything is how events unfolded and how things changed. That’s the main point. Hindsight commentators may say the outcome was always clear. It wasn’t. My account shows how even right up to the end, and even as some things were becoming clear – the unpopularity of the Conservative manifesto and the popularity of Labour’s along with changing perceptions of Theresa May and Jeremy Corbyn – many candidates, seasoned campaigners and senior figures within the parties still thought they knew what the outcome would be: a large Tory majority in the UK, with gains at the expense of Labour including in Wales.



I don’t believe our first poll was wrong and neither do any of those in the political parties that I’ve spoken to since, even if they doubted the size of the Conservative lead it suggested. It may have seemed unlikely that the Conservatives would win twenty-one seats in Wales but they were on course to make historic gains. They thought so, Labour thought so and so did many within the other parties. There have been a lot of mea culpas written by journalists for failing to spot what happened. I won’t be making any apology for reporting what our polls told me at the start of the campaign because they echoed what I was being told by the people I was talking to. As the campaign progressed, it became clear things were changing in Wales as well as in the UK.



What changed? In Wales, it’s clear that the policy of playing up ‘Welsh Labour’ paid off. Carwyn Jones saw his popularity remain strong throughout. The manifesto was more Welsh than ever before. A long-fought-for strategy of ensuring a role for Carwyn Jones at Labour’s crucial Clause V meeting to finalise the UK manifesto also paid off and the party is now committed to positions on, for instance, devolution of policing that it’s long resisted. There’s no doubt in my mind that the tributes to Rhodri Morgan also cemented the view of Welsh Labour being different. Certainly at least one Conservative cabinet member agrees with me. But it would be a huge mistake to think that it was just the Welsh Labour brand that won it in Wales. The Corbyn surge clearly transformed Labour’s fortunes here, leading more than one senior figure to muse ruefully about what they could have achieved if they’d put more resources into Preseli Pembrokeshire or Arfon.


There’s no doubt in my mind either that the Conservatives squandered historic levels of support they’d built up. They weren’t wasting their time in Bridgend, Wrexham or the two Newport constituencies. They were theirs for the taking and they lost them through a mixture of hubris and complacency, a failure to respond to the Labour surge and in a handful of constituencies, a heavy-handed approach to selection.


The mistakes of the Tories’ UK campaign are being dissected by others although some of those mistakes will become clear in my account as they emerge in the period covered by this diary. They’re familiar by now: an overly-centralised campaign putting too much emphasis on a leader who wasn’t comfortable being the centre of attention.


And that manifesto. On election night when I asked a senior Labour figure when things changed, he said it was immediately after the manifesto was published, adding that, ‘I can’t believe it was just the manifesto.’ Many Conservatives think it was. I asked the same question of a senior Tory MP who said the change was almost instantaneous and visible from the day after the manifesto publication. For those who think manifestos and campaigns don’t make any difference, 2017 will be food for thought.


It’s also important to remember that this election came in the midst of a huge amount of change and uncertainty.


Since 2014 there has been an independence referendum in Scotland followed by a surge in support for the SNP; a UK General Election which the Conservatives surprised everyone including themselves by winning; a Welsh election which brought UKIP members into the Assembly and left Labour without a majority and facing a Sliding Doors moment when Leanne Wood almost replaced Carwyn Jones as First Minister (although for how long is another matter); and another referendum that saw British voters decide to leave the European Union with all the upheaval that that entails.


Along the way, polls and pollsters have gone from being treated as infallible sages to quack doctors peddling snake oil; a Conservative Prime Minister and Chancellor have not only lost a referendum, but lost office and left parliament while the party changed leaders swiftly and brutally; the Labour party has publicly displayed its deep divisions in two leadership elections; one party (UKIP) has risen with seemingly unstoppable momentum only to fall apart once its objective was gained while another (the Liberal Democrats) has fallen from sharing government to the edge of extinction.


In Wales the kaleidoscope has kept on shifting.


Labour continued to dominate Assembly politics but the election of 2016, the change in the party’s UK leadership and the Brexit vote clearly altered dynamics in Cardiff Bay. The last two emboldened Carwyn Jones and others to push forward the ‘Welsh Labour’ strategy of differentiating the party in Wales from the party at a UK level. A fiction in many ways since both continue as one organisation with no separate funding or administration, the tactic had been started by Rhodri Morgan and taken up enthusiastically by Carwyn Jones despite scepticism from some Welsh Labour MPs and derision by opponents who sometimes called it ‘Diet Plaid’. Previously less willing to engage in UK politics, 2016 and 2017 also saw him become much more active on the UK stage, perhaps emulating and certainly working with his Scottish counterpart, Nicola Sturgeon.


The Welsh Conservatives had a good election in 2015 followed by disappointment in 2016 and occasional public infighting. Plaid Cymru may not have seen an SNP-style surge but promoted its policies by doing deals with Labour and celebrated a famous victory in Rhondda. The Liberal Democrats paid the price for the 2010 coalition with successively worse election results culminating in losing all but Kirsty Williams in the Assembly, a position they thought couldn’t get any worse. UKIP arrived in Cardiff Bay in a burst of enthusiasm and outrage.


Assembly politics refused to settle down after May 2016. The last remaining Lib Dem, Kirsty Williams, joined the Welsh Government as Education Secretary. UKIP’s leader in Wales, Nathan Gill, fell out with the rest of his group when he was ousted by Neil Hamilton. He became an independent AM. A second UKIP member, Mark Reckless, followed but semi-joined the Welsh Conservatives, a move which caused huge tensions within the party. Plaid Cymru’s former leader, Dafydd Elis-Thomas, quit the group and the party, sitting as an independent but promising to support Labour for the duration of the Assembly, giving Carwyn Jones his majority at last.



It had already been a time of extraordinary change and upheaval by April 2017. And then Theresa May went walking in Snowdonia.
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TUESDAY 18TH APRIL



The letter is printed on pink paper. It bears the Royal Coat of Arms and in large lettering the words ‘Jury Summons.’ ‘You have been selected for jury service,’ it says and I must attend at 9am on June the 5th. I’ve never served on a jury before and I’m quite intrigued by what it involves. I doubt there’ll be much going on that week, so having discussed with Nick1the implications for my news commitments and for presenting Sharp End I tick the box to say ‘no’ to a deferral, put the form in the envelope and leave it on the table to post later.



It being the day after Easter Monday, I’m trying to take a week’s leave need to go out and about to run some errands. A Welsh Labour person texts me asking, ‘Any idea what TM’s announcement is?’ I have to answer honestly that I don’t and that I’d been hoping for a quiet week off. My contact’s speculation is this: ‘Two most likely scenarios seem to be early GE or direct rule in N Ireland. MPs and even frontbenchers don’t seem to have as much of a clue as the rest of us.’ I respond, ‘Part of me hopes for an early election but I think it might finish me off!’ The reply comes back: ‘You and the Labour Party!’



Next comes a text from Nick saying, ‘Election rumour underway. May making “important announcement” at 11.15.’ This is backed up by an email from the news desk sharing an alert from colleagues in the network newsroom. My week off is about to end.


I switch on the car radio and hear the Prime Minister in Downing Street saying that, ‘The country is coming together but Westminster is not,’ and that she will aim to hold a General Election on June 8th.


Back at home, I take the jury service summons out of its envelope, cross out the tick and hastily write an explanation that I imagine will appear highly unlikely to whichever official reads it. I write that a snap election has just been called for the week that I’ve been summoned, that as Political Editor I will be expected to cover it and please could I request a deferral. I seal the envelope, post it and hope for the best.


Soon I’m on a train to London, looking at news on my phone, twitter and emails showing that everyone else is also coming to terms with what’s happening.


In an interview with Robert Peston, Theresa May reveals that she changed her mind about holding an early election when she was on a walking holiday in Snowdonia with her husband. Perhaps there was something about the scenic grandeur that made her think that what Britain needs most is ‘Certainty and stability.’



All the signs are that she’ll get that certainty. The latest YouGov poll puts the Conservatives on 44% with Labour on just 23%. She may well deny, as she does in the Peston interview, that she’s playing political games but for her party that lead and the chance to cause further damage to an already divided Labour party must be irresistible.


The reactions start arriving in my inbox. They’re pretty much as I expect although the one surprise comes from Plaid Cymru leader Leanne Wood. In a series of interviews she makes it clear that she’s at least thinking about becoming more closely involved in this election than she’d already be as leader, possibly standing for the Rhondda. Winning the seat in last year’s Assembly election was an astonishing achievement for Plaid Cymru and herself, but standing for Parliament is fraught with risks. However, it’s a sign of what an extraordinary election this is going to be. She tells my colleague Rob Osborne that, ‘I’m not ruling anything in or anything out at this point in time.’



I get to Westminster at around 4.30. While I’ve been travelling my colleagues in Cardiff and Millbank have arranged for a couple of live slots and an interview with the Welsh Secretary.


Earlier I’d had time to alter the jury service summons, change into a suit and throw a few things into a bag but not enough time to shave so go on air with four days’ stubble.



Andrea2hands to me and I say, ‘If I weren’t your political editor, Andrea, and old enough to know better, I’d start by saying OMG – it’s that surprising a decision. There must be something in the Snowdonia water because Theresa May has repeatedly said that there wouldn’t be a General Election, despite all the speculation. Today she said there would be.’




I put that point to Alun Cairns, asking him why anyone should believe a word of his and the Prime Minister’s after those repeated denials. He says, ‘The Prime Minister and the government didn’t want to be in this position but we’ve seen how the parliamentary process is being used to frustrate the debates in parliament and to frustrate the negotiations.’



Andrea asks me why I think the Prime Minister has changed her mind and I say, ‘Brexit and politics which are intertwined.’ The politics is that Theresa May calculates that the Conservatives are likely to do well and Labour will do badly. In the process, she thinks she’ll strengthen her hand for the Brexit negotiations.


I refer to Leanne Wood’s refusal to rule herself out as a potential candidate and say, ‘To be honest, in this election, I wouldn’t rule anything out.’







A Mistake By Theresa May?


Most Conservatives that I’ve spoken to since the election agree that calling a snap election was not just a surprise but a mistake by Theresa May. One senior MP told me how disappointed they were because it meant that with the Brexit process barely underway after the triggering of Article 50, ‘we were going to waste a couple of months having an election that we didn’t need because we already had an overall majority. I’ve been around long enough to know that you can’t take anything for granted and I was concerned that what actually did happen might happen.


‘I had doubts about her campaigning ability and also I just couldn’t understand how we were going to put into place an election-ready machine in the time we had available. It seemed to me we had no advantage over the opposition. Unless we’d been doing a lot of the work in the meantime to put together manifesto and materials we needed, which we clearly hadn’t.’



But at least one senior Conservative that I’ve spoken to since can’t forget how it was at the beginning of the campaign. ‘It was amazing. The first few days of campaigning, the positive response to Theresa May was like nothing I’ve ever seen. You didn’t even need to finish her full name. You could knock the door and say, ‘Hi I’m calling on behalf of There…’ and they’re like yeah, I’m with you. She’s great. I’m so pleased she’s called the election because she’s absolutely fantastic.’ That was pretty much the first week of the campaign. At that point it was absolutely the right thing to do.’



The snap election may have taken many by surprise even though it had been a source of speculation. But it may have been planned earlier than thought. In fact some I’ve spoken to are convinced that the Prime Minister decided as early as January and only finalised her decision when she went walking in Snowdonia at Easter.


WEDNESDAY 19TH APRIL


Theresa May needs to win the support of two thirds of MPs to get around the Fixed-term Parliaments Act which was supposed to ensure parliaments always last five years. She succeeds, with just thirteen MPs voting against the motion, one of whom is Cynon Valley MP, Ann Clwyd.


ITV network has confirmed it will hold a debate which is good news for our plan to broadcast a Wales debate. However, Theresa May has said she won’t take part. Leanne Wood is quoted as saying the Prime Minister should be ‘empty-chaired if she doesn’t show up to any planned TV debates.’ I wonder how May’s refusal will affect things in Wales. Will Alun Cairns be under pressure not to take part too in order not to show up his boss or will they consider them separately?


My report for Wales at Six begins: ‘Change is the new normal in politics. Upheaval is happening nearly every day.’



As always when there’s a major political event, Abingdon Green fills up with cameras, gazebos, trestle tables and journalists. Overhead a helicopter circles. In my report I say, ‘You can sense the excitement here in Westminster, you can hear it certainly. You can see that everybody’s waiting. They’re waiting for something that’s going to happen in there that’s going to change British politics at a time when it’s already changing, day by day it seems.’



Plaid Cymru MP Hywel Williams gives me an upbeat assessment, seeing the volatile political situation and Brexit itself as an opportunity for Wales to change. ‘This is a turning point for Wales and we want to seize the opportunity.’



I put it to Labour MP Jo Stevens that this election has come at a bad time for her party because it’s divided. ‘Not in Wales we’re not,’ she says.


In my report I call the snap election Theresa May’s Easter Surprise, and proudly maintain the seasonal language by adding that MPs have now decided to spring a summer election.


Live on air I note that some parties are worried and some see it as an opportunity. I add that, ‘All I’ll say is that everything has changed. Again.’



THURSDAY 20TH APRIL


I go back to trying to take time off but it’s impossible not to follow what’s happening.



Owain has been out campaigning with Carwyn Jones.3 The camera catches one of those doorstep confrontation moments when a voter tells the Welsh Labour leader, ‘I just think you’re a spent force. You haven’t got the passion any more.’ As Owain points out in his report, Welsh Labour must be hoping that’s not a widespread view as it puts the First Minister at front and centre of its campaign.



Asked if he thinks Jeremy Corbyn is an asset, Carwyn Jones says, ‘He has to prove himself. He’s still fairly new as a leader in an election campaign. I think people want to hear an alternative; they’re fed up of the same old same old from the Tories.’



Also in Owain’s report Alun Cairns, campaigning in Wrexham, says, ‘People here in Wrexham want that security and that leadership that Theresa May is showing so therefore there are key areas like this that are battlegrounds that we think have the prospect of becoming Conservative.’



FRIDAY 21ST APRIL


Jeremy Corbyn is visiting Cardiff North. Owain’s report for Wales at Six shows a huge crowd treating the Labour leader like a rock star. ‘Their Elvis, their McCartney, their Bowie’, as Owain puts it.


It looks pretty chaotic but Owain manages to get a word with the leader, asking him his message to uncertain Remain voters. Corbyn insists that he ‘will get an agreement with the EU to protect jobs… and a good relationship with Europe in the future.’



Nick texts to say, ‘The poll on Monday will show the Conservatives ahead.’ What a way to start the campaign.


“We’re Fucked”



Labour was in terrible trouble at the beginning of the election campaign. Our first poll may have raised eyebrows when it showed Labour ten points behind and in danger of failing to win a majority of seats in Wales for the first time in a century but Labour people then and now, as well as those in other parties, believe that it fairly reflected the scale of the problems they faced even if some were hopeful they could shrink the gap over the course of the campaign.


They didn’t need to rely on our poll or their own guesswork either. With the local elections due to take place in May, Labour in Wales was already in campaign mode and those in Transport House in Cardiff who were poring over canvassing returns could see the terrible reality of the situation.


‘The overarching feel was one of ‘We’re fucked,’ one senior member of the campaign team told me. ‘The feedback from the doorstep was grim. There was an absolute and unshakeable belief on behalf of many of the Welsh PLP that they were toast. You even had long-standing Welsh Parliamentary colleagues gifting their offices at the end of the session because they thought wouldn’t be reoccupying them. There was an absolute sense that we were in big trouble and this absolutely wasn’t finger in the wind stuff.’



Those on the left agree that the party was in a bad way although they put the situation down to relentlessly negative press coverage and public rows between MPs. One prominent Welsh Corbyn supporter said to me that, ‘The onslaught in the media and divisions in the party meant that a lot of the traditional Labour loyalty vote was impacted by the barrage.’



The Corbyn team was more optimistic that the situation could be turned around and believe what later became known as the Corbyn surge began much earlier than is acknowledged by others in the party. Those close to the leader point to the rally in Whitchurch in Cardiff at the beginning of the campaign when hundreds turned up at short notice to see the leader speak as a sign that even early on there was an enthusiasm for Corbyn and his type of politics. They say too that the largest increase in the polls was the four point average that happened in the first ten days. There was then another surge in the two weeks from mid-May before the polls began to level off and reach a plateau in the final week. For both those reasons they reject the notion that the Corbyn surge was an end-of-campaign surprise. To say that, I’ve been told, is ‘reverse engineering’ to cover the embarrassment of those who failed to recognise earlier what was happening in areas where there was a lot of young voters and to act on it.


For many on the left that I’ve spoken to, even that optimism only stretched to retaining the same number of seats, not making any gains. Those running the campaign in Wales saw it as defensive from beginning to end. As one official put it, ‘Even in the exit poll the extrapolation had us losing seats in the North East and put us fifty-fifty in one of the Newports. So I don’t think there was ever a point where we thought, this is in the bag, it’s fine. There was a genuine belief there was a risk.’



That risk was caused to a very large extent by Jeremy Corbyn’s unpopularity, particularly in Labour’s heartland areas where traditional Labour supporters lived. Many, particularly older white men, were telling canvassers and candidates that ‘Jeremy Corbyn is rubbish.’



‘There was a lot of anger,’ a senior member of the campaign team told me. ‘I’m talking about heartland seats here. There were a lot of reports coming back that Jeremy was a genuine issue on the doorstep. Certainly, early doors, some of the Tory attacks on him were landing home. We were hearing ‘people don’t like him and people are not going to vote for us’ and that was an issue clearly identified.’



It wasn’t just the leader though that was causing problems. It was a perception that the party was divided. Potential voters offered a list of concerns ranging from the leader’s appearance to his controversial public positions before he became leader on defence and law and order matters. They were worried too about the UK leadership generally and the public fallings out between MPs. ‘The Labour brand’, they were hearing, was tainted.


MONDAY 24TH APRIL


An early start to digest the implications of the poll. It’s even more shocking than I first thought, showing that the Conservatives are on an incredible 40% in Wales, up twelve on the 2015 result which itself was a pretty good one for them. Even more astonishing, Labour are ten points behind at 30%. In our last poll, Labour was on 33% in Wales and that was the lowest it had been at since 2010.



Roger Scully joins us to run through the figures.4 His projection is that the Conservatives would win twenty-one of Wales’ forty seats. Labour would hold onto just fifteen, Plaid Cymru would keep its current three and the Liberal Democrats just the one they hold now. The ten Labour seats which would turn Conservative in this scenario are: Bridgend, Wrexham, Cardiff South and Penarth, Delyn, Alyn and Deeside, Newport West, Ynys Môn, Newport East, Cardiff West and Cardiff South and Penarth.



Roger drops stunning statistic after stunning statistic while we sip our coffees. He jokes that the last time the Tories led in Wales was the 50s. Pause. The 1850s. The last time Labour didn’t come first in Wales, he says, was in Lloyd George’s Coupon Election of 1918. 1931 was the last time Labour didn’t win half the seats in Wales. And 2015 was the twentieth General Election in a row when Labour won a majority. It would be an astonishing collapse for the party in Wales.


Other aspects are interesting. It seems the Brexit referendum has changed the way people vote. The Conservatives appear to be hoovering up two thirds of those who voted UKIP in 2015. Most of those will have been Leave voters and a lot of them were Labour voters. The poll data, as others have, shows that most current Labour voters are strongly in favour of Remain which suggests that Leavers have already left Labour. If this is anywhere near the true picture, it would seem that the link with Labour has snapped for Labour supporters who voted UKIP in 2015, then voted Leave in 2016. Now the Conservatives and Theresa May have come to own Brexit so it seems likely Labour Leavers are thinking about trusting the Tories to deliver it.
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