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Chapter 1


2013 elections: who won and does it matter?
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Exam success


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






	Edexcel

	AQA

	OCR






	

Unit 1


Elections




	

Unit 1


Participation and voting


Voting behaviour




	

Unit F851


Participation and voting


Voting behaviour
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Context


Elections were held on 2 May 2013 in one Welsh and 35 English local authorities. The results were remarkable for a number of reasons that are discussed in this chapter. Of course, local elections are not the same as national elections so we must be cautious in drawing too many conclusions. The turnout at such elections is very low and people are aware that they are not electing a national government. In addition, there are often local issues that affect local results, as one would expect.


Nevertheless, we can look for some clues in the results and possibly predict some movements in the fortunes of the parties that might take place in years to come, especially in the 2015 general election.


At the same time several localities held mayoral elections. These are also examined below.
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The local elections


The results


Table 1.1 shows the results in terms of each party’s share of the national vote and also the extent to which this share had changed since the last set of local election results in England and Wales.


Table 1.1 English local government election results, May 2013






	Party

	% of total vote

	Change since 2011 (%)






	Labour

	29

	−8






	Conservative

	25

	−13






	UKIP

	23

	+20






	Liberal Democrat

	14

	−2






	Others and independents

	9

	−3







Table 1.2 shows the number of council seats won by each party and how many each party had won or lost since the last elections.


Table 1.2 Council seats won and lost by the parties, May 2013






	Party

	Council seats won

	Seats won or lost






	Conservative

	1116

	−335






	Labour

	538

	+291






	Liberal Democrat

	352

	−124






	Independents

	165

	+24






	UKIP

	147

	+139






	Green

	22

	+5






	BNP

	0

	−3






	Others

	21

	+4







What happened to the main parties?


Below we examine in turn what these election results have meant for the parties.


UKIP


At first sight it was the UK Independence Party that was the big winner. In terms of the popular vote it came a close third and challenged the two main parties’ dominance. The party eclipsed the Liberal Democrats. It gained 139 council seats but failed to gain overall control (i.e. win a majority) of any single council. Although it made these gains its support remains rather too scattered for it to make significant progress. It also has to be remembered that this was a classic ‘mid-term election’. Governments are often unpopular between elections, and the electorate uses local elections, as well as other polls such as by-elections, to express their dissatisfaction with the government. Thus the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats were bound to lose votes to UKIP. This suggests it is a ‘protest party’. Ironically, the Liberal Democrats used to be the traditional protest party, gaining votes in local elections but losing them again at the general election.


Labour


The party did well enough but its performance was disappointing. Labour was expected to win a much bigger share of the vote and gain many more seats. The poor opinion poll ratings for its leader, Ed Miliband, were seen as the cause of this modest result. The main opposition party usually makes big gains at mid-term elections. These were disappointing results for Labour.


Conservatives


As expected this was a poor result for the Conservatives. As noted above, governing parties normally lose local government seats in mid term. It was, perhaps, not as bad as they feared. In fact, one could even argue, given the poor state of the economy and falling standards of living, that this was quite a good result for the party.


Liberal Democrats


They were the big losers. Local government is considered a stronghold for Liberal Democrats and they used to control a good number of councils.


What they said


After the election there were reactions from leading members of the main parties. Among the comments were these. After each one there is a suggestion of what these statements really mean if we read between the lines.


Nigel Farage




It’s been a remarkable result for us…we have always done well in European elections but people haven’t seen us as relevant to local elections or, in some ways, general elections. So for us to be scoring, on average, 26% of the vote, where we stand is, I think, very significant indeed. This wave of protest certainly isn’t short term, it’s lasting.





Between the lines: at last we have broken away from being merely an anti-Europe party and are beginning to have a more general appeal. We can convert protest votes into permanent support.


David Cameron




I understand why some people who have supported us before didn’t support us again. They want us to do even more to work for hard-working people…. They will be our focus but we have got to do more…of course it is no good insulting a party [UKIP] that people have chosen to vote for…we need to show respect for people who have taken the choice to support this party [UKIP] and we are going to work really hard to win them back.





Between the lines: the Conservatives cannot ignore the result. UKIP has to be taken seriously. In that case Cameron is signalling that perhaps the Conservative Party will have to shift a little to the right to attract UKIP voters.


Nick Clegg




The Liberal Democrats are on a journey. We’re on a journey from a party of protest to a party of government…we’re holding our own. The message that only the Liberal Democrats can be relied upon to build a stronger economy and a fairer society, is a message which, where we communicate it successfully, gains support for us.





Between the lines: this is a temporary setback on the road to making the Liberal Democrats electable. He is desperately hoping that the Liberal Democrat ‘achievements’ will eventually be recognised and the electorate will forget the perceived failures.


Ed Miliband




I also recognise…the vote for UKIP, the two thirds that didn’t vote and that there are still lots of people saying ‘can anyone turn this country round?’…It is clear there is more work to do. Our task is to win the trust of the people we haven’t yet persuaded that Labour can make a difference.





Between the lines: Miliband was clearly disappointed. The voters are showing dissatisfaction with all those who hold power, but are still not convinced that Labour is the answer to their dissatisfaction.
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Summary


It is fairly clear that the only winner of the 2013 local elections was UKIP. Arguably, all the other parties were losers, though one can make a case for arguing that the Conservative Party held its ground as it did not lose as many votes and seats as expected. The second question is does it matter? We can divide this answer into two parts. It matters in some senses, but not in others:


It matters because:





•  It does indicate how much progress UKIP is making.



•  UKIP’s success may well affect Conservative policy, shifting it to the right on such issues as Europe, immigration and law and order.



•  It demonstrates that Labour is failing to make significant progress. This may cause changes of policy and could undermine Ed Miliband’s position as leader.



•  It shows that the unpopularity of the Liberal Democrats is persistent and may carry through to 2015 and the general election.





It does not matter because:





•  It was not a general election; that election is still over a year away.



•  Local elections are used by voters to protest against the government. They may well shift back to their long-term party support in the general election.



•  Local government has little autonomy. The shift in control of many local councils from one party to another may not have much effect on communities as it is national policies that tend to determine how local government works.
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The mayoral elections


There were only two mayoral elections in 2011. The small number was because local referendums indicated that very few localities actually wanted an elected mayor. The two results were as follows:






	Doncaster

	
Ros Jones (Labour) elected on the second ballot.






	North Tyneside

	
Norman Redfearn (Labour) elected on the second ballot.







So, at first sight these were good results for Labour, but the facts suggest another conclusion. These are safe Labour areas so their candidates were almost bound to win. More importantly, however, the turnout at these elections was very low — 27.2% in Doncaster and 31.8% in North Tyneside. This suggests there is widespread apathy over elected mayors.


Overall conclusion


However much we may analyse the 2013 local and mayoral elections, there is one overwhelming conclusion. The biggest loser was democracy itself. The local election turnout was only 31% (down from 42.6% in 2011), which, added to the poor mayoral turnouts, suggests that there is a real participation crisis in Britain in 2013–14.
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Exam focus


To consolidate your knowledge of this chapter, answer the following questions:




  1 Can local elections tell us anything about the probable result of future general elections?


  2 Do the 2013 local elections represent a real breakthrough for UKIP?


  3 Are local elections relevant to UK democracy?


  4 Has the introduction of elected mayors enhanced democracy in the UK?
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Chapter 2


UKIP: a new political force or merely a protest group?
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Exam success


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






	Edexcel

	AQA

	OCR






	

Unit 1


Party policies and ideas




	

Unit 1


Political parties




	

Unit F851


Political parties
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Context


The UK Independence Party came into existence in 1993, founded by right-wing historian Alan Sked. It was a direct result of the signing of the Maastricht Treaty by Prime Minister John Major in 1992, which transferred a great deal of sovereignty from the UK to the European Community (now called the European Union). It sprang from a pressure group, the Anti-Federalist League, which had been founded in 1991. The current leader, Nigel Farage, was one of the founder members.


Despite its name as a party, it was originally a pressure group as it pursued one overwhelming objective — to bring the United Kingdom out of the European Union. However, by calling itself a party, and by putting up candidates for election, it blurred the lines between what is a party and what is a pressure group. During the 1997 general election, James Goldsmith, a wealthy businessman, formed another party called the Referendum Party, which campaigned, as its name suggested, for a referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU. This overshadowed UKIP as Goldsmith was able to purchase a great deal of publicity for his new party. UKIP therefore did not put up any candidates in that year. The Referendum Party offered 547 candidates in 1997 but won only 2.6% of the popular vote and no seats. However, Goldsmith died shortly afterwards and the party collapsed. UKIP then took over as the main anti-European force outside the mainstream parties.


In the early years of the twenty-first century the party made steady progress in terms of membership and votes won at various elections. This was despite the fact that it was threatened by leadership battles and internal strife over tactics and objectives. In particular, the former Labour MP, Robert Kilroy-Silk, a controversial talk-show host, tried to take over the party in 2004. His unstable reputation held the party back and it made only modest progress in the 2005 general election. Nigel Farage provided some stability as leader from 2006 to 2009 and has done so again since 2010 after a brief period under Malcolm Pearson. By 2013 UKIP was beginning to make a serious impact in British politics and Nigel Farage had become a significant political personality.
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UKIP’s electoral performance


The rise of UKIP can best be seen in terms of its performance in various elections since 1999. A selection of these can be seen in Table 2.1.


Table 2.1 The rise of UKIP, 1999–2013
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We can see that the real breakthrough for UKIP came in 2004 when the party won 16.1% of the votes and 12 seats in a European election. Elections to the European Parliament use the highly proportional list system and so small parties have a greater chance of winning seats. By contrast, UKIP has made slower progress in general elections where the electoral system works against it. It cannot realistically win seats under first-past-the-post until its support becomes more concentrated in some constituencies or reaches above 20% of the total vote. Nigel Farage is now talking up the party’s prospects of actually coming top of the poll in the 2014 elections to the European Parliament.
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