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Chapter 1


2014 euro-elections: an earthquake in British politics?
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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
Electoral systems

	
Unit F851
Electoral systems and referenda
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Context


The elections for UK members of the European Parliament were held on 22 May 2014. The following table shows the results. Small parties winning no seats are not included.
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The electoral system used was the regional list. The parties offer lists of candidates in each of the regions of the UK. Voters vote for a party list rather than individual candidates. Seats are awarded broadly in proportion to the votes cast for each party, though there is some distortion owing to the regional nature of the election.


The striking features of these results were:





•  The most significant outcome was the performance of the UK Independence Party (UKIP). The party had done well in the previous election of 2009, but this was put into the shade by what happened in 2014. Their share of the vote rose by over 10%, increasing their number of seats by 11. UKIP won nearly a third of the UK seats in the parliament. UKIP came top of the poll, the first major election won by a third party since the 1920s.



•  The Liberal Democrats suffered a catastrophic result. The proportion of the vote won was halved since 2009 and they lost ten out of their 11 seats. After the election there was only one Liberal Democrat member in the European Parliament.



•  Labour increased its share of the vote by over 9%, gaining an additional seven seats. Forecasts suggested they would win more and the party hoped to beat UKIP, but it fell short of these expectations.



•  As expected it was a poor result for the Conservatives who lost nearly 4% of their 2009 share of the vote, along with six seats. However the forecasts suggested a worse result was likely so this was not as bad for the party as expected.



•  None of the other small parties, including nationalists, made significant gains or losses.








[image: ]





What happened to the main parties?


The rise of UKIP


UKIP does tend to do better in European elections than in those that concern domestic politics. This is to be expected. The electorate’s attention is focused on the issue of British membership of the EU. Those who consider themselves to be eurosceptics may well vote for UKIP to demonstrate their belief, but would possibly not vote in the same way at a general election when they are choosing a government.


However, by any standards this was an extraordinary performance by UKIP, and especially by its leader, Nigel Farage. It came on the back of a general increase in the party’s popularity, as demonstrated by public opinion polls. UKIP has also recently been gaining seats in local government.


Labour


The performance of Labour was disappointing, given the unpopularity of the coalition and the fact that public opinion is gradually moving in favour of British membership of the EU and Labour is a pro-European party. At this stage of the electoral cycle, the main opposition party ought to have been winning elections, not coming second. In terms of the popular vote Labour only beat the Conservatives by 1.4%. This kind of lead, if replicated in a general election, would probably result in a Labour government, but with only a slender parliamentary majority. The unpopular leadership of Ed Miliband was largely blamed for the party’s mediocre performance.


Conservatives


The main emotion felt by Conservatives was relief. Long before this election the party had accepted it would lose to UKIP, but their vote held up reasonably well. Governing parties tend to be punished by the electorate for their mistakes in such midterm elections, but it does not mean they will do as badly in a general election, when many of its traditional supporters will return. The key issue for the party was that they ran Labour so close. If they can improve their position by 2015 there is a possibility they could avoid defeat. However, the strong performance of UKIP will affect Conservatives more than Labour, so the news was also bad for the party. If UKIP can retain even half its vote in the general election of 2015, the Conservatives will almost certainly go down to defeat.


Liberal Democrats


It was clear, well before this election, that the Liberal Democrats would take a beating. Few, however, expected the scale of their defeat to be so dramatically large. Three factors were in play here:





•  From the first year of the election the Liberal Democrats have been unpopular, largely because of the party’s ‘betrayal’ of the electorate over university tuition fees.



•  Nick Clegg was suffering personal unpopularity in opinion polls. He has been seen as a weak leader.



•  The Liberal Democrats are the most pro-European of the parties. Given the low turnout at European elections, it is to be expected that the majority of those who vote are eurosceptics. Pro-Europeans are less likely to vote. Thus Liberal Democrats are bound to suffer. Nevertheless such factors cannot disguise the fact that this was near meltdown for the party.





The implications for the Liberal Democrats are serious. Anything like a repeat performance in 2015 will mean that the party will lose almost all its parliamentary seats. It also means that they will be unable to hold the balance of power and so will not be included in a new coalition.


Do European elections matter?


Yes, they matter





•  They represent an important measure of opinion one year before the next general election. They can be seen as superior to opinion polls as they show how people actually vote, rather than their voting intentions.



•  In the case of UKIP, they suggest that the party may well be electable. In other words people may view this result as a breakthrough. Some doubters may well be encouraged to vote UKIP in future, believing that their vote will not be wasted.



•  They may have an effect on the morale of the parties. The Liberal Democrats may have been dealt a death blow, but UKIP activists and supporters will be very encouraged. Labour will be disappointed and the position of Ed Miliband may be undermined.



•  Specifically, the UKIP triumph may have an impact on Conservative policy. There is a precedent for this. In 1989 the Green Party won 15% of the vote in the European election of that year. This did not convert into significant gains elsewhere, but it did shock the three main parties into adopting more ecologically friendly policies to capture some of the Greens’ support. The Conservatives, who have already promised a referendum on British EU membership, may adopt a rather more eurosceptic position. They may also be forced to take a harder line on immigration to take away some of UKIP’s ground. It may also be the case that Labour and/or the Liberal Democrats will ultimately be forced to offer such a referendum to the electorate.





No, they do not matter





•  At 34%, the turnout in this election was low. This suggests it is not an accurate reflection of wider political opinion in the UK. As we have said above, many eurosceptics use it as an opportunity to promote their view, while many pro-Europeans did not vote.



•  The electorate know that they are not electing a government. Many voters will support a party they would not vote for in a general election. A significant proportion of the UKIP vote can be seen in this way. Liberal democrats also hope that their support will recover in the general election.



•  UKIP may have increased its representation in the European Parliament, but they remain part of the minority in that Parliament (where left of centre groupings have a majority). It also has to be said that, though its powers have increased in recent years, the European parliament remains a marginal influence on European Union policy making.





What does it say about 2015?


Of course if these results were reproduced in the next general election, there would be a seismic shift in British politics, the like of which has never been seen before. But this will not happen. Nevertheless we can draw some conclusions:





•  UKIP now probably have enough solid support to have hopes of winning some seats in the UK Parliament. This is unlikely to be decisive, but it will affect the two main parties.



•  If UKIP take a significant number of votes away from Conservative candidates in marginal seats in 2015, it will result in the loss of many such seats, largely to Labour.



•  On the other hand if UKIP can capture Labour votes, it will reduce Labour’s chance of winning an overall majority.



•  The collapse of Liberal Democrat support may change the whole political landscape. If the party loses most of its parliamentary seats, there is unlikely to be a hung parliament and therefore there will be no coalition government after 2015.



•  The combination of the UKIP surge and the Liberal Democrat collapse, on balance, looks likely to favour the Labour Party.





What they said about the result


Nigel Farage




[This has been] The most extraordinary result that has been seen in British politics for 100 years…the people’s army of UKIP have spoken tonight.





David Cameron




The European Parliament is important but people do see it as an opportunity to send a message, and a variety of messages to the Government.







I take a very clear message from the election. People are deeply disillusioned with the EU. They don’t feel the current arrangements are working well enough for Britain and they want change. I would say that message is absolutely received and understood.





Nick Clegg




There has been a very sharp turn, not only here but across Europe, to the right and in some cases the far right and uniquely, certainly in British politics, the Liberal Democrats have decided to take on UKIP and argue for the things we believe in, a generous hearted, an open minded, an internationalist Britain. It didn’t work, but it was right that we stood up for the values we believe in.
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Summary


The question posed is whether the European election results represent an earthquake in British politics. The answer is almost certainly ‘no’. Partly because of the first-past-the-post electoral system, that prevents smaller parties making a breakthrough in terms of seats won and partly because many voters will change their choice between 2014 and 2015, UKIP will not retain their position. Similarly, it seems unrealistic to assume that the Liberal Democrats will perform so badly again. As we have said above, the apparent Green Party ‘breakthrough’ in 1989 did not convert into parliamentary change.


Yet something significant has happened and we can say there has been a tremor, a tremor which will be felt by all the main parties, especially the Conservatives. The centre of gravity of British politics may shift to the right. This means a more eurosceptic position, and harder lines on immigration control and law and order issues. We may also see several UKIP MPs elected in 2015 and this may destabilise the Conservative Party. The defections of Douglas Carswell and Mark Reckless to UKIP, and their subsequent election in by-elections in Clacton and Rochester and Strood, respectively, may well be the harbinger of further shifts on the right of British politics.


One other major change may be on the horizon. Since 1997 it can be argued that Britain has been a three-party system. If the Liberal Democrats do not recover, and assuming UKIP only win a handful of parliamentary seats, Britain will once again be a two-party system.
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Table 1.1 UK European election results, May 2014

% of
vote

26.6
24.4
23.0
6.9
2.4

6.6

1.0
0.8

0.7
0.5

Change
since 2009

+10.6
+9.2
-3.8
-0.9
+0.3

+0.2
+0.2

-0.1

Seats
awarded

24
20
19
3
2

Change of seats
since 2000

+11
+7
-6

+1

% of seats
awarded

R

27.4

26.0
4.1
2.7

1.4

1.4
1.4

1.4
1.4
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