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‘Never use a long word where a short one will do’

George Orwell

‘All the main parties are pretty similar’

Tinie Tempah








Intro

I have one very basic aim in writing this book. I’d really, really like to see a massive turnout at the polling stations on 7 May 2015. That’s the date on which all of usI get to cast our vote in the general election, to make a collective decision about who will run the country for the next five years. Pop it in your diary or iCalendar or whatever. Another date to stick in is the 20th of April. That’s when you have to apply to be registered to vote by. Seems annoying, doesn’t it, that we have to register before we can vote? But for now, that’s how it is. In fact, indulge me – if you haven’t registered yet, or aren’t sure if you are already registered, and you’re over sixteen, why not register now? Even if you think you don’t want to vote, at least you can give yourself the option come May. You never know, you might change your mind (I’m hoping this book might change it for you). It’ll take less than five minutes, and then you can carry on reading. Grab your phone and go to this website:


https://www.gov.uk/register-to-vote



You will need your National Insurance number, but if you don’t know it, just click on ‘I can’t provide a National Insurance number’ and type in that you don’t know it. The registration people will work it out. That’s their job.

A very quick thought about voter registration: it could be automatic. No, it should be automatic. The government has all of the data it requires already – from your driving licence, or your NHS card, or school. Trust me, they know who you are and they know where you live. An automatic registration system would surely be cheaper than the existing one. As taxpayers, it is us who are footing that bill (and effectively, all bills). So our money is taxed and our time is taxed. Not only that, but some of us will inevitably forget to register and therefore be deprived of our right to vote, all because there is an extra hurdle in the way. That’s another way of looking at the ambition of this book – to flatten hurdles. Or at least point them out, and stamp and shout about them.



So why do I want everyone to vote? I have been accused of being a ‘government stooge’ before, which I find bizarre. I’m 99 per cent certain that I’m not. If the government is appointing stooges then, firstly, they would tell you that you’re a stooge so that you could do a good job for them; secondly, surely they could find better potential stooges than a 35-year-old TV presenter; and, thirdly, I remain to be convinced that the government does want everyone to vote.

My reasons for wanting people to vote are quite simple. I believe that the strength of our democracy is hugely improved when everyone has their say in choosing the government. It’s clear to me that it would be better if the government had to consider the whole electorate when making policy decisions. And, conversely, I can see what happens when certain sections of society don’t vote: they become invisible to politicians and decision-makers. For example, austerity is a word that gets bandied about a lot. All austerity means is that when the government doesn’t have enough money to run the country, it has to either get more money (by raising our taxes), or spend less (on our services), or borrow more money, or a combination of all three.

We’ve been in a period of austerity and the government has made cuts. Young people are voting far less than old people, and so in many instances it’s young people who have felt the worst of these cuts. To me, that seems unjust and unfair. It certainly doesn’t seem like we’re all in it together. I’ll talk more about that in the first chapter.

There are, unfortunately, some strong arguments to say that I am writing this book a bit too late. Bruno Kaufman, a Swedish election commissioner and journalist, has seen an awful lot of elections around the world. He writes that the places where he sees the highest turnout and the most participation are not always those where the media is saturated with calls to vote, and party campaigns, and books about politics by Z-list celebrities in the run-up to an election. Rather, the process of engagement is much longer. It requires normal people to ‘connect with politics and make collective decisions all the time, not just in election season’. That seems obvious – if people are always involved in their democracy, they will vote come election-time, because it would be perverse not to. The challenging part is – how? How can we achieve this ideal situation? Bruno – I’m sure if I met him we’d get on well enough to go with first names – has some ideas. And so do I.

In a way, I’m writing a book about politics that I would want to read. I have no political background. I never sat at the dinner table and chatted about the state of the nation with my mum and dad, we were too busy watching the telly. But in the course of hosting BBC3’s Free Speech, a current affairs-based debate show for young people, I have been asked a lot of questions about politics. And I’ve asked a lot of questions myself. Some of them are straightforward to answer, some significantly less so. The one that threw me most was when I was chatting to a class of 17- and 18-year-olds about why they had no intention to vote. Several of them explained that they didn’t feel that they knew enough about politics, or the parties, or the issues. And then one of them asked me where they could find the relevant information. I was stumped. Because there isn’t anywhere. Not really.

The fundamental problem is a chronic lack of clear, accessible information. It’s socially embarrassing to ask someone to explain a word or phrase or issue that you don’t understand (like, what’s ‘austerity’? Every time I use a technical word or bit of jargon I will slap myself, put the jargon in bold type, and then attempt to explain its meaning at the back of the book, and then slap myself again). Picking through party manifestos (jargon klaxon!) is hard, thankless work. And who the hell does that anyway? Political conversations seem to be dominated by assumed knowledge – the people who know what they’re talking about talk about it, and the people who don’t (the rest of us), don’t. That’s not how it should be. Politics affects everyone and all it needs is for someone to bother to explain the basics. In the absence of anyone else doing it, I thought I might as well have a crack. I’m not an expert by any means, but I’m going to do my best.

So what I’m attempting to do is set out answers to some of the most common questions I get asked – the questions I hear again and again. And again. I’ll try to write the answers in plain language and to give people at least a broad understanding of what is going on in our country. When I talk about the parties, I’ll stick mainly to the nationwide ones – the parties that have candidates standing for election in all or most of the four countries of the United Kingdom. So that’s the Conservatives, Labour, Liberal Democrats, the Green Party and UKIP. If I had the time and space I’d cover every party but unfortunately, I don’t.

I’ll also be suggesting a few ways in which I think things could be improved – in fact, I’ve already made one suggestion: automatic voter registration.

By the way, I wish there was a better term for young people than ‘young people’. I know it’s hopelessly patronising, especially given that I am not one. I am open to alternative suggestions. For now, though, I’ll persist with young people. Just know that I wince every time I write it.

Another thing I’d like to tackle before getting properly started is this poisonous myth that young people (wince) are apathetic, that they don’t care. Let’s look at what gets presented as evidence for that. We tend to measure people’s engagement, or lack of engagement, by looking at whether they vote or not. So at the last general election, when 56 per cent of young people didn’t vote, it was concluded by many that they were disengaged and apathetic. That they had no interest or concern about who got into power. Frankly, I think that’s bollocks. Dave Meslin – a guy whose business card describes him as a ‘community choreographer’, which I like – gave a brilliant TEDx talk a few years ago now, about redefining apathy. He suggests that this commonly voiced notion of ‘they don’t care’ is totally false. That what is actually happening is that our systems are failing to allow potentially interested people to even access them. In this case, the system is politics. Politics puts up various barriers, intentionally or not, that exclude people. Perhaps it suits the system to do so. These are the hurdles I mentioned earlier.

So looking at that 56 per cent – how many of them truly ‘don’t care’? I would suggest, although I only have anecdotal evidence of this, that of those 18–24-year-olds who didn’t vote, a great number of them may well have wanted to vote, but may not have felt that any of the parties represented their views or their needs. Again, that’s not apathy – that’s being let down. And that’s why I firmly believe that there should be a None of the Above (hello, book title!) option on the ballot paper. A way of giving honest feedback and legitimately expressing dissatisfaction with the available options. That would carry a lot of power in itself because it would prove that people are engaged, they want to vote, but that none of the parties is representing them well enough.

Of course, if democracy and the political parties within it are working really well, you would hope that the vast majority of people would be able to find a party or an individual who will look after their interests, or most of them. At the very least, the political class need to accept some responsibility. They can’t just write people off as apathetic, they need to work hard to make sure that people can engage, if they want to.

I’ve talked and written at length before about ways that we can get people voting. There are various practical solutions that will do it. But now I’d like to look at the less tangible solutions too. There are good arguments to suggest that somewhere like Australia, where voting is compulsory, you have an understandably high turnout of around 93 per cent, but not necessarily an engaged or informed electorate. Getting people to vote is in a sense only half the battle. A 100 per cent turnout would not guarantee that we had successfully engaged every member of our society. It may mean that, in the case of Australia, people just didn’t want to pay a fine, and I believe that we can do better than that.

I’m not going to argue the case for voting, and wanting to vote, by talking about the lives that were lost in order to achieve universal suffrage. Suffrage, incidentally, just means the right to vote. I’m not belittling those lives or those efforts; I just think that there are such compelling reasons right now to vote that we don’t need to lean on history. I’ll also endeavour not to offer any strong advice on who or what to vote for – I don’t care who everyone votes for, just that everyone votes.

One last thing before we get started – I am a freelancer, so although I sometimes work for various TV channels, I don’t speak for them. In Twitter bio terms: these are my views, not the views of any broadcaster.

I. Most of us – if you’re reading this in jail, unlucky.






1. Voting Why should we vote?


Your vote is your voice. Without a vote, you’re silent, and you will be ignored. I’ll expand on this some more because this is a book, not a slogan, but everything comes back to that simple point. Your vote is your voice.

Perhaps being ignored isn’t so bad. It’s not like it makes a difference to your lives anyway, right? Well, I’m afraid it does. For years now, there has been a steady and worrying decline in the number of young people voting. So young people have less of a voice. At the last general election in 2010, 76 per cent of over-65s voted, while only 44 per cent aged 18–24 did. This unequal turnout gives older voters a much greater influence on elections. Research has found that the UK has one of the largest differences in voter turnout between young and old people in the whole of Europe. That’s an embarrassment. What’s more, as young voter numbers dwindle, so too does the incentive for politicians to care about the issues most relevant to them. That’s the thing that hurts. The government looks after the people that vote for it. So while pensioners get triple-locked pensions (basically, pensions that will go up with the cost of living, at least), young people get trebled tuition fees. And guess who is paying for all of those pensions for all those old people? Weirdly, it’ll be young people. Because that’s how our pension system works.

It’s also young people who have been most affected by the evil combination of falling real wages (wages going up less quickly than living costs) and rising costs of essential goods. A study by the excellent Intergenerational Foundation has shown that the average weekly wages of workers aged 18–21 have fallen by nearly 20 per cent in real terms since 1997. Whereas workers in their fifties have seen their wages increase by 25 per cent over the same period. Public-spending cuts have hit young people the hardest too. A study has shown that, since 2010, in real, cash terms, over-55s are on average about £1,300 worse off because of the cuts, while 16–20-year-olds are £2,800 worse off. It really is that simple. On top of that, young people can’t afford to buy homes because there aren’t enough and the ones that are available are too damn expensive.

It feels as if an entire generation is choosing not to exert any influence over who gets to run our country, and therefore how they run it. The whole point of a democracy is that we get to collectively decide on the things that matter to us. We cannot do that if we don’t vote. And for all our complaints about the system, we have to accept that if we don’t participate in elections, we can’t change anything. And we will get hit the hardest.

The number of young people volunteering in their local area and getting involved with campaigns and causes has never been greater. So as I said in the introduction, the low voter turnout is not down to apathy. Young people care about stuff. It’s just that the link needs to be made between that stuff and politics. Because politics affects everything. What I hope to show you in these pages is not just what is happening in this country on a big scale, but also how the government’s decisions and the policies of the parties affect our day-today lives; our jobs, our health and our families.

Obviously I would say this, but I think it’s a really exciting time to be voting. It feels like the days of there only being two (or two-and-a-half) parties we can realistically vote for – Labour or Conservative (and maybe Liberal Democrats) – are over. Their dominance is slipping and the so-called minor parties are making up ground. Lots of people still maintain that voting for one of the minor parties is a wasted vote. I feel like even the term itself, ‘wasted votes’, is putting young people off voting. It just sounds so… pointless. These minor or ‘fringe’ parties, whether they’re on the left or the right of the political spectrum, provide more choice. And choice is a good thing. The ‘wasted vote’ argument goes like this – if you vote for a minor party, you will be dividing the opposition. So let’s say in a particular seat it is close between the Conservatives and Labour. The Conservatives would say that if you vote for UKIP, that will be taking votes from them, and you’ll end up with a Labour victory. Labour would say that if you vote Green in that seat, you’ll be taking votes from them, and you’ll end up with a Conservative victory.

That may be true, but other people will say that this attitude is self-fulfilling and defeatist. By definition, if large numbers vote for a minor party, then they are no longer a minor party. That’s exactly what has happened – the electorate have created a change. In 2010, the Lib Dems were the most prominent of those minor parties. This time who knows who it will be (polling suggests UKIP). This is, in the words of Green Party leader Natalie Bennett, ‘really healthy for politics’.

I was genuinely thrilled when I saw a poll recently where people were asked ‘Would you vote for this party if you thought they had a chance of winning in your constituency?’ The results were fascinating. Labour and the Conservatives were tied at about 35 per cent, which is not far off where they poll generally. Then it was the Greens with 26 per cent, UKIP with 24 per cent and the Lib Dems with 16 per cent. The Greens on 26 per cent is extraordinary because in the standard polls (which ask ‘Who are you actually going to vote for?’) they had been scoring around 7 per cent. What is holding the Greens back is that people don’t think they stand a chance of winning seats. Because ‘they can’t win’. Well, maybe they could. If all of that 26 per cent just put aside tactical voting, protest voting, not voting because there’s ‘no point’ and voting out of habit – basically if those people put aside voting for any reason other than voting for who they think is the best candidate – then the Greens would win a lot more seats. And actually, the same thing applies to UKIP.

So what I am suggesting is – don’t be put off voting by feeling that your vote will be ‘wasted’. When you’re working out who to vote for, and I hope that this book will help give some of you the information that you need to do that, don’t pay any attention to the polls in your area. Or the national ones. Don’t listen to the people who say ‘it’s only between Party X and Party Y around here’. When people listen to that, everything stays the same. Everyone needs to have an idea of what they want for our country and from our government, and equally they need an idea of what they want from their local MP. So take the time to work out which of the candidates and parties best match up with your vision, and vote for them. Don’t worry about anything else. If everyone did that, we could see some momentous results. So if you want to vote Green – vote Green. If you want to vote UKIP – vote UKIP. And so on.

I realise that safe seats – you can read more about these in the Representation chapter – are frustrating. But they don’t necessarily stay safe for ever. Nothing is fixed in that way. In 2008, Crewe and Nantwich, a safe seat that had only ever been held by Labour, was won by the Conservatives. Last year, there was a by-election in the constituency of Heywood and Middleton in Greater Manchester, which is Labour heartland. That seat has been considered safe for years, but Labour only won it from UKIP by the skin of its teeth. That’s worrying for Labour, but great for our democracy. It shows that change can happen. It also means that the parties can’t afford to neglect safe seats. They have to go after your vote, which is the way it should be. Nigel Farage has come out and said that he doesn’t believe safe seats exist any more. Natalie Bennett agrees, saying, ‘UKIP is a threat to both Labour and Tories, and its new-found popularity means that swathes of the country which were once considered safe seats are no longer secure.’ Of course, it is in their interests to say that, but they are right. Everything is up for grabs.

What’s more is that the youth vote has enormous power. There will be 6.8 million 18–24-year-olds eligible to vote in May 2015, that’s nearly 14 per cent of the electorate. Studies suggest that around 190 seats could be decided by a 5 per cent shift in votes, and that means the youth vote could decide those outcomes. Another report by the Intergenerational Foundation concludes that, based on the 2010 election results, an increase of just 10 per cent in the number of 18–34-year-olds voting would change the result in 83 seats. So it is plain wrong to think that your vote doesn’t count for anything. To put it in simple terms, at the last general election, if all of the eligible young people had voted for Labour, we’d now have a different party in government. That is a huge difference. The only thing that is guaranteed not to make a difference is if you don’t vote.

This is all well and good but what if, after figuring out what you want from your MP and the government, you find that none of the parties and none of the candidates represent you well enough? That is perfectly possible. Then what should you do? Well, if you honestly don’t feel that you can even identify a ‘best of a bad bunch’, don’t vote for any of them. But you can still vote, and make your voice heard.

As the title of the book suggests, and as I said in the introduction, I hope that one day there will be a ‘None of the Above’ box on the ballot paper. They have just introduced one in India – the thirteenth country to give their people the option to reject all candidates. For now, though, there is a way around the problem: it’s called ‘spoiling your ballot’. What that means is that you have submitted your ballot paper but not made it clear who you’ve voted for. I find the name – ‘spoiling’ – annoying, because it makes it sound like a mistake, or an act of naughty rebellion. It doesn’t have to be either. You could simply cross through all of the options and write None of the Above. You could even use a sticker from the cover of a book. That is a totally fair vote and, crucially, it will get counted. If you don’t vote, that doesn’t get counted and, trust me, you will get written off as apathetic. There is nothing apathetic about spoiling your ballot if you don’t feel that you can vote for any of the parties.

There are other things you can do too. If you feel totally disenchanted with what you see on offer, why not join a political party and fight to change things from within? Or why not create your own political party? That sounds farfetched, but in Spain a new party called Podemos (which means ‘We Can’) started in early 2014 and won five seats at the European Elections. It has the second largest membership of any party in Spain and it’s barely a year old. That is incredibly inspiring. The simple fact is that the more people we have challenging those in power, the healthier our democracy becomes. And the primary way that we challenge and make our voices heard is by voting.

There are things that politicians could do to help increase the youth turnout. Voting should be online, and at some point it will be online. That is inevitable – there are several very well-funded companies developing the technology right now. Young people are digital natives, so it’s obvious that we should be taking voting to where they are. It would also help anyone who has struggled to get to a polling station for whatever reason. Security concerns are exaggerated – if we’re happy to bank online, surely we should be happy to vote online. I’m surprised that none of the parties has come out and said that they will introduce online voting by, say, 2020. Apart from anything else, just supporting online voting would itself be a vote winner with young people, simply because it would demonstrate an interest in getting them to vote. An interest that is sorely lacking at the moment.



I’ll say it one more time. If you care about anything in this book – you have to VOTE.






2. Party Differences Aren’t all the parties the same?


In a word, no. What’s striking is that this misconception actually suits politicians down to the ground. Because if you think like that, it means you’re much less likely to vote. Which leaves politicians to focus on winning the support of the people who they know will vote (hello, old people), which is much more likely to get results than going after people who might. And as I explained in the previous chapter, the result of this is: young people getting screwed.

When Russell Brand talks about having no one to vote for, he is referencing this notion that the parties are ‘all the same’. Actually, he would have to accept that that isn’t true – what is holding him back from voting is that he doesn’t feel that there is a party that represents his values, which is a different point. A colleague of mine once mentioned to Brand the idea of spoiling his ballot, and he responded by getting quite cross and saying that was childish, or words to that effect. I would argue that’s what they (I’m not quite sure who I mean by ‘they’ – the political class, maybe) want you to think.

Anyway, I maintain that the parties are fundamentally different, and that it is possible to tell them apart. The terms that get bandied about most when talking about political parties are ‘left wing’, ‘right wing’ and ‘moderate’ (or ‘centrist’). What do they all mean? Well, depending on their politics, people answer this question in very different ways. Here’s my best, simplified representation of how both the left and the right see things.

The world according to the left

‘We on the left believe in equality. We seek to achieve this by sharing wealth around. One of the ways we do this is through taxation. We believe in fairness, and it is fair that the rich should give some of their money to the poor, so that ultimately, there is no rich and poor. When people are struggling, when people are ill, we believe the moral thing to do is to is to support them. The free health service is one of our ideas. So are welfare benefits.

‘We are progressive. We have been at the forefront of pushing for the fair treatment of minorities. The left has always supported things like LGBT rights. People on the margins – be they the disabled, ethnic minorities, immigrants, or whoever – have friends on the left. We will always stick up for them. We won’t give up on people who get in trouble either. We’ll try to help you, not punish you.

‘We have to regulate businesses, because otherwise they will run wild with their rampant capitalism and thirst for profit. The right are obsessed with the free market and it’s “freedom to succeed”, but it’s not freedom to succeed – it’s freedom to fail! It’s not Survival of the Fittest, it’s Death of the Weakest!

‘We tend to be outward-looking and to work with other countries. In recent years we have tended to support being part of the EU, and other international institutions like the European Court of Human Rights. We believe foreign policy should be just, and believe it’s not only morally right but in our own interests to help fund development overseas.

‘When Ed Miliband went on political show The Agenda, he ended up having a disagreement with Mylene Klass over the mansion tax. They were never going to agree, because their worldviews are so different. It is fair that we tax the rich! She would never understand that.’

The world according to the right

‘We on the right believe in equality and fairness too! But not like those Lefties. We want to live in a world where everyone has the opportunity to work hard and do well for themselves. We believe in a strong country that we can be proud of – and many of us say a strong defence is the first duty of government. We don’t see anything wrong with putting our own people first.

‘We are worried about the numbers of immigrants because of the pressure on public services, housing and wages. We also worry that they are not integrating and continue to live in separate communities. Although some of the business owners among us favour immigration, we all agree the test should be what’s good for the country. If immigrants aren’t good for Britain, then they can’t keep coming here. We tend to be more sceptical of how effective international aid is.

‘We believe there is nothing wrong with defending traditional values and institutions – although we are willing to move with the times. Many of us supported gay marriage, for example. The left is obsessed with rehabilitation of criminals – all very noble, but victims should always be put first, and the deterrent by strong punishments will keep our citizens safe.

‘Whenever governments interfere with the market, they tend to make things worse. The market has given us fantastic wealth and prosperity – what would you rather, the untold misery of a Communist regime?

‘What Mylene Klass said to Ed Miliband was spot on – you can’t just point at things and tax them! Of course you shouldn’t tax people to high heaven who’ve worked hard to make money and then give it to someone who’s done nothing! How is that possibly fair?’



The political spectrum, from left-wing, to moderate, to right-wing, doesn’t totally describe the range of ideologies, and there are lots of issues – for example, civil liberties (things like freedom of speech and privacy) – which are hard to fit onto this left/right axis. In fact many people are sceptical of the definitions, and no doubt it’s possible to pick holes in the accounts I’ve written above, but the truth is that these terms do still get used. They are clearly helpful for people trying to understand where the parties stand.

When you’re choosing who to vote for, it’s well worth having a think about these opposing positions. Work out which you agree with most. It’s really important to figure these things out for yourself, don’t just follow the lead of family or friends or whoever. Whatever you decide will be the right answer for you. Anyone who tells you otherwise is wrong. In this book, I’ll try to get across the views of the left and the right so you can make up your own mind. And remember that when making your decision about who to support, you are unlikely to find a party that you think is correct about everything. There is a always bit of compromise. (Also, if you end up joining a party, you can work to change their policies to your taste.)

All of the parties have a range of policies, so it isn’t quite as simple as saying ‘Party X is left wing and Party Y is right wing’. However, in very broad terms, the UK has two left-leaning parties – Labour and the Green Party – and two right-leaning parties – the Conservatives and UKIP. The Lib Dems are somewhere in the middle. ComRes recently did a survey in which they asked the public where they thought the political parties sat on the basic left-to-right political spectrum, with 0 being very left wing, and 10 being very right wing. The Conservatives scored 6.91 (fairly right wing), Labour scored 4.13 (quite left wing), the Lib Dems scored 4.87 (very slightly to the left of centre), UKIP scored 6.61 (which places them as being less right wing than the Conservatives) and the Greens scored 4.06 (making them the most left wing of the major parties).

There is another version of the left-wing–right-wing political spectrum where there are two axes: one for social beliefs, and one for economic beliefs. The social beliefs axis goes from authoritarian (the government will tell everyone what to do) to libertarian (do whatever you like). The economic axis is basically left wing and right wing. The website politicalcompass.org shows the positions of the major UK parties within the two-axes model. According to this website, over the last forty years or so there has been a general drift by Labour and the Liberals towards the right, and towards being more authoritarian. That is more noticeable in Labour. Prior to the late 1980s, it was much more left wing, with a more libertarian social attitude. Over time, and especially with New Labour and Tony Blair in the mid-90s, the website shows them moving towards the centre, but also becoming increasingly authoritarian. Labour and the Lib Dems are now far closer to the Conservatives than in the past. The Conservatives themselves have also shifted towards the centre. The proximity of the parties is the main reason that people are finding it harder to distinguish between them.

However, is this convergence definitely a problem? There is an interesting economics model about selling ice-cream on a beach. If there is an ice-cream seller in the middle of the beach, where would you put your competing ice-cream hut? Intuitively I would guess at either end of the beach – as far away as possible from the original seller. But the answer that an economic theory (that I won’t/can’t go into – if you’re interested, google ‘Hotelling’s Law’) provides is that the best place is actually next to the original seller. The same seems to be true of political parties. If you want to sell lots of ice-cream/win lots of votes, set up near to your competition. The major parties have ended up occupying the same area of the political beach because that’s where the majority of voters are – the British people are, on the whole, pretty moderate, and so the parties have become more moderate themselves. John Curtice, professor of politics at Strathclyde University, says that New Labour’s shift to the centre had the effect of moving ‘the electorate to the right’. Or perhaps, because Labour wasn’t getting elected in the 1980s, the shift was a response to where the electorate had ended up.

The differences are still there though, at the heart of the parties. What I don’t think the parties do enough of, in public, is give a really strong sense of that heart – what they stand for and how they believe our society should be run, ideologically. An ideology is just a set of beliefs and values that determines how we act and how we see the world. I think that’s what will get people excited about supporting, or conversely being against, a party. Knowing exactly what they stand for and why. There’s something tribal about it.

Here is a very brief rundown of the parties, starting with the Conservatives. Traditionally they are right of centre, and believe in creating a strong economy through free trade and a minimal amount of government interference in private business. At this election, they argue they will be offering ‘strong and stable leadership’ and will continue to rebuild the economy. David Cameron says that ‘together, we are turning Britain around. Our long-term economic plan is working’. The Conservatives are pro -mising to cut income tax and corporation tax. They have said that they will cap benefits payments ‘so that it always pays to work’. They claim that they will get control of immigration (although they have failed to reduce it in the past five years). They have pledged to protect the NHS and schools budget. In order to try and reduce the amount the government borrows each year (the deficit), the Conservative Chancellor George Osborne has implemented austerity cuts – cuts to government spending on things like local councils and the armed forces. All the main parties want to reduce government spending in the next few years but the Conservative’s plans are the most ambitious. Unsurprisingly, they claim that Labour cannot be trusted to look after our economy.

Labour used to be the party of the working class (think labour as in ‘labourers’). It remains left wing but, as mentioned above, arguably not as left wing as it once was. Now it describes itself as the ‘party of the many’. It still believes in redistributing wealth to reduce inequality. It says its values are things like social justice and strong community. Labour, like the Conservatives, has said it will cut the deficit. In doing so, it will make sure that ‘those with the broadest shoulders bear the greatest burden’, meaning the rich – both individuals and companies – will pay more tax. Labour hopes its ‘mansion tax’ will contribute to a £2.5 billion increase in funding to the NHS. It has said that it will ‘lead the fight to protect an NHS that puts people before profits’. Labour has pledged to freeze energy bills until 2017, cap benefits and also cut immigration. It is also committed to end what it describes as the ‘cost of living crisis’, by promising to increase the minimum wage.

The Liberal Democrats describe themselves as the ‘radical centre’ of UK politics. They believe in state help for the poorest (like Labour) but argue that they will be res -ponsible with the economy and public finances (like the Conservatives). They believe in personal freedom and choice, hence the term ‘liberal’. The leader of the Lib Dems, Nick Clegg, says that he would borrow less money than Labour, and cut less (from welfare spending and so on) than the Conservatives. They would increase the income tax allowance, but would also increase taxes on wealth (they’d introduce a new mansion tax for example). They also want to prioritise spending on education, making housing affordable and increasing power for local government. The Lib Dems have pledged that they will increase pensions. They say they will ‘rewire the economy to cut carbon’ and promise 200,000 new green jobs. They are pro-Europe and say that they are ‘the only party that truly understands that Britain is stronger in the world’.

The Green Party is the most left wing of the major parties. It pursues environmentally friendly policies and wants nationalised services – the Greens would try to take the rail network back from private ownership, for example. They promise ‘real change’, and a move to ‘public management of essential services not driven by corporate greed’. They say that they stand for ‘a functioning National Health Service, free education and an affordable home’. They would put a cap on banker bonuses. They would not have a cap on welfare. The Greens would ‘leave fossil fuels in the ground’.

I’ll deal with UKIP in the next chapter.



If you agree or disagree with any of what these parties stand for – VOTE.






3. The Rise of UKIP What does UKIP stand for?


As I mentioned at the start of this book, I don’t want to influence the way that people vote. So describing the ascent of a particular party is tricky. In the case of UKIP, it’s definitely worth doing – they have seen a surge in support in the last few years, and their rise in the opinion polls is one of the reasons this year’s election is so uncertain. There are a lot of questions and controversy about the party and that’s why I think it’s worth giving the answer to this question a whole chapter. Whatever you think of them, the chances are you won’t be able to move for coverage of them in the run-up to the election, so we might as well be clear on where they have come from and what they stand for. I’ll try to just present the facts, although with UKIP things do tend to change pretty quickly.

The clue about UKIP is in the name – the United Kingdom Independence Party was formed in 1993, and wants us to be out of the European Union (EU). Badly. Their leader, Nigel Farage, has been banging the ‘GET US OUT’ drum for nearly twenty years. The main reason being that the party thinks the EU has too much power over the UK, and it wants to take those powers back (including justice, home affairs and security policies). UKIP also wants to regain control of our borders and therefore restrict immigration. If we remain in the EU, then relaxed border controls mean that any EU citizen, pretty much, can move around the countries of the union as they please. So they can come to the UK and claim benefits and health care, are eligible to vote, and so on. Of course we can also do the same in their countries, but either way UKIP isn’t keen.

If we leave the EU, we would stop making payments (as discussed in the EU chapter, there is some disagreement over how much we pay, although £11.3 billion in 2013 is often quoted – supporters of the EU estimate that membership is worth between £62 billion and £78 billion every year) and withdraw from all of our EU treaties. UKIP believes that we could then make ‘bespoke’ free trade agreements with European countries anyway, and be more open to trade with the rest of the world. The party claims that exiting the EU would save us £8 billion annually. (In case you’re wondering, a free trade agreement basically makes trade easier and cheaper – often taxes are charged on imports, or countries say they’ll only import a certain number of something, but an agreement like this means countries reduce the barriers on trade.)

Although UKIP has historically been a party with a single mission, they have in recent years started to come up with policies in all areas. Yet this process hasn’t always gone smoothly. Farage himself famously described their 2010 election manifesto as ‘drivel’ and ‘nonsense’. He also said that ‘the idiot that wrote it has now left us and joined the Conservatives’. Farage wrote the foreword to that manifesto. UKIP’s anti-EU stance has always been very easy to get, though, and with its immigration implications, it is emotive. Over the years, that stance has seen UKIP gain more and more support in European elections, and in May 2014 they topped the vote. That was the first time a party other than Labour or the Conservatives has won a nationwide vote in over a century. It’s always struck me as being quite funny that UKIP has the most success getting into a European Parliament that they don’t want to be a part of.

For years, the political establishment dismissed UKIP as a single-issue party that would never be able to transfer its European election success to a general election. In 2006, David Cameron wrote them off as ‘fruitcakes, loonies and closet racists, mostly’. It’s worth noting that since 2008, UKIP has banned former BNP members from joining the party, and several candidates have been suspended for racist views. And although a lot has been made of far-right nationalists like Nick Griffin (former leader of the British Nationalist Party) and Tommy Robinson (former leader of the English Defence League) coming out in support of UKIP, it’s fair to say that no party will turn down votes from anywhere.

To understand why UKIP is able to win the European election but has never won a single seat in a general election (the party currently has two MPs, but these were Conservative politicians who switched party and were then re-elected in by-elections), you have to look at the voting systems for each, which are totally different. In the Europeans, they use something called the Closed Party List – essentially, you add up all the votes in each area for each party, and seats are awarded in proportion to each party’s area total. Across the UK, UKIP got 27.5 per cent of the votes, which translated to 23 out of the total 73 seats. For comparison, the Conservatives and Labour won 18 seats each. The general election, however, is done with a system called First Past the Post (FPTP), which I’ll talk more about in the Alternatives to Our Democracy chapter. Farage has bemoaned FPTP as ‘brutal to a party like us’. It’s fair to say that it throws up some counter-intuitive results. For example, in 2010 UKIP got three times as many votes in the general election as the Green Party, but won no seats. The Greens took one in Brighton. The system really doesn’t favour parties that get a lot of votes in a lot of places, coming second and third in many, but coming first in few (or none). UKIP hopes that will be different at this election and it’ll get some seats. Its by-election successes suggest that its campaign will be in better shape than in 2010. The Liberal Democrats have managed to build support over the years by concentrating on certain parts of the country like the South-West, and by focusing on local issues they’ve built up a decent number of seats over the years. Their abilities as local campaigners are one reason why, despite low polling, many believe the Lib Dems will hold onto a fair number of MPs in this general election.

Farage himself is a fascinating leader. I don’t believe a person’s background completely defines them, not by any stretch of the imagination. However, it is worth saying that, for all of his ‘man of the people’, pint-and-fag protestations that he is not like the rest of ’em, Nigel Farage’s background is quite a lot like the rest of ’ems. He’s a privately educated former City trader and former member of the Conservatives, although he argues his background in business, and the fact that he didn’t go to university, makes him unique. Many argue that even if he seems anti-establishment now, he does nevertheless come from the Establishment. Whether that makes him less electable is anyone’s guess. The way he presents himself is intriguing. I don’t know if he’s pulling a very successful confidence trick, or if he’s genuine. Also, it’s interesting that Farage has said that Ed Miliband is ‘a product of his upbringing and his life… disconnected from ordinary people’. Presumably he doesn’t think the same is true of himself.

As recently as 2013, Farage said that he is ‘a conviction politician, I’m not doing this for a career… I’m here as a campaigner’. In a time when people are pretty fed up with ‘professional politicians’, it’s clever how he tries to distance himself. Doesn’t seem too different to the kind of clever move you might expect of, say, a professional politician. Farage’s biggest success is that he has created a party that, even if you have no idea what it stands for beyond being anti-Europe, you know is not like the others, which all seem to merge into one. At the last general election, Nick Clegg presented himself in the leaders’ debates as an outsider – different to the two main parties that had played ‘pass the parcel with your government for ages’. Five years of being in government means that it’s now harder for Clegg and his party to make that claim. Today Farage says the main three parties are all just social democrat parties squabbling over minor details, and he claims to offer the alternative.

Over the years, Farage and his party have acquired a reputation for being libertarian, favouring minimal government interference in either people’s personal or economic lives. The description on their website used to read, ‘UKIP is a libertarian, non-racist party seeking withdrawal from the European Union’. However, recently some commentators have noticed a shift away from their Thatcherite roots – especially in the party’s insistence that it strongly supports the NHS (more on this later) – as it tries to attract voters in traditionally Labour-voting areas. Farage has even spoken recently about the ‘big, big problem’ of the rich getting richer. As they target more seats outside of their traditional heartland in the South-East, these shifts may continue. Sometimes Farage’s libertarianism puts him at odds with the rest of UKIP. For example, while Farage himself would favour decriminalising some drugs, he says, ‘This is one [subject] where I differ strongly from my party’.

Who is voting for them?

There can be little doubt that support for UKIP in the polls has risen since the last election, and while all the other major parties’ membership has been falling for years, UKIP’s has been rising steadily (as has the Green Party’s and the SNP’s). And that’s true of their youth membership too, which is up by a third since February 2014.

In the past, UKIP was only really attracting unhappy Tories. Unhappy because, under David Cameron, the Tories have moved towards the centre, leaving the right-wingers feeling betrayed. Let’s call them ‘old’ UKIP. But now UKIP is gaining support from across the board – taking Labour and Lib Dem voters. The proportion of UKIP voters who were previously Labour voters has risen from 7 per cent to 23 per cent. These are ‘new’ UKIP (or NewKIP, as some are calling them). The academic Matthew Goodwin has studied the rise of UKIP and he’s identified three key factors driving this surge in support: anger with Europe, anger with immigration and anger with politics (and what UKIP cutely refers to as the LibLabCon) in general. A fifth of all voters are angry about all three. Around a third are angry about two of the three (which ain’t bad).

Not just that, though – the fall in living standards and the impact of government spending cuts over the last few years has driven some working-class voters to UKIP. When people are struggling, they are more likely to look outside of the perceived ‘mainstream’. Forty-three per cent of voters as a whole are termed ‘working class’; 51 per cent of old UKIP support was ‘working class’ and 63 per cent of new supporters are too. So UKIP now have an unlikely span of votes from the right, the left and the centre. Their supporters are much more likely to be male than the general electorate (which Farage puts down to women being ‘a bit more sceptical than men’) and they’re also more likely not to have gone into higher education. But while being largely male and working class, arguably the only thing unifying those ideologically opposed voters is anger, whether it’s anger over the economy, immigration the EU or politics itself.

One of the problems that Farage will have to solve is that it’s unlikely that anger will be enough to glue his people together in the long term. His party is filled with voters and activists with entirely different ideas on how the economy should be run, and that must be a serious obstacle to any kind of political cohesion. Farage claims to be untroubled by this, though, believing that you ‘get different shades of opinion with any political party’, and that he is ready and willing for the people within UKIP to argue for different approaches. He also denies that the by-election successes were simply protest votes – believing that people who vote UKIP intend to stay UKIP (for the general election).

Last year Farage had to contend with a seemingly endless barrage of scandals – from UKIP candidates and associates making homophobic and racist remarks, to sexual harassment claims, to a party donor making unsavoury remarks about rape. And yet, none of it seems to have affected the party’s popularity in the polls. Matthew Goodwin guesses that either their voters haven’t seen the negative coverage (which is mainly in the broadsheet papers) or they just don’t care. Goodwin also observes that ‘now, the same tabloid newspapers that have spent more than twenty years telling these voters that they are right to feel anxious about immigration, the EU and politicians in Westminster, are telling them that they are wrong to support a party that is campaigning on the same message’. UKIP’s supporters, he argues, aren’t buying that.

The question is does UKIP’s rise represent a public desire to create an alternative party of government? Or are the public just tiring of the old guard? Either way, there is no doubt that UKIP have the momentum. Previously, European success has never led to success at the general election. This time could well be different.

What are their policies?

So what exactly will UKIP voters be voting for? It’s fair to say that UKIP policies have been prone to some movement, which doesn’t fit perfectly with Farage’s straight-talking image. The party’s position on the NHS is particularly hard to read. In 2012, Farage said that he ‘would feel more comfortable that my money would return value if I was able to do that through the marketplace of an insurance company’ – in other words, an insurance-based health-care system, like they have in America. Then in January 2014, he said it would be ‘ridiculous’ to protect the NHS from spending cuts. Most recently, UKIP has been campaigning as the only party that will protect the NHS from privatisation.

When UKIP’s economic spokesman, Patrick O’Flynn, suggested the party would introduce a ‘luxury goods tax’ on designer handbags and the like, it took less than two days for Farage to state that that definitely wouldn’t happen. The UKIP chairman, Steve Crowther, then explained that the ‘shambolic’ nature of UKIP is actually a positive, because the party is ‘liked by its electorate because it is not always as slick and as polished as the other political parties’. I’ll talk more about that ‘everyman’ appeal in the Leadership chapter. Perhaps UKIP’s U-turn on gay marriage – the party was against it, and now it’s OK with it – is similarly appealing.

Embarrassingly, Farage recently told an audience of young people that he had never advocated banning sex education in primary schools. Yet UKIP’s website explicitly states that it would do exactly that. Farage’s explanation? He missed the start of his deputy leader’s speech at the UKIP conference.

Mark Reckless, the newly elected UKIP MP and former Tory, said that some immigrants might be sent home after a ‘fixed period’. This sounded quite a lot like repatriation and caused an outcry. UKIP then clarified its position, which is not to backdate any future border controls. Hard to know what happened in this case – perhaps Reckless was so new to the party he simply wasn’t sure of the correct policy, or perhaps he was just tired, as Farage said at the time – but it supplied ammunition to the party’s opponents.

One interpretation of all this would be that UKIP is developing its policy as time goes by – a less kind one would be that the party is making it up as it goes along. What has never been in doubt is that UKIP would leave the EU and end the UK’s ‘open door’ borders – current net annual immigration into the UK is around 260,000 (in spite of David Cameron’s promises to reduce this to 100,000). UKIP says it would limit it to between 30,000 and 50,000, using the same kind of points-based system found in Australia to assess immigrants’ suitability for the UK.

UKIP would get rid of inheritance tax (tax paid on money or assets left to you by relatives) and increase the personal tax allowance (which is the amount that you can earn before paying tax) so that anyone earning the minimum wage would be free of income tax. They would also try to introduce a tax on turnover (the amount of money going into a company) to try and stop some big businesses from paying next to no corporation tax. UKIP says it wants a ‘simplified, streamlined welfare system’, which would include a benefits cap. They want welfare to be a ‘safety net for the needy, not a bed for the lazy’. They would abolish the bedroom tax.

Other key policies are: the re-introduction of grammar schools, which they believe will provide better opportunities for all children, regardless of background; a massive reduction in foreign aid; scrapping all green taxes and subsidies; the repeal of the Climate Change Act 2008; and the somewhat controversial development of shale gas, with financial incentives to communities in which the fracking is being done. Give them some money – they’ll keep quiet about the earth tremors!

It is also UKIP policy to legalise handguns in the UK, although if that appears in their manifesto, I for one will be amazed. Then again, UKIP is full of surprises.



If you agree or disagree with UKIP’s vision for the UK – VOTE.
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