
Edited by 
Patrick Dunleavy, Andrew Gamble,

Richard Heffernan and Gillian Peele

Developments in 
British Politics 7



Developments in British Politics 7



Related titles

Laura Cram, Desmond Dinan and Neill Nugent (eds)
DEVELOPMENTS IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

Peter A. Hall, Jack Hayward and Howard Machin (eds)
DEVELOPMENTS IN FRENCH POLITICS (Revised edition)

Ian Holliday, Andrew Gamble and Geraint Parry (eds)
FUNDAMENTALS IN BRITISH POLITICS

Gillian Peele, Christopher Bailey, Bruce Cain and B. Guy Peters (eds)
DEVELOPMENTS IN AMERICAN POLITICS 3

Martin Rhodes, Paul Heywood and Vincent Wright (eds)
DEVELOPMENTS IN WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS

Gordon Smith, William E. Paterson and Stephen Padgett (eds)
DEVELOPMENTS IN GERMAN POLITICS 2

Stephen White, Judy Batt and Paul Lewis (eds)
DEVELOPMENTS IN CENTRAL AND EAST EUROPEAN POLITICS 3

Stephen White, Alex Pravda and Zvi Gitelman (eds)
DEVELOPMENTS IN RUSSIAN POLITICS 4



Developments in 
British Politics 7

Edited by

Patrick Dunleavy

Andrew Gamble

Richard Heffernan

and

Gillian Peele



Editorial matter, selection and Chapter 1 © Patrick Dunleavy, 
Andrew Gamble, Richard Heffernan and Gillian Peele 2003

Individual chapters (in order) © Andrew Gamble, Richard Heffernan, 
Ben Rosamond, Martin J. Smith, Geoffrey Evans, John Curtice, Richard Heffernan,
Raymond Kuhn, James Mitchell, Jonathan Tonge, Gillian Peele, Vernon Bogdanor,
Paul Kelly, Wyn Grant, Andrew Denham, Mathew Humphrey, Caroline Kennedy-
Pipe and Rhiannon Vickers, Patrick Dunleavy 2003

All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission of this publication 
may be made without written permission.

No paragraph of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted save
with written permission or in accordance with the provisions of the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any licence permitting
limited copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency, 90 Tottenham Court
Road, London W1T 4LP.

Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be
liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

The authors have asserted their rights to be identified as the authors of this work
in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published 2003 by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire RG21 6XS and
175 Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10010
Companies and representatives throughout the world

PALGRAVE MACMILLAN is the global academic imprint of the Palgrave Macmillan
division of St. Martin’s Press, LLC and of Palgrave Macmillan Ltd. Macmillan is a
registered trademark in the United States, United Kingdom and other countries.
Palgrave is a registered trademark in the European Union and other countries.

ISBN 0–333–98704–7 hardback
ISBN 0–333–98705–5 paperback

This book is printed on paper suitable for recycling and made from fully managed
and sustained forest sources.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
12 11 10 09 08 07 06 05 04 03

Typeset by Cambrian Typesetters, Frimley, Camberley, Surrey

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Creative Print & Design (Wales) Ebbw Vale

This book is a direct replacement for Developments in British Politics 6, 
published 2000



To the memory of
Henry Drucker
(1942–2002)

Henry developed the original conception, philosophy and framework of
the Developments in British Politics series. He was the lead editor for
the first two Developments volumes (and revised editions of each) up to
1990 having left political science academia in 1987 for a new career as
a fundraiser as the first-ever Director of Development for Oxford
University and director of the £340m Campaign for Oxford. He later
set up and ran his own consultancy company for a non-profit organiza-
tion, Oxford Philanthropic.

An inspirational teacher and innovator in the analysis of British politics,
Henry’s contribution to Developments has long outlasted the editions in
which he was directly involved. A good friend to all of us, he will be
sadly missed.





Contents

List of Figures, Tables and Boxes xiii

Acknowledgements xv

Notes on the Contributors xvi

1 Introduction: Transformations in British Politics 1
Patrick Dunleavy, Andrew Gamble, Richard Heffernan 
and Gillian Peele

The 2001 election: the repeat-on-auto-pilot poll 2
Politics beyond Britain: the impacts of the international 

arena 7
Changing the political rules: the remaking of the UK 

political system 9
Public policy: new threats 12
Conclusion 16

2 Remaking the Constitution 18
Andrew Gamble

The nature of the Constitution 21
Parliament: House of Commons 24
Parliament: House of Lords 28
The Monarchy 31
The judiciary: accountability and transparency 34
Conclusion 36

3 The Europeanization of British Politics 39
Ben Rosamond

Europeanization and British debates about the EU 41
The Europeanization of governance 44
Enforced Europeanization? 47
Europeanization and national adaptation 50
Ideational Europeanization 52
Europeanization as feedback 54
Conclusion 59

vii



4 The Core Executive and the Modernization of Central 
Government 60
Martin J. Smith

Understanding the core executive 62
From personalism to institutionalism in central 

government 65
The modernization of Whitehall: changing relations 

between ministers and civil servants 69
The limits of Prime Ministerial power 76
Conclusion 81

5 Political Culture and Voting Participation 82
Geoffrey Evans

Participation and political culture 83
Explaining participation 84
A declining culture of participation? 85
Participatory culture and (non)-voting 87
Why bother? Voting and the character of party 

competition 89
Social inclusion 91
Britain in comparative perspective 94
Conclusion 97

6 Changing Voting Systems 100
John Curtice

Varieties of electoral systems 101
The level and quality of electoral participation 103
The role of elections 108
Representation 115
Conclusion 118

7 Political Parties and the Party System 119
Richard Heffernan

Electoral change and its impacts: the fragmentation of the 
British party system 120

Organizational change: the emergence of the modern 
British political party 125

Intra-party politics: privileging the party in public office 128
Leadership predominance, political collegiality and the 

party in public office 131

viii Contents



Political realignment within the reworked British party 
system 134

The end of traditional party politics? 138

8 The Media and Politics 140
Raymond Kuhn

The political communications media 140
Public relations politics 143
Labour and news management 149
Government and the news media: differences and 

disagreements 151
Spin as problem, not solution? How can government 

manage news management? 157
Conclusion 159

9 Politics in Scotland 161
James Mitchell

A Scottish political system? 162
Scottish institutions and policies pre-devolution 164
Public opinion and parties pre-devolution 167
Why devolution? 168
Scottish institutions and policies after devolution 173
Public opinion and parties after devolution 176
Conclusion 178

10 Politics in Northern Ireland 181
Jonathan Tonge

The Good Friday Agreement: a new consociational 
democracy? 182

Practical and theoretical problems with the Good 
Friday Agreement 187

Ethic bloc politics: the party system in Northern Ireland 191
Nationalist and republican politics 193
Unionist and loyalist politics 197
Defending a consociational deal 200

11 Politics in England and Wales 203
Gillian Peele

Devolution and decentralization 203
Regionalism 205
London 208
Local government 210

Contents ix



Local democracy 215
Control of local government by central government 217
Conclusion 221

12 Asymmetric Devolution: Toward a Quasi-Federal 
Constitution? 222
Vernon Bogdanor

Devolution and the United Kingdom 222
Devolution and the Westminster Parliament 225
Devolution for England? 230
Beyond the unitary state: devolution and its impacts 234
Britain as a multi-national state 238
Conclusion 240

13 Ideas and Policy Agendas in Contemporary Politics 242
Paul Kelly

Ideological disaggregation and modern politics 244
Policy agendas and the language of progressive politics 246
Policy agendas, think tanks and ideological entrepreneurs 248
Third Way thinking in action: social justice 251
Disaggregation and new thinking: the Conservatives 255
Conclusion 259

14 Economic Policy 261
Wyn Grant

From Old to New Labour via Thatcherism 262
Globalization, regionalism and the European Union 264
Explaining depoliticization 267
Attempts to depoliticize fiscal policy 271
Labour’s first term restraint on expenditure 273
Getting and spending: the 2002 budget 275
Britain and the single currency: the case for and against 

Euro membership 276
Can the government win a referendum on entering the 

Euro? 280
Conclusion 281

15 Public Services 282
Andrew Denham

The road to 1997 283
Reforming public services 287
Welfare policy 293

x Contents



The Private Finance Initiative 299
Conclusion 301

16 Environmental Policy 302
Mathew Humphrey

The history of the environment as a policy issue 303
New Labour and environmentalism 305
The structure of environmental governance under Labour 308
New Labour’s record on key environmental issues 310
New Labour, international governance and the 

environment 316
The critique of New Labour 317
Conclusion 319

17 Britain in the International Arena 321
Caroline Kennedy-Pipe and Rhiannon Vickers

Clear and present dangers 321
Globalization and internationalization 327
The international moralism of New Labour: arms 

sales to Indonesia, Sierra Leone and Zimbabwe 330
Conclusion: a presidential foreign policy? 335

18 Analysing Political Power 338
Patrick Dunleavy

Power in the Cabinet Committee system 342
Thinking about power using rational choice models 351
Conclusion 359

Guide to Further Reading 360

Bibliography 366

Index 391

Contents xi





List of Figures, Tables and Boxes

Figures

1.1 Declines in turnout across 3 consecutive general 
elections in the UK, and 11 other liberal democracies 
since 1945 3

1.2 How much survey respondents’ liked or disliked the 
main parties in June 2001 4

1.3 The most important issues in the 2001 general election 5
1.4 How survey respondents rated Labour’s handling of 

different issues, 2001 general election 6
3.1 Enforced Europeanization 48
3.2 Europeanization through national adaptation 50
3.3 Ideational Europeanization 53
3.4 Europeanization as feedback 57
4.1 No. 10 organization chart 67
4.2 The hollowed out state under Labour 80
5.1 Voters’ perceptions of political efficacy and trust in 

government 86
5.2 Voters’ interest in politics and perceptions of a civic 

duty to vote 87
5.3 The decline of party identification 88
5.4 Turnout levels in 1997 and 2001 by age group 93

18.1 The Cabinet Committee System in May 2001 345
18.2 Two measures of Cabinet ministers’ positional influence 

in May 2001, and changes in the positions of major 
Cabinet posts, 1992–2001 348

18.3 The UK core executive budget process 1 353
18.4 The UK core executive budget process 2 354
18.5 The UK core executive budget process 3 355
18.6 The UK core executive budget process 4 356

Tables

2.1 Labour’s constitutional reform plans, 1997 19
4.1 The resources of the Prime Minister, ministers and officials 63
5.1 Reported political action, 1986–2000 96

xiii



6.1 Turnout at elections in Britain, 1997–2001 105
6.2 How turnout in 2001 varied by the marginality of seats 

and by the party holding the seat 106
6.3 How changes from the 2001 pattern of votes under 

SMPS would affect Labour and Conservatives 111
6.4 Seats and votes in recent PR elections 114
7.1 Vote and seat share, 1979 and 2001 general elections 

compared 124
7.2 Contrasting party membership, 1953 to 2002 127
7.3 MPs’ voting in the Conservative leadership race, 2001 132
9.1 Results of Scottish devolution referendum, 1997 173

10.1 Northern Ireland Assembly prior to suspension, 2002 186
10.2 The Good Friday Agreement referendums, 1998 187
10.3 Election results in Northern Ireland, 1992–2001 189
10.4 Preferred long-term policy for Northern Ireland, 2001 200
11.1 The constitutions of local authorities in England 214
11.2 Council results England and Wales, 2002 217
14.1 Unemployment and inflation, 1992–2001 261
14.2 Relative labour productivity levels 262
14.3 Real average annual increase in taxation and spending 274
18.1 How the PM’s and the Chancellor’s blocs matched up 

in 1992 and 2001 350

Boxes

2.1 The Norton Commission to strengthen Parliament, 2000 27
2.2 Stage 2 of House of Lords reform 30
3.1 Britain and European integration: landmarks since 1997 41
3.2 The Maastricht convergence criteria 49
3.3 Gordon Brown’s five economic tests for entering the Euro 54
7.1 Party system development since 1945 121
7.2 The modern electoral professional party 126
7.3 The parliamentary party as key leadership resource 134
7.4 Key features of the modern British political party 138

10.1 Main political and paramilitary organizations in 
Northern Ireland 184

12.1 Social attitudes survey, 1997 and 1999 231
16.1 Key UK environmental policy since 1997 303
16.2 UK institutions of environmental governance 309

xiv List of Figures, Tables and Boxes



Acknowledgements

From this seventh edition of Developments in British Politics, Ian
Holliday has left the team and we would like to thank him for his splen-
did past contributions. Richard Heffernan replaces him. As ever, our list
of authors is entirely new. As the name of the series suggests,
Developments focuses its attention on up-to-date, cutting-edge develop-
ments in British politics and we are enormously grateful to all our
contributors for their expertise and their efforts. We are particularly
indebted to them for meeting exacting deadlines that fell in a busy time
in the academic year. Thanks also to Keith Povey and Barbara Collinge
for first-class copy-editing and for managing the book’s production.

As always, however, we must especially thank our publisher, Steven
Kennedy, the ‘fifth editor’, for his customary drive, enthusiasm and
encouragement, and not least for his numerous informed editorial
insights.

Patrick Dunleavy
Andrew Gamble

Richard Heffernan
Gillian Peele

xv



Notes on the Contributors

Vernon Bogdanor is Professor of Politics and Government at Brasenose
College, University of Oxford. Recent publications include The
Monarchy and the Constitution, Power and the People: A Guide to
Constitutional Reform and Devolution in the United Kingdom.

John Curtice is Professor of Politics at the University of Strathclyde, co-
Director of the British General Election Study from 1983 to 1997 and
Deputy Director of CREST, the Centre for Research into Elections and
Social Trends since 1994. He is co-author of How Britain, Understanding
Political Change, and On Message, and also co-editor of Labour’s Last
Chance and of annual British Social Attitudes reports since 1994.

Andrew Denham is Reader in Politics at the University of
Nottingham. His research interests include contemporary political
theory, British public policy and the politics of the welfare state. His
main publications include Think Tanks of the New Right, British Think
Tanks and the Climate of Opinion (with M. Garnett) and Think Tanks
Across Nations: A Comparative Approach (edited with D. Stone and M.
Garnett) and Keith Joseph (with M. Garnett).

Patrick Dunleavy is Professor of Political Science and Public Policy at
the London School of Economics and Chair of the LSE Public Policy
Group. He has published Democracy, Bureaucracy and Public Choice
among many other books and papers, and he is also Executive Editor of
the journal Political Studies.

Geoffrey Evans is Official Fellow in Politics, Nuffield College, and
Professor of the Sociology of Politics, University of Oxford. A member
of the British Election Study team for many years, he is joint editor of
the journal Electoral Studies and has published numerous works on
social structure, political attitudes and political behaviour. He has also
conducted studies of social and political change in Eastern Europe and
Northern Ireland. Recent books include The End of Class Politics? and
(with Pippa Norris) Critical Elections.

Andrew Gamble is Professor of Politics and Director of the Political
Economy Research Centre at the University of Sheffield. Previous books

xvi



include The Free Economy and the Strong State: The Politics of
Thatcherism and Politics and Fate and he has just completed a book on
the future of British politics (forthcoming). He is the co-editor of the
journal Political Quarterly.

Wyn Grant is Professor of Politics at the University of Warwick and is
Chair of the Political Studies Association of the UK, 2002–5. His prin-
cipal research area is comparative public policy with special reference to
economic and trade policy, agricultural policy and environmental
policy. He is the author of Economic Policy in Britain.

Richard Heffernan is Lecturer in Government and Politics at The Open
University. He has published widely on many aspects of British politics,
and recent publications include New Labour and Thatcherism: Political
Change in Britain and The Labour Party: A Centenary History.

Mathew Humphrey is Lecturer in Political Theory at the University of
Nottingham. His publications include Political Theory and the
Environment: a Reassessment (ed.) and Preservation versus the People?
Nature Humanity, and Political Philosophy.

Paul Kelly is Senior Lecturer in Political Theory at the London School
of Economics. He has published on a variety of issues in Political
Theory and Philosophy. He has edited and contributed to
Multiculturalism Reconsidered and co-edited Political Thinkers and he
is one of the editors of the journal Political Studies.

Caroline Kennedy-Pipe is Professor of International Relations in the
Department of Politics at the University of Sheffield. She has written a
number of books and articles on the making of foreign policy and is
working on security policy after September 11, 2001.

Raymond Kuhn is Senior Lecturer in the Department of Politics at
Queen Mary, University of London. He has published widely on the
politics of the media in both Britain and France. He is co-editor with
Erik Neveu, of Political Journalism: New Challenges, New Practices.

James Mitchell is Professor of Politics at the University of Strathclyde.
He is author of Conservatives and the Union; Strategies for Self-
Government and co-author of Politics and Public Policy in Scotland,
How Scotland Votes, and Scotland Votes: The Devolution Issue and the
1997 Referendum.

Notes on the Contributors xvii



Gillian Peele is Fellow and Tutor in Politics at Lady Margaret Hall,
University of Oxford. She is the author of Governing the UK and the
co-editor of Developments in American Politics 4.

Ben Rosamond is Reader in Politics and International Studies at the
University of Warwick and co-editor of the journal Comparative
European Politics. His books include Theories of European Integration,
Politics: An Introduction, 2nd edition (co-author), and New
Regionalisms in the Global Political Economy (co-editor). His next
book is to be entitled Globalization and the European Union.

Martin J. Smith is Professor of Politics and Head of Department at the
University of Sheffield. He has published widely on the Labour Party,
central government and public policy. His publications include The
Core Executive in Britain, Changing Patterns of Governance (with
David Marsh and David Richards) and Governance and Public Policy
in the United Kingdom (with David Richards).

Jonathan Tonge is Professor of Politics and Director of the Centre of
Irish Studies at the University of Salford. His books on Irish
politics include Northern Ireland: Conflict and Change, Peace or War?
Understanding the Peace Process in Northern Ireland, edited with Chris
Gilligan and The SDLP and Sinn Fein 1970–2001: From Alienation to
Participation, with Gerard Murray (forthcoming).

Rhiannon Vickers is Lecturer in International Politics at the University
of Sheffield. She is the author of Manipulating Hegemony: State Power,
Labour and the Marshall Plan in Britain. She has published on the
Labour government’s handling of the Kosovo crisis and on New
Labour’s foreign policy. She is completing a two-volume book on the
political history of the Labour Party’s foreign policy.

xviii Notes on the Contributors



1

Chapter 1

Introduction: Transformations in
British Politics

PATRICK DUNLEAVY, ANDREW GAMBLE, 
RICHARD HEFFERNAN and GILLIAN PEELE

In 1992, the Conservative Party seemed so dominant that a senior polit-
ical scientist could claim, ‘Britain no longer has two major political
parties. It has one major political party, the Conservatives, one minor
party, Labour, and one peripheral party, the Liberal Democrats’ (King
1992: 224). Ten years on, however, the picture is very different. The
2001 election seemed to offer an almost exact mirror image of Labour
predominance, repeating almost exactly the 1997 pattern of giving
Labour a landslide Commons majority on just 42 per cent of the vote.
It seemed to set British politics in a pattern to which no serious
commentator could see any definite end in prospect. Despite a string of
troublesome crises for individual ministers (such as the A levels exam
scandal in summer 2002, which helped precipitate the resignation of
Estelle Morris as the Education Secretary) and once or twice for the
government as a whole, Labour’s opinion poll lead continued unbroken
into its second term.

By 2003 the Conservatives had been flatlining in almost every voting
intention survey for a full decade, and to compound their misery they
began coming within a few per cent of the rising Liberal Democrat
ratings in some polls. Ever since the autumn 1992 crisis which forced
sterling out of the then European Exchange Rate Mechanism, the Tories
have run at best in the low 30 per cents in virtually all opinion polls –
fully 10 to 15 per cent below their twentieth-century average of 44 per
cent of the vote in general elections.

Following his predecessors John Major and William Hague, Iain
Duncan Smith became the third uncharismatic Tory leader in a row to
confront damaging evidence of divisions in his party. Long before his
promised ‘reforms’ in Tory policies had yielded any easily perceptible
results, the semi-public lack of faith in his leadership in the parliamen-
tary party provoked Duncan Smith to call an extraordinary impromptu
press conference in November 2002, where he publicly urged his party



to ‘Unite or Die’ in the bluntest terms. A month later the Sun decided to
award him the ‘dead parrot’ accolade, and his future seemed anything
but rescued by his earlier coup de theatre. The continuing government
insulation from electoral damage, plus the Tories’ agonies, seemed to
confirm that the British political system had switched wholesale, from
13 years of almost undisturbed Conservative hegemony (1979–92) to a
period of apparently almost unshakeable Labour predominance (1992
onwards), with no intervening period of close electoral competition. We
first trace the lineaments of this transition by analysing some key
features of the 2001 election, and then seek the origins of Labour’s
success in its chequered policy record in office.

The 2001 election: the repeat-on-auto-pilot poll

Never in Britain’s democratic history have two elections been so similar
in the party vote shares and their constituency consequences as 1997
and 2001. Only 13 out of 659 seats changed hands (that is, less than 2
per cent), far fewer over four years than in the two elections held in the
same year in 1974 or the 1950 and 1951 elections. But 2001 also
charted another first – the lowest general election turnout ever under
universal suffrage. In raw numerical terms the 1918 turnout was
marginally lower, but we must remember that at that time many UK
troops had not returned from the First World War, the electoral register
was imperfect, and a broadening of eligibility criteria meant a majority
of people had never voted before, so the whole context of the election
was not comparable. In 1992 turnout surged a bit to 77 per cent, but
from that small peak it first fell back to a more normal 71 per cent in
1997 and then collapsed to just 59 per cent in 2001.

Figure 1.1 shows that the UK’s decline in turnout is 18 per cent across
three consecutive general elections. It is far greater than the largest
declines across three consecutive elections experienced in other estab-
lished liberal democracies in Europe, North America or the
Commonwealth since 1945.

The nearest parallel to a change of this magnitude is France’s experi-
ence during the constitutional crisis and collapse of the Fourth Republic
and the birth of de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic at the end of the 1950s. The
next nearest is Canada under the current hegemony of the Liberals:
another Westminster-style system with single member plurality rule elec-
tions just like Britain, and where the leading party has triumphed over
an under-represented opposition fragmented between multiple parties.
Britain’s exceptionalism here reflects the fact that turnout in most coun-
tries bobs up and down quite a lot, even in those countries which have
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seen dramatic long-run falls in turnout over several decades, such as
Switzerland where voting fell from 66 to 36 per cent from the 1970s to
now, or the USA where it declined from 63 to 49 per cent between the
late 1950s and early 1970s, before bobbing up slightly. The largest other
declines across three consecutive elections in the UK were 6 per cent in
1950–5 and 4 per cent in 1959–66, so the post 1992 change is a
dramatic one in British terms as well.

The worry must be that further falls could bring the proportion of
people voting down to US levels, just above 50 per cent – a barrier
already passed in one 2001 Liverpool constituency where turnout
reached just 39 per cent. And the decline in voting has been across the
board, affecting all forms of election: parliamentary, local and
European. However, the proportion of people voting at the 2002 local
elections increased a little on its previous depressed state, partly
because of government experiments to make participation easier,
suggesting that a small bounce-back is also still feasible. A fierce acad-
emic and practitioner debate continues to rage about how serious the
2001 decline in turnout is, how it should be interpreted and how it
might be reversed.

The most optimistic view of 2001 sees the slump in turnout as
conjunctural, produced by a one-off coincidence of a strong government
and a weak opposition, which made the election look like a walkover
from the start. The Labour Party was in a determined ‘catch-all’ mode,
its centrist conservative policies not enthusing its previously most loyal
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Figure 1.1 Declines in turnout across three consecutive general elections
in the UK and 11 other liberal democracies since 1945

Note: * = Plurality rule system



supporters amongst manual workers and voters in Labour safe seats.
Blair proclaimed in 1997 that ‘Labour is the political arm of none other
than the British people as a whole’ (Labour Party 1997), and the party
under his leadership focused its campaign on the economy and the
public services, eschewing any publicity for its modest redistributive
efforts and completely avoiding any class-related appeals. The
Conservatives meanwhile, led by William Hague, failed to look a cred-
ible alternative government, did not shake off the unsuccessful taint of
John Major’s previous Conservative government, and did not mobilize
the many partial critics of the government’s record.

A key basis for the parties’ differing fortunes in 2001 seems to have
been a rather generalized appraisal of their image and reputations by
voters. Figure 1.2 shows how respondents to the British Election Studies
cross-section survey rated the top three parties on an eleven-point
like/dislike scale.
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Figure 1.2 How much survey respondents’ liked or disliked the main
parties in June 2001
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More than one in seven people rated the Conservatives on the ‘maxi-
mum dislike’ point and the party was far more disliked (and less posi-
tively liked also) than its two rivals. Respondents’ feelings about the
Liberal Democrats showed a strong peak around the neutral point – the
party energized few voters, not attracting strong feelings either way. By
contrast, Labour was much more clearly liked than the other two
parties, easily predominating amongst nominations at the positively
liked end of the scale.

Labour also successfully set the agenda for the election around public
service issues, although as we shall see the electorate was also critical of
aspects of government performance here. Figure 1.3 shows that the
NHS dominated the election when people were asked to nominate the
most important issue involved, followed by educational standards
running third.

Economic issues (inflation, unemployment, the economy generally,
taxation, etc.) were the fifth ranking issue, and Britain and the EU (on
which William Hague had focused much of his appeal) trailed in sixth.
Notice that the second place in Figure 1.3 is occupied by the one in six
respondents who either did not know what the most important issue
was or else proclaimed that there was none. And the fourth rank is
occupied by a miscellaneous category involving more than 250 other
suggestions that did not fit neatly into the pollsters’ categories. More
than a quarter of the electorate thus either could not name the most
important issue, or named one of their own devising, falling outside the
main partisan agendas. When people were asked to nominate the party
best equipped to tackle the most important issues as they saw it, Labour
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Figure 1.3 The most important issues in the 2001 general election
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was nominated by 41 per cent (almost as much as their actual vote), the
Conservatives by 13 per cent (almost a third of their actual vote), the
Liberal Democrats by 7 per cent and the Greens by 2 per cent. The SNP
in Scotland and Plaid Cymru in Wales fared about as well as the Liberal
Democrats within their respective countries.

Surprisingly perhaps, the public services were not generally strong
issues for Labour in the election. Figure 1.4 shows that while a major-
ity of the public saw Labour as having handled education well rather
than badly, the balances of opinion on other public service issues were
negative – moderately so on the NHS and crime, but strongly negative
on transport.

The government also fared badly in the public’s view on its handling
of two acute policy crises in 2000–1, over the foot and mouth epidemic
and on asylum seekers. Labour’s real strengths were almost exclusively
on economic issues, with strong approval of the government’s inflation
record, general handling of the economy and unemployment, and even
its handling of taxation attracting a positive balance. In other words if
credit were to be allocated amongst ministers, primary responsibility for
Labour’s big vote-winning achievements lay with the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, Gordon Brown. Arguably much of Labour’s success
stemmed from his initial decision (within days of assuming office) to
vest the Bank of England with control over interest rates policy. Apart
from the economy and the Prime Minister’s proclaimed priority of
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Figure 1.4 How survey respondents rated Labour’s handling of
different issues, 2001 general election
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education, the only other substantially positive issue for Labour in Figure
1.4 is its handling of European Union issues. Blair successfully ended the
discreditable tradition of British isolation in EU decision making. But the
Blair-Brown split over entry to the Euro created a complex Labour stance
of triggering a referendum only when the government determined it was
in Britain’s economic interest (and Labour’s political interest) to join. In
electoral terms, Figure 1.4 shows that this stance was a modest positive
success in 2001. The maxim ‘It’s the economy, stupid!’ is a key reminder
that it was the Chancellor’s success which has crucially underpinned
Labour’s electoral and political fortunes.

Politics beyond Britain: the impacts of the 
international arena

While a contested notion, the debate on globalization and its impacts
reflects an ever more interdependent world, one born of the exchange of
capital, goods and services (if not yet labour) across ever more open
national borders. Now further encouraged by previously unimaginable
international flows of information resulting from technological innova-
tion, the global marketplace has become a twenty-first century reality.
Although the interdependent world lacks an integrated global commu-
nity, the global economy limits the powers of national actors to manage
their ‘own’ economies, driving out punitive tax regimes and regulated
labour markets.

Because globalization prompts an internationalization of decision
making, the phenomenon of Europeanization is an acknowledgement
that by themselves ‘individual states alone can no longer be conceived
of as the appropriate political units for either resolving key policy prob-
lems or managing effectively a broad range of public functions’ (Held
and McGrew 2000: 13). Several factors promote ‘ever closer union’
between EU member states, and the Europeanization of national politics
is prompted by deepening economic internationalism or globalization,
functional integration and growing supra-national co-operation, and, to
a much lesser extent, Euro-federalist aspirations. In addition, national
interests, the belief that Britain is well served by membership of the EU,
also explains UK Europeanization, particularly when the state acknowl-
edges that expanding transnational forces reduce the national control
they can exercise over their domestic market.

Thus Labour is strongly supportive of EU enlargement, which will
create a single market with more consumers than the United States and
Japan combined. The impact on Britain’s economy alone is potentially
enormous, even if the ten new applicants in 2004, while adding 23 per
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cent to the EU’s land area and 20 per cent to its population, adds just 4
per cent to its GDP. However, ministers are more cautious over the
current EU Constitutional Convention, presently chaired by the former
French President Giscard d’Estaing, opposing all arguments in favour of
a federal Europe, even ones that are suggested simply by a name change
or by the creation of a European citizenship. Instead, Britain wants
merely to simplify the existing treaties without changing their content
while examining the EU’s institutional architecture of the EU – such
changes being agreed not by the Convention, but by EU governments
acting by unanimous agreement at an Inter-Governmental Conference.

Naturally, under Labour, an instinctively pro-European government,
Britain’s relationship with its EU partners has vastly improved, particu-
larly when compared with the record of its Conservative predecessors.
Yet the Blair government still prioritizes Britain’s ‘national’ interests
over its ‘European’ interests, something starkly evidenced in its attitude
to European Monetary Union. Like Denmark and Sweden, Britain met
the conditions of euro membership, but chose to stay out, reserving the
right to join (or not to join) at a future date.

While the Conservatives, divided on all things European, oppose join-
ing the single currency, Labour is in favour of entry in principle,
although it has adopted a ‘wait and see’ stance. Committed to a national
referendum on entry, expected to be held some time in the 2001
Parliament, ministers support joining ‘when the time is right’, providing
certain economic tests are met and it is in Britain’s ‘national interest’.
Without yet declaring his unequivocal support, Tony Blair favours
entry, but the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown, is cautious,
describing his position as one of ‘pro-euro realism’. Provided entry does
not damage Britain’s economy, that macroeconomic stability is
enhanced, and entry is politically beneficial, or at the very least not
harmful, to Labour, the government will recommend entry. It will do so,
if only because monetary union is seen to be inevitable and Britain has
therefore to join for geo-political, pro-European, reasons. Foremost
among Labour’s current thinking on the Euro is the need for the govern-
ment to win any referendum it calls. To support entry but be rebuffed
in a national poll would be deemed a disaster, a scenario Labour minis-
ters (none more so than the Prime Minister) are determined to avoid.

Foreign policy has been dominated by the events arising from
September 11 and the indefinite ‘war on terrorism’ waged by the USA
with the active participation of Britain. Having supported military inter-
vention in Afghanistan, Tony Blair endorsed US efforts to get tough
with Iraq. In March 2003, having failed to persuade the UN Security
Council to support a war in Iraq, thanks in large part to the tabling of
a French veto, the USA and Britain launched their military strike to
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overthrow Saddam.  Blair’s stance drew much criticism, prompting
three ministerial resignations, including Robin Cook, the former
Foreign Secretary, and provoking a huge parliamentary rebellion, which
saw 139 Labour MPs, one in three of the Parliamentary Labour Party,
vote against the war. Although the war produced both the largest public
demonstration in British history and the biggest parliamentary revolt
ever, Blair sent British troops to Iraq to free the Iraqi people from
Saddam’s rule and protect the world from the consequences of a rogue
state with the capacity to use weapons of mass destruction.

Under Blair new life has been breathed into the US–British ‘special
relationship’. While supportive of a multilateral world order based on
institutions such as the UN, the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO,
Britain is prepared to support US leadership, even in the face of opposi-
tion from within the UN and the EU. Taking action against rogue states
by multilateral action, if possible, but by unilateral means, if necessary,
seems to be the geo-political watchword. Military action has previously
been conducted under a broad international coalition but, as the war
with Iraq demonstrates, a new phase may be opening where Britain
endorses US-led pre-emptive action against designated enemies of the
‘international community’ deemed to offer a ‘clear and present danger’.

Changing the political rules: the remaking of the UK
political system

Since 1997, the seamless, incremental development of the political rules
and regulations defining how the British state operates has been
impacted by a series of disparate (if interlinked) constitutional reforms.
Together, Scottish and Welsh devolution, the Northern Ireland peace
process, electoral reform (but not for the House of Commons), reform
of the House of Lords, and the enactment of the Human Rights Act
have offered a programme of change more radical than any previous set
of constitutional proposals (Blackburn and Plant 1999). Such reforms
did not feature as an issue in the 2001 ballot, indicating that voters and
opposition parties alike had come to accept the reforms Labour had
introduced since 1997. They have, however, in tandem with the ongo-
ing internationalization of politics, steadily transformed the institu-
tional structures within which British politics is enacted. While these
changes owe much to the policy and practices of the Labour govern-
ment, they also reflect much deeper historical factors.

Foremost among the constitutional innovations introduced by
Labour has been devolution, the creation of the Scottish Parliament and
the Welsh Assembly (and the Northern Ireland Legislative Assembly),
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and the granting to them of wide legislative powers in respect to key
areas of domestic policy. Before the 2003 elections, coalition adminis-
trations embrace Labour and the Liberal Democrats in both Scotland
and Wales (both nations where Labour enjoys a commanding lead in
Westminster elections), something which demonstrates a shift in politi-
cal culture, away from the tradition of single party government. Such a
qualification of one of the key features of Britain’s majoritarian politi-
cal system (Lijphart 1999) is itself very significant, and it owes much to
electoral reform in Scotland and Wales, and the adoption of the
Additional Member System (AMS) in preference to the non-propor-
tional Single Member Plurality System (SMPS).

Although it is still too early to be certain, the cumulative effect of
Labour’s constitutional reforms may well be the remaking of the United
Kingdom. As a result of devolution, Scotland and Wales have now begun
to forge new and separate political systems, which are also multiparty
systems, again thanks to electoral reform. Northern Ireland remains very
much an exceptional case given the historical nature of the ethno-
national conflict long waged there. Certainly, devolution has prompted a
quasi-federalization of the political parties, and both Westminster and
Whitehall have had to adapt their practices to fit changed circumstances.
While Labour at Westminster intends devolution to progress no further,
demands exist within both Scotland and Wales for further reforms grant-
ing the devolved assemblies increased powers. In addition, tensions
between the Westminster centre and the Scottish and Welsh periphery
over financial matters and public policy differences have begun to arise.
New machinery, probably a Constitutional Court, will be needed to
resolve these. If these differences are not sorted out, with the result that
parties eager to extend devolution increase their support, Labour’s polit-
ical base at Westminster could shrink.

Echoes of the Westminster model remain and the localization of the
UK needs to be put in some perspective: of the UK total population of
59 million, 49 million, 83.6 per cent, live in England, where, ongoing
discussions about regionalization aside, power has not been devolved.
Scotland claims only 8.6 per cent of the UK population, Wales 4.9 per
cent and Northern Ireland 2.9 per cent. With 84 per cent still falling
exclusively under the remit of Westminster, only 16 per cent of the
population benefit from the establishment of new political institutions.
In addition, while domestic policy competences have been devolved,
‘high politics’, economic management, revenue-raising, foreign policy,
European matters and constitutional affairs remain at Westminster,
which continues to exert a considerable influence over governance in
Britain. The constitutional reform agenda remains inconsistent,
because, although power has been devolved to Scotland and Wales, it
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has not so far been devolved to England, and the government has also
continued the trend towards centralization of power in Downing Street.
The Westminster club ethos, the domination of the political game by the
two major parties, still does not value pluralism and political diversity,
two things from which Blair-led Labour, as do all governments, all too
often instinctively recoils.

At Westminster itself, other constitutional changes aside (particularly
the enactment of the Human Rights Act and the first stage of House of
Lords reform), politics largely continues much as before. Although
Labour’s resurgence, accompanied by the eclipse of the Conservatives,
has had its impacts, the majoritarian system remains in place, despite
the dispersion of power evidenced through devolution. At the
Westminster centre, Britain retains a centralized government, even if it
is now less of a unitary state. The executive form remains a single party
government; executive–legislative relations are characterized by execu-
tive dominance; and, Lords reform notwithstanding, legislative arrange-
ments still involve an asymmetrical bicameralism, one where the elected
House of Commons enjoys great supremacy over the unelected House
of Lords (Lijphart 1999).

Such constitutional reforms affecting Westminster as have been intro-
duced (especially in relation to the House of Commons) have been
designed to maintain the government’s freedom of manoeuvre and avoid
strengthening parliament’s ability to call the government to account.
Although Labour remains loosely committed to further consideration of
the issue, electoral reform for the House of Commons has been essen-
tially ruled out for this very reason. Government MPs are invariably
content to remain bricks in the buttress protecting the executive from
having its powers and prerogatives encroached upon.

The same is true of Lords reform: having introduced the first stage
of Lords reform, the removal of all but 92 of the hereditary peers in
1999, the government is now proceeding to stage two, remaking the
Lords, with some combination of elected and appointed members,
while ensuring the continued primacy of the House of Commons. The
last thing the government wants is a democratic – and therefore legit-
imate – second chamber. Limited election and an appointed chamber
is what is on offer; Tony Blair created 248 peers in his first four years,
compared with Margaret Thatcher’s 216 in eleven years. But the
Government’s hand may be forced, since a largely appointed House
did not command a majority in the Commons in February 2003, but
nor did a largely elected House either. The most likely current
outcome is perhaps a chamber with 50 or 60 per cent elected
members, adding either a new regional list system of proportional
representation or another additional member system to the catalogue
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of alternative electoral systems in Britain. The probable consequence
of such a change, should it happen, is that further changes in the
legislative process will take place, with some considerable accretion of
legitimacy for the second chamber’s views. Alternatively, given the
absense of a consensus on Lords reform, the government might just
well kick the topic into touch.

A more developed system of institutional checks and balances might
thus come into being by the second half of the current decade, to add
to the existing changes following through on the Human Rights Act
1999. Yet, constitutional reforms that seriously enhance the checks
and balances on the executive, do not find favour with Labour. A
remaining prime dynamic of the UK’s majoritarian political system is
the means by which the single member plurality system converts votes
cast for parties into Commons seats held by parties, substantial devi-
ation from proportionality resulting, granting the largest minority
party in terms of votes the largest majority of House of Commons
seats.

Public policy: new threats

In his 2001 budget, which established NHS improvements as the leit-
motif of new Labour’s second term, Gordon Brown made provision for
a large increase in public spending in the period up to 2005 (the
presumed date of the next general election), chiefly as a counter-cyclical
move, to help avert a downturn in the economy turning into full-scale
recession. In the event the downturn in UK and world stock markets
following the failure of the ‘dot.com’ boom was more severe in 2002
than Treasury forecasts had predicted. Stock markets slumped and
economic growth was significantly lower than anticipated, so tax
receipts were much less buoyant. Although the Chancellor put a brave
face upon these developments, declaring no need for substantial tax
rises thanks to his past prudence and lower national debt making extra
borrowing sustainable, the UK’s run of consistent economic luck under
Labour was perhaps played out.

In addition, by early 2003 the government faced a concatenation of
recession-related policy issues which perhaps held a potential to cumu-
late and inter-link more than almost any other set of economic issues
had done previously for Labour. The announcement of large increases
in health and education spending along with other public services coin-
cided with the end of a long period from the mid 1990s onwards when
public sector pay and conditions lagged behind wages in the private
sector. A correction to re-equilibrate the position of public sector
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workers was always likely, especially in expanding services (like the
NHS and the schools sector), where attracting sufficient qualified
personnel emerged as a key aspect of improving service improvements.
In the NHS there was little evidence of improved labour productivity or
increases in the throughput of patients. Instead much of the extra
monies seemed to get absorbed in restoring salary comparabilities and
rectifying anomalous situations created in the years of acute spending
constraint from 1996 to 2000.

The most out-of-control aspects of the economic situation for
Gordon Brown became the house prices boom, which roared ahead by
over 20 per cent across all regions of the country during 2002, in a
period when overall inflation was close to 2.5 per cent and the Bank of
England’s official interest rate was 4 per cent. Partly this boom
reflected the low costs of borrowing, partly the collapse of stock
market growth expectations after the dot.com slump, which led
investors with spare assets to pile into the domestic property market in
search of the returns previously earned from equities. In one way the
growth of mortgage lending supported the economy in a period when
it might have slumped, as people withdrew some of the rising value of
their houses to spend on consumption goods. But it also made the
problems of finding affordable accommodation much more acute for
lower income people, especially public sector workers on small salaries
in London and the south-east.

By autumn 2002 the rising prices of houses directly fuelled public
sector trade unions’ increasing militancy, with widespread day strikes in
the capital over London allowances by education unions, and a succes-
sion of disputes on the railways and the Tube. The Fire Brigades Union
submitted a pay claim of 40 per cent and called its first national strike
for more than 25 years, with pressure from London and the south-east
fuelling much of its militancy. Details of numerous multi-year wages
deals emerged across much of the public sector, linking pay increases at
above-the-trend inflation rate to modernization and job reduction
changes. The government could still argue that industrial disputes were
at a low ebb compared with even the mid 1990s. Yet the possibility of
an explosion of large public sector wage claims undermining Brown’s
economic strategy and generating renewed inflationary pressure in the
economy generally moved from a remote contingency to a more
substantial possibility.

A second front in the trade unions distancing themselves from
Labour opened up over the Private Finance Initiative (PFI). First intro-
duced by the Conservative Chancellor Norman Lamont in the early
1990s, the programme was seized upon and greatly expanded by
Gordon Brown as a means of financing capital expenditure without
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including it in government borrowing. A huge programme of school
and hospital building as well as prison and transport projects were
begun using the PFI mechanism in the first term. Critics argued that
these projects were not value-for-money because the finance for them
could be raised more cheaply by conventional public sector borrowing,
and that where facilities’ operation was included in PFIs they created a
two-tier labour market. No real risk transferred to the private sector,
because the government always stood ready to bail projects out, and
additional costs were loaded onto future generations of taxpayers,
because many of the contracts ran for up to thirty years. The Treasury
insisted that these projects were value-for-money because risk was being
transferred to the private sector, and by comparison with conventional
public sector capital projects PFI schemes were more likely to be deliv-
ered to time and on-budget, especially for construction schemes.

Tony Blair declared in a speech to the Labour Party Conference in
2002, that using PFIs involved no issues of principle: ‘The ends, univer-
sal provision, remain the same. The means of delivery, a partnership
between public, private and voluntary sectors, and between state and
citizen.’ For instance, in regard to new hospitals, citizens ‘don’t care
who builds them, so long as they’re built. I don’t care who builds them.
So long as they’re on cost, on budget, and helping to deliver a better
NHS and better state schools for the people’ (Blair 2002). Such reforms
are designed to end the failing ‘ “one size fits all”, mass production
public service’. However, ministers’ rhetoric stressing that PFIs are not
creeping privatization often seems to conflict with government practice.
The policy’s big union opponents still forced a motion critical of PFIs
through the Labour Conference, calling for an examination of whether
PFIs delivered value for money, a demand which ministers immediately
indicated that they would ignore. With Tony Blair and Gordon Brown
for once united in defending PFIs, their future seems assured, although
they may be used more sparingly in future.

Meanwhile the direct privatization of state-owned or public service
operations remains much more controversial and problematic. The rail-
way infrastructure company Railtrack (privatized by the Conservatives
only in 1996) acrimoniously collapsed back into public ownership in
summer 2002, after signally failing to maintain basic rail safety and
becoming unable to finance new investment when its shares depreciated.
The National Air Traffic Control Service, where 46 per cent of the equity
was sold to a consortium of airlines in 2000 against the opposition of
many Labour MPs, ran into problems when air traffic declined after 11
September and it had to be bailed out with extra government funds. The
privatized nuclear power company British Energy producing 30 per cent
of the UK’s power almost went bankrupt in 2002, and was promised
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hundreds of million of pounds in government support, whose legality was
then contested by Greenpeace. The longer run future of the London Tube
under a ‘public–private partnership’ (PPP) which would effectively part-
privatize it, also remained fiercely disputed between the central govern-
ment and Ken Livingstone, the London Mayor. Livingstone threatened
legal action involving the European Court of Justice, imperilling the finan-
cial future of some PPP companies, while ministers propped up the firms
and threatened not to hand over the Tube system to the mayor’s control
as planned until the legal action threat was lifted. In all these cases it
became apparent that involving private companies integrally in the provi-
sion of essential public services introduces an extra risk element if their
financial prospects are called in question for any reason.

In emphasizing public services issues, the 2001 election clearly
marked a watershed in the evolution of new Labour’s policymaking.
Instead of significantly raising spending on public services as soon as
it was elected, the first Blair government stuck doggedly to the very
severe spending limits inherited from the Conservatives. Almost para-
doxically, public spending as a proportion of GDP was actually lower
under the first Blair government than it was under the Major govern-
ment (Mullard 2001; Glyn and Wood 2001). Labour tried to antici-
pate this by promising very little before the 1997 election, but
expectations still soared once it was in government and what
promises it did make proved hard to deliver. After 1999, when
Labour did start increasing public spending, department allocations
were regularly underspent, partly because of the time it took to nego-
tiate agreement on changes to working practices before extra
resources were released.

By 2001 Labour ministers began publicly acknowledging that the
pace of change had been very slow, and that very few citizens had expe-
rienced any substantial improvements in public services. In some cases,
particularly transport, voters clearly perceived that services had deteri-
orated (see Figure 1.4). Labour’s holding rhetoric at the general election
stressed that its first priority in government had been to rectify the
public finances, and that only now was it able to plan incremental and
sustainable investment in the resources devoted to public services. So the
need to deliver on key touchstone issues such as health, education,
transport and crime by pushing through public sector reforms to
improve service delivery, became the mission of Labour’s second term.
Public services are to be user-led, not producer-led, so continuing the
Conservative policy of devolving responsibility to frontline staff and
encouraging efficiency through competition.

The high risk elements of Labour’s public services strategy are obvi-
ous. Even if some of the reforms work, and the extra resources are

Introduction 15



applied to increasing the number of teachers and doctors rather than the
pay of the existing ones, it is still unclear that improvements in public
services could be demonstrated in a clear and unambiguous way. A scep-
tical news media, keen to publicize local failings in services, has meant
that so far opinion surveys find most people are satisfied with the
service they get from the schools and hospitals in their area, but still
believe that the NHS and the education service nationally were poor or
getting worse. The education crisis over A levels marking in the summer
of 2002 also showed how quickly even those public services where
voters previously acknowledged government achievements could be
tarnished by adverse developments.

Conclusion

No longer of and for the working class, Labour has long sought votes
from all classes and social interests, championing its ‘national’ creden-
tials. The culmination of this strategy, perhaps first evidenced as far
back as 1955–9, came in the general election of 1997. Then, rather than
articulate the interests of a core Labour constituency, union members,
the organized (and disorganized) working class, women and ethnic
minorities, Blair-led Labour targeted disaffected Conservative voters
with an ever more moderated appeal. In fact, New Labour successfully
recast itself as nothing less than a ‘One Nation’ party, a label only the
Conservatives had previously proudly attached to themselves. To this
appeal, the Conservatives have cast around in vain for a workable alter-
native appeal of their own.

While empowered by the Westminster club ethos, once in office
British governments normally age quickly, accreting problems and fias-
cos, tiring intellectually at the centre, often losing their edge. New
Labour in power has worked through (and under media pressure
ejected) quite a few people in top ministerial offices, including those like
Peter Mandelson, Stephen Byers and Estelle Morris, all of whom were
very close to the Prime Minister. Many policies enunciated early on have
been scrapped, from the incessant ‘churning’ of Public Service
Agreement targets supposed to bind the spending departments to do
what Brown’s Treasury orders, to John Prescott’s national transport
strategy, which was buried in all but name at the end of 2002. But the
essentials of Brown’s economic strategy seem to have held up well into
the government’s second term, and Blair’s leadership and willingness to
promote public service change and modernization have not seemed to
flag much.

Within Labour’s ranks the simmering Blair–Brown dispute may
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continue to trigger serious tensions that could eventually erode Labour’s
credibility, as conflicts amongst the Prime Minister, the Chancellor and
the Foreign Secretary did for the Thatcher and Major governments. The
duopoly of power at new Labour’s heart has been a unique one in
British government, with the Chancellor on some measures being in an
unusually strong position vis-à-vis the Prime Minister. The test for the
future will be both the management of the Blair–Brown succession, if
there is ever to be one while Labour is in office. This is something which
is closely associated with the upcoming decision on Britain’s possible
entry into the Euro, where Blair remains profoundly in favour of entry,
whereas Brown is far more cautious.

Whatever the future personal prospects of Blair or Brown, the inclu-
sive politics practised by Labour has thus far compressed the centre
ground of British politics. With Labour’s electoral support presently a
mile wide, if in places an inch deep, it remains to be seen if any party
can mount a short term robust challenge sufficient to unseat Labour
from the commanding position it has established in British politics. To
this end, after selecting three low key, uncharismatic and anti-European
leaders in a row, the Conservative party may finally choose to dump Iain
Duncan Smith as a lost cause before the expected 2005 general election,
and opt instead for a major figure like Kenneth Clarke or Michael
Portillo who can perhaps strike more chunks off the Labour record and
extend their appeal more widely in the electorate. Even a new ‘continu-
ity’ candidate, like David Davis, could gain the Tories a chance to get
back in the race that they have so conspicuously been losing for ten
years now. The wrecker in the wings for the recovery potential of even
such drastic pre-election surgery remain the Liberal Democrats, whose
dream of displacing the Conservatives as the second party in England no
longer looks as futile as it once did.

By 2002 Labour found itself in a strong and commanding position in
British politics, more dominant politically than the Conservatives had
been ten years before. Yet, falling turnout hardly suggested that the
government inspired great loyalty or affection. The inability of the
Conservatives to recover support even in the mid-term of parliaments,
in sharp contrast to all previous oppositions, puzzled many commenta-
tors, but the resurgence of opposition to Labour – be it from the
Conservatives or the Liberal Democrats – surely cannot be too far away.
Such events cannot be predicted in advance, nor can changes within the
parties themselves be easily foreseen, but when they come they do
change the political weather, and with this dramatically alter the
fortunes of parties.
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Chapter 2

Remaking the Constitution

ANDREW GAMBLE

In 2001 the first phase of Labour’s constitutional revolution was
complete, but there were many loose ends, and many issues still to be
addressed. The Government elected in 1997 had embarked upon the
most far-reaching programme of constitutional reform since 1832 and,
some argue, since 1688 (Barnett 1997; Hitchens 1999). The Blair
Government is likely to be remembered for its constitutional reforms in
the same way that the Thatcher Government is remembered for its
economic reforms. The proposals of the Labour and Liberal Democrat
Joint Consultative Committee on Constitutional Reform shaped
Labour’s 1997 manifesto and in its first term Labour pushed through no
fewer than 12 major bills on the Constitution. Six new Cabinet
Committees were created to plan the legislation (Hazell 2001). Many of
the changes, such as the reform of the House of Lords, had been stalled
for a hundred years.

The reforms have been hailed by radicals and condemned by tradi-
tionalists, but both at least agree that taken together they mark a water-
shed in British constitutional development (Sutherland 2000). The only
dissentient seems to be the British Government, which has done its
utmost to avoid the impression that there is a coherent programme of
reform or to claim credit for it. Despite constant urging from the consti-
tutional reform lobby, the Government declined to make any major
statement about the Constitution, still less draw up a new constitutional
document, announce a Constitutional Convention, or even set out its
plans in a White Paper. No new administrative machinery to oversee the
changes was introduced, so that the work had to be split between eight
Departments. Tony Blair has rarely mentioned constitutional reforms in
his speeches, and has never devoted a whole speech to the subject. The
major speech on the Constitution planned for the first term was shelved.

There are several reasons for this caution. The Constitution is seen as
an issue with limited political appeal, popular amongst a vocal section
of the political class, but largely regarded with bemusement by the rest
of the electorate. Secondly, constitutional reform became a major part
of Labour’s programme under the leadership of John Smith. It never had
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the same priority for Tony Blair, but many of the commitments, partic-
ularly those on devolution, were impossible to abandon, and the party
fought the 1997 election on a far-reaching programme of constitutional
reform (see Table 2.1). In government, however, the Blair Government,
like all Labour Governments before it, proved cautious in the way it
implemented the programme, often choosing the least radical option,
and disappointing the high hopes of the reformers.

If constitutions are looked at comparatively across democratic polit-
ical systems, the big divide is between those which concentrate power
and those which disperse it. Constitutions can be mapped on two
dimensions, the federal/unitary dimension and the executives/parties
dimension (Lijphart 1999). When this is done, the Westminster model
of the UK as it existed in the mid 1990s appeared an outlier in compar-
ative terms (Lijphart 1999, p.14.2) because of the extent to which its
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Table 2.1 Labour’s constitutional reform plans 1997

Source: Hazell (2001)

Labour Manifesto 1997 Progress Report 2002

Reform of the House of Lords Stage 1 completed
House of Lords Act 1999
Stage 2 under discussion

Modernization of the House of Modernization Committee Proposals
Commons

Controls on Party Funding Electoral Commission
Political Parties, Elections and

Referendums Bill 2000
Referendum on Electoral Reform Not held

for Commons
Freedom of Information Act Enacted 1999
Scottish Parliament Enacted 1998
Welsh Assembly Enacted 1998
More Accountable Local Elected Mayors

Government
Strategic Authority for London Establishment of GLA
Regional Assemblies for England White Paper 2002

and Wales
Incorporation of the European Human Rights Act 1998
Convention on Human Rights

into UK Law
Devolution in Northern Ireland Good Friday Agreement 1999



constitution promoted the dominance of the executive and allowed few
countervailing powers. The Westminster model is characterized by exec-
utive supremacy upheld by single party majority governments, a dispro-
portional electoral system, a subordinate legislature with a weak second
chamber, an adversarial political culture, and a subordinate judiciary
and Central Bank. The constitution in such a system is ‘flexible’ rather
than ‘rigid’, meaning that it can be adjusted by simple majorities in
Parliament, rather than having to meet more stringent criteria, such as
a two-thirds majority, as well as independent judicial review. The
Westminster model has long been unashamedly majoritarian and flexi-
ble. Winner takes all in this system, and the winner is always the exec-
utive. The constitutional reform movement which arose in the 1980s
challenged the Westminster model, seeking changes that would make
Britain more like other democracies, by decentralizing and redistribut-
ing the powers of the executive. The key to achieving this has been seen
as transforming the unitary state through devolution, and altering the
balance of power between the executive, Parliament and the judiciary.

There are three broad views on the constitutional reform programme
as it has unfolded under the Blair Government:

• The constitutional modernizers, well represented in the leaderships of
the two main parties, think there is need for some change, but argue
that this is best accomplished in a gradual way, so that the changes
can preserve institutional continuity and disturb as little as possible
the way the constitution works, in particular the supremacy of the
executive. From this perspective many of the reforms are cosmetic,
and unlikely to lead to fundamental change. After all the fuss, the
Constitution so lovingly described by Walter Bagehot one hundred
and fifty years ago (Bagehot 1963), will still be recognizably the same
animal, although brought up to date. There will have been no consti-
tutional revolution, no founding of a new constitutional order, no
new Glorious Revolution, no new Republic. Some critics allege that
the Blair Government is just the latest band of reformers to be
absorbed and domesticated within the majestic orb of the
Constitution. The ancien régime lives on (Nairn 2000).

• Constitutional radicals, however, (strongly represented in the Labour
party and the Liberal Democratic party) are optimistic that despite the
Government’s caution, more fundamental change is under way. They
argue that even if there has been no constitutional revolution since
1997, there has been a significant constitutional evolution, both in
legal and political terms. As the separate changes unfold, so problems
emerge that were largely unforeseen, and pressure is created for
further changes to rectify anomalies and make the system manageable.
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The constitutional reform may be taking place in the English manner
– piecemeal, pragmatic, incremental without any overall design or
plan – but a radical break with past practice is still taking place. The
full implications of the changes may not be clear for ten or twenty
years, but a watershed has already been passed and there is no going
back (Barnett 1997).

• This is also the view of constitutional traditionalists, who are
however utterly dismayed by the turn of events. They fear that the
essence of the old constitution is being destroyed – devolution will
lead inexorably sooner or later to the departure of Scotland from the
Union, and the operation of the European Treaties is steadily depriv-
ing Britain of self-government by undermining parliamentary sover-
eignty. Many speak in apocalyptic terms of the Abolition of Britain
(Hitchens 1999) and the End of Britain? (Redwood 1999), or lament
the passing of England and its tradition of self-government (Scruton
2000). Others declare that England needs to prepare for the
inevitable, by re-establishing itself as a self-governing, independent
sovereign nation again. If other nations in the Union choose to leave,
England should do nothing to detain them, but should calmly assert
its own national interests, and resist incorporation into a European
federal state (Heffer 1999).

The nature of the Constitution

The Constitution of the United Kingdom which traditionalists still so
fiercely defend is in fact the English Constitution, the product of long-
drawn out battles between Crown and Parliament in the seventeenth
century, and the political settlement reached after the ‘Glorious
Revolution’ of 1688 had deposed the legitimate King, James II, and his
heirs, because they were Catholics, and placed a Dutch Protestant
Prince, William of Orange and his consort, Mary Stuart, on the throne.
The essentials of this Constitution were therefore established before the
Union with Scotland in 1707, which did not interfere with its essential
core, the sovereignty of the Crown-in-Parliament.

Apart from an incremental widening of representation during the
nineteenth century most of the features of the Constitution present in
1688 are present still. This degree of formal institutional continuity,
although disguising some major changes of substance, is still remarkable.
The flexibility of the Constitution, the ease with which it has been
adjusted to the vastly dissimilar circumstances of a largely agrarian coun-
try with representation and political voice limited to a political class of
ten thousand families, to an urban and industrial society with universal
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suffrage, has often been regarded as its supreme virtue (Johnson 1999;
Norton 1992), and superior to the written constitutions of other states.
But in the last thirty years its virtues have been increasingly questioned.

Critics of the English constitution have pursued two main lines of
attack. The first is that the United Kingdom is the last of the anciens
régimes of Europe, possessing the only constitution to have been drawn
up before the modern era. It badly needs a new constitutional settle-
ment, based on citizenship and popular sovereignty, to reflect the real-
ity of its politics. Anachronisms such as the unaccountable prerogative
powers of the monarch, the status of British people as subjects rather
than citizens, a voting system which often produces wildly dispropor-
tional relations between votes cast and MPs elected, and a second cham-
ber which until 1999 still had a majority of its members selected on the
basis of heredity should be swept away (Barnett 1997; Hutton 1995;
Holme & Elliott 1988; Freedland 1999). Transparency and account-
ability have to be increased.

The second strand of criticism is not so concerned with whether the
constitution is modern or not, but with the fact that it is no longer
balanced (Mount 1992). It has lost the distribution of power between
its various parts which in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was so
much admired. The steady growth of the power of the elected house of
Parliament, the Commons, and therefore of the executive and above all
the Prime Minister, at the expense of the Crown and the Lords and to
some extent the judiciary, has meant that the Constitution has been
‘hollowed out’. The forms may have stayed the same, but at the heart of
British Government is now an ‘elective dictatorship’; the executive has
come to wield a disproportionate amount of power. The Constitution
must be ‘rebalanced’ by giving power back to Parliament (Lords and
Commons), to the Monarch, and to the Courts, so making the executive
accountable again.

These different strands of criticism have fed the constitutional
debates and helped shape the demands for particular measures of
reform. Elements of both types of thinking can be found in many of the
proposals which have been put forward and implemented. But neither
of them is fully reflected in the policy of the Government, which has
sought to retain the supremacy of the executive and has avoided or
modified any measures which seriously threaten to encroach upon it.
Rebalancing the Constitution to improve the representativeness and
accountability of British government have not been priorities; the
government has been more concerned with improving the delivery of
public services. This tension which is both institutional and ideological
has been reflected in many of the conflicts and muddles that have char-
acterized the constitutional reform programme.
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The English Constitution has many peculiarities, which sets it apart
from constitutions in other democracies. One of the most notorious is
that this Constitution is not ‘written’ by which is meant that it is not
codified in a single written foundation document like the American
Constitution. The English Constitution is written in the form of Acts of
Parliament and legal judgments. But the lack of a founding document or
of the notion of a ‘basic law’, a set of legal precepts beyond the ability
of Parliament to amend through simple majorities, make the English
Constitution highly distinctive and idiosyncratic, as well as bestowing
upon it its fabled flexibility and adaptability. Lacking the possibility of
appeal to a founding document the Constitution can evolve according
to the dominant fashions and opinions of the moment.

Nevertheless this flexibility has limits. The English Constitution is
marked by two key doctrines – parliamentary sovereignty and the rule
of law. The first reflects the fact that since 1688 the seat of sovereignty
has been recognized as Parliament, more precisely the Crown-in-
Parliament. This does not mean that sovereignty resides with backbench
MPs but rather that the executive of the British state rules through
Parliament and is dependent upon Parliament for its legitimacy (Judge
1993). The significance of the upheavals of the seventeenth century was
that the Crown lost the ability to rule without the support of
Parliament. The powers and prerogatives of the Crown have been trans-
ferred to the executive which in the democratic era owes its position to
its ability to command a majority in the House of Commons rather than
royal patronage. But although parliamentary government is different
from the royalist absolutist government which it displaced, it is still a
form of executive government, which gives prime importance to the
formation and sustaining of a strong executive, and secondary impor-
tance to reflecting or representing the electorate.

The United Kingdom appears at first glance to be the model of a
unitary state, with all powers vested in a central authority rather than
dispersed or divided as in a federal system. But this centralism co-exists
with different arrangements for governing England, Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland. Having a single ultimate source of authority in the
state does not rule out allowing considerable variation in regional
arrangements, which is why the UK has sometimes been described as a
‘union state’ rather than as a ‘unitary state’ (Rose 1982). This state was
formed through a series of unions of other nations within the British
Isles with England, but each one was different, which is reflected in their
governing arrangements. With the coming of formal devolution the
oddities and anomalies of this ‘union state’ have been brought into full
view.

The second principle of the English Constitution is the rule of law,
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which implied that government had to act within the law and respect
individual rights which had grown up through custom and conven-
tion. The idea of a rule of law which placed restraints upon the actions
of the executive has been one of the most important elements of the
balanced constitution but, as with most features of the constitution, it
has lacked codification and has depended upon the executive abiding
by conventions which restrain its powers. The doctrine of parliamen-
tary sovereignty and the unified executive take priority. No Parliament
is able under this doctrine to bind its successor. Each new Parliament
is formally sovereign and in principle there is nothing it cannot do. In
practice its powers are hedged around by constitutional conventions
and political realities. But because there is no conception of a basic
law as in Germany, or even of a particular category of laws which are
so fundamental that they need a different procedure before they can
be amended, judges are unable indefinitely to overrule Parliament and
the executive if the latter is determined on a particular course of
action.

The constitutional reform movement in Britain in the last two
decades has tackled head-on the traditional doctrines which have
informed the constitution, and radicals such as Charter 88 have
demanded a new constitutional settlement to put the UK constitution on
a similar basis to the constitutions of other democratic states around the
world (Evans 1995). They have argued for a codified constitution with
the entrenchment of key provisions to safeguard the liberties of the citi-
zen and the accountability of the executive, rather than relying on
conventions and common law.

Developments in the constitution in relation to the devolution
programme, the European Union, and the electoral system are discussed
in other chapters. The remainder of this chapter focuses on constitu-
tional developments in relation to Parliament, the Monarchy and the
Judiciary.

Parliament: House of Commons

One of the areas where least progress was made in the first term was the
reform of Parliament itself. The present day House of Commons has
often been contrasted unfavourably with its mid-nineteenth century
predecessor, when MPs were more independent of the executive. The
rise of party and the whipping system enabled the executive to re-estab-
lish control over the Commons, to the point where governments seldom
lose votes in Parliament, and the number of rebellions against the party
whip, although higher in some Parliaments than others, rarely reaches
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levels which cause the executive difficulty, except where it commands
only a narrow majority (Norton 1995; Cowley 2001).

The problem has been much discussed but few plausible suggestions
for reform have come forward, because any reform that made a differ-
ence would have to tackle one of the central tenets of the doctrine of
Crown-in-Parliament by separating the legislature from the executive.
This was a central feature of the US Constitution, intended to limit the
power of the executive to control the legislature. In the UK the position
has been exacerbated by the size of modern government, which means
that in any Parliament more than one hundred MPs out of 659 are part
of the ministerial team, and therefore obliged to vote with the executive.
Party divisions and the adversarial nature of the Commons means that
on the majority of issues most backbench MPs will vote according to
their party rather than according to their conscience. Opposition as a
result has tended to become stylized in the modern House of Commons,
epitomized by the ritual jousting matches of ministerial questions and
set-piece debates. The main opposition party has little incentive to
change these rules so long as it has a prospect of power (Riddell 1998).

Although MPs have the ultimate sanction over Governments and no
Government can survive without maintaining support in the House of
Commons, the initiative always remains very much with the executive,
and instances of successful backbench rebellion are few. With such a
large majority the Blair Government has been in little danger of being
defeated outright in the Commons, but there have nevertheless been a
number of significant rebellions, for example over single parents,
disability benefits, reform of the House of Lords, and war with Iraq.
The need for Government to placate its backbenchers is always there,
and leads to deals and compromises on controversial legislation
(Cowley 2001). The device of Early Day Motions and threats to vote
against the Government or abstain are means of exerting pressure to
achieve changes, and there are numerous occasions when Governments
consider it prudent to make changes in legislation to accommodate the
anxieties and concerns of their supporters (Stage 2 of House of Lords
reform in 2002 is an example).

The other route by which MPs seek to influence Government and
make it accountable is through the system of scrutiny, particularly the
Select Committees, which have gradually been accorded more powers
and more independence, and which offer an opportunity to interrogate
ministers, civil servants and other witnesses about particular decisions
and programmes. These Committees still have fewer powers than their
equivalents in the United States, in particular their powers to compel
witnesses to attend or to get access to the documents they want are
limited. But a number of them, particularly when chaired by effective
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politicians, have achieved a high profile for their reports. The Public
Accounts Committee, the Public Administration Committee, the
Transport Committee and the Foreign Affairs Committee have all been
successful in this respect in the recent past. But Government is still able
to disregard them if it chooses.

There has been a long discussion as to how to make the Select
Committees more effective and give them more powers. One of the diffi-
culties is that, while the Commons is structured on adversarial party lines,
and the majority party is expected to sustain the executive, party consider-
ations will also often enter into the deliberations of the Select Committees.
All MPs who belong to the party that forms the government become in
effect part of the executive so long as they accept the party whip, which is
why the withdrawal of the whip is treated as such a serious matter and
occurs so rarely. But so long as MPs see their primary duty as either
supporting or opposing the executive, it is very hard for a genuinely inde-
pendent legislature to emerge – one capable of resisting the executive and
forcing it to be accountable. Nevertheless some steps are being taken.
There was controversy after the 2001 election when Government Whips
tried to change the chairs of two key select committees, Donald Anderson
and Gwyneth Dunwoody. They were regarded as insufficiently loyal to the
executive. The change was successfully resisted by MPs and subsequently
there was pressure for the decision on the appointment of Select
Committee Chairs to be taken away from the Whips.

The changes to the Select Committee system were part of a more
general package of reform put forward by Robin Cook as Leader of the
House of Commons from the 2001 election until he resigned over war
with Iraq in March 2003. Using the all-party Modernization
Committee, established in 1997, as his vehicle, Cook built on the report
of the Commons Liaison Committee, Shifting the Balance (House of
Commons 2000), which had been dismissed by the Government before
the election. Amongst the proposals were changing the hours of the
House of Commons to get rid of late-night sittings, so making the
Commons less of a gentlemen’s club and more a working legislature.
These reforms, long sought by many women MPs, were finally passed
in October 2002. Cook also proposed a significant procedural change,
by which bills which did not complete all their stages in one session
could be carried forward to the next session, instead of having either to
be axed or to start again at the beginning (Cook 2003).

All parties professed themselves in favour of strengthening the
Commons. The Conservatives had produced a report chaired by a polit-
ical scientist, Lord Norton, several of whose recommendations were
similar to those subsequently proposed by Robin Cook (see Box 2.1).
But Labour and the Conservatives as the two parties of government
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were lukewarm about any measures which would seriously hamper the
executive. So too were many backbench MPs. Robin Cook’s proposal to
allow MPs to determine the membership of Select Committees rather
than the party Whips was defeated by MPs themselves.

Much of the talk of the decline of Parliament seemed misplaced.
Parliament was pretty much what it had always been, the seat of sover-
eignty, but in practice dominated by the executive. Complaints that
power was being increasingly concentrated in the hands of the Prime
Minister and the executive at the expense of Parliament had some
substance, but were also part of an established pattern which went back
at least to Lloyd George. A small but significant step in the other direc-
tion was the announcement in May 2002 that Tony Blair would meet
the Liaison Committee, composed of all the chairs of Select Committees
twice a year to answer questions. But despite concessions like these the
increasing pressures on the executive were bound to make Parliament
seem more peripheral to the process of Government, unless it acquired
much greater powers to act as an independent legislature. That would
almost certainly require a change in the electoral system, which would
break the stranglehold of the two major parties. Despite being part of
the original reform package agreed with the Liberal Democrats, the
prospect of electoral change receded during Labour’s second term,
although changes in voting systems were agreed and implemented for
several other elections, including the Scottish Parliament, the Welsh
Assembly and the European Parliament. Other more limited changes
aimed at redressing some of the imbalance between Government and
Parliament remain possible. One idea is that the patronage powers of
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Box 2.1 The Norton Commission to strengthen
Parliament, 2000

Main Recommendations
• Carry-over for all public bills from one session to the next
• Strengthening Select Committees. Appointments no longer to be made

by Whips
• Prime Minister to appear before Liaison Committee of Select Committee

Chairs twice a year
• Reforming Question Time, for example use of ‘unstarred questions’, and

return to two sessions a week
• Scrutiny of English bills by English MPs
• Size of the Cabinet restricted to 20 and junior ministers to 50

Source: Constitution Unit (2000)



the executive should be curbed by making all major public appoint-
ments subject to parliamentary approval.

Parliament: House of Lords

The second chamber in the Westminster Parliament was throughout the
twentieth century its most obvious anachronism. By the end of the
century it was the only second chamber in the world which still used
heredity as the principal basis for determining membership. The power
of the House of Lords to reject legislation passed by the Commons had
been drastically restricted in 1911 and was further reduced in 1949.
This hollowing out of the Lords alarmed those who favoured a more
balanced constitution, since a weak second house posed little serious
challenge to a determined executive with a majority in the House of
Commons. Almost everyone came to agree that the Lords should be
reformed, but there was no agreement on what should replace it, or
what its powers should be. For many reformers the important thing was
to get rid of the hereditary principle, but they were divided as to
whether it would be better simply to abolish the Lords and have a single
chamber legislature, on the grounds that this guaranteed the purest
expression of the popular will, or whether the Lords should be elected,
thus acquiring its own democratic legitimacy. An elected second cham-
ber could be expected to be more robust in resisting the diktats of the
House of Commons, but it opened up the prospect of legislative dead-
lock, with both Houses of Parliament claiming democratic legitimacy
and neither being prepared to defer to the other.

One solution was to make the second chamber into a wholly
appointed House – filling it with people who had acquired some exper-
tise, many of whom would not be prepared to stand for election, but
who might have something useful to contribute to the detailed scrutiny
of government legislation. But this notion was attacked on the grounds
that there was far too much patronage in the hands of the executive
already, and that an appointed House would mean that it was no longer
independent but would become dominated by the executive.

Reform of the Lords had always got bogged down in arguments of
this kind. The Labour Government after 1997 decided to break the
logjam by reforming the Lords in two stages. In stage 1 the right of
hereditary peers to sit in the Lords would be removed. In stage 2 the
new powers and membership of the upper chamber would be defined,
including its size and its procedures. Cynics suggested that Labour
would complete Stage 1 but not Stage 2. It would be quite happy with
a reform which removed the automatic Conservative majority which the
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hereditary principle ensured, without creating a second chamber which
could be a rival to the Commons. Stage 1 was duly piloted through the
Commons and the Lords with the assistance of a deal with the
Conservative and crossbench peers which preserved ninety-two heredi-
tary peers in the reformed House. The Wakeham Commission set up to
consider the form which Stage 2 should take was given the explicit brief
that the new chamber should not challenge the supremacy of the
Commons. It recommended a chamber that was largely appointed with
a small elected element, ranging from 12 to 35 per cent. Critics of the
Wakeham report fastened on the lack of democratic legitimacy and the
enlargement of the scope for patronage, and refused to be mollified by
the proposal that appointments to the second chamber should be made
on the recommendation of an independent appointments commission.

Labour pledged in its manifesto in 2001 that if re-elected it would
proceed to implement Stage 2 of Lords reform. But it became clear after
the election that this would not be plain sailing, because there was no
consensus in Parliament behind the Wakeham proposals. The Liberal
Democrats favoured an 80 per cent elected second chamber elected by
proportional representation. Not to be outdone, the Conservatives now
reversed their earlier support for the status quo and also advocated an
80 per cent elected House of Lords, but elected by the simple plurality
method, with constituencies based on the shires. A large number of
Labour backbenchers also expressed their support for a largely elected
second chamber. In the Lords however most opinion favoured a largely
appointed second chamber. There was a particularly sharp split in the
Conservative party between their representatives in the two Houses.

The Lord Chancellor, Derry Irvine, came forward with proposals
which stayed quite close to Wakeham’s blueprint, opting for a very large
second chamber (600 members) with 120 elected peers (only 20 per cent
of the total) and a statutory Appointments Commission. But the remit
of this Commission was limited to appointing 120 crossbench peers.
There would be 16 bishops and 12 law lords but crucially the political
parties between them would still nominate 330 party representatives.
Irvine also rejected Wakeham’s proposals for long terms of office for
elected and appointed peers, and the staggering of elections to the upper
house, which Wakeham had wanted in order to ensure it was indepen-
dent of the executive.

The reaction to Irvine’s plan in the House of Commons and in
sections of the media was derisive, and it quickly became obvious that
his proposals had no chance of winning a majority in the House of
Commons. No Labour MP could be found to support the White Paper;
most of the party wanted a second chamber that was predominantly
elected and with fewer members. The Public Administration Committee
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proposed a second chamber of only 350 members with 60 per cent
elected and 40 per cent appointed by an independent Appointments
Commission, half of whom would be crossbenchers (Public
Administration Committee 2002).

To take matters forward Robin Cook as Leader of the Commons
proposed a joint all-party Committee of both Houses. The views repre-
sented on the Committee were extremely diverse, and a consensus
looked unlikely, but the Committee was charged with bringing a set of
options to be voted on by both Houses of Parliament, out of which it
was hoped a way forward to a permanent reform would emerge (Cook
2003). A number of alternatives were proposed – ranging from 100 per
cent elected to 100 per cent appointed, with various permutations in
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Box 2.2 Stage 2 of House of Lords reform

Wakeham Commission proposals
• Mixture of elected and appointed Peers
• Elected Peers 12 – 35 per cent of total
• Independent Commission for all appointed peers
• Peers to serve for 15 years: staggered elections

Government proposals
• Mixture of 600 elected, appointed and nominated Peers
• 20 per cent elected out of 600 (120) (five-year terms)
• 20 per cent appointed by Independent Commission
• 55 per cent nominated by political parties
• 5 per cent Bishops and Law Lords

Liberal Democrats
• 80 per cent elected, single transferable vote

Conservatives
• 80 per cent elected, simple plurality

Joint Committee proposals/choices
• Fully appointed
• Fully elected
• 80 per cent appointed
• 20 per cent elected
• 80 per cent elected
• 20 per cent appointed
• 60 per cent appointed
• 40 per cent elected
• 60 per cent elected
• 40 per cent appointed
• 50 per cent elected
• 50 per cent appointed



between. In the event, all such proposals were voted down by MPs in
February 2003, the consequence being, no consensus having emerged,
that stage 2 reform was to be further delayed.

Yet whether or not Stage 2 is completed in the lifetime of the current
Parliament, it is already clear that the old House of Lords has gone. The
new House, already enjoying a greater legitimacy than the old, showed
itself ready to throw out government proposals with considerably less
restraint than the previous House of Lords had exercised. The executive
remained nervous of giving the House of Lords greater legitimacy and
greater powers, but it seemed to have few ways of avoiding it.

The Monarchy

The Crown tended not to be a direct target of the constitutional reform-
ers, partly because of nervousness about popular support for an institu-
tion which remained remarkably constant, even through the succession
of anni horribili of the 1990s which saw the tabloids feasting on the
marriage breakups and celebrity antics of the Queen’s children. Yet the
position of the Monarchy is at the heart of any serious constitutional
reform, since Crown-in-Parliament is the centrepiece of the
Constitution. Like the House of Lords, the Crown had in practice lost
most of its powers, although not by statute. The conduct of the
Monarch had been increasingly circumscribed by conventions, particu-
larly over the royal assent to legislation (no Monarch has vetoed an Act
of Parliament since 1707), over the choice of Prime Minister, and deci-
sions to dissolve Parliament and call a general election.

There has been considerable comment about ‘anachronistic’ features
of the monarchy, such as the Acts of Parliament which require the Head
of State to be a Protestant, prevents him or her from marrying a Catholic
or divorcee, and enforces male primogeniture. A modest reform agenda
for the Monarchy has emerged, much of which appears to be embraced
by the circles around Prince Charles, and some of these restrictions may
therefore change in the years ahead, although the initiative for them is
likely to come from the Palace rather than from Downing Street. The
transition will be difficult however since the English Monarch is a consti-
tutional Monarch like no other. The Monarchy is intimately bound up
with both Church and Parliament, so that a change in even so apparently
minor a matter as the personal religious faith of the Monarch will have
many other constitutional consequences. The Monarch can hardly be
Head of the Church of England if he or she is no longer a member of it.
Once the character of the Monarchy comes under scrutiny there will be
pressure to bring Britain into line with other states and lay down in
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precise, codified terms the role and duties which the British Head of State
is required to perform (Fabian Society 2003).

If at some point in the future Britain were to have a new constitutional
settlement, its starting point would inevitably be the Sovereignty of the
People rather than the Sovereignty of the Crown-in-Parliament. The British
constitution is unlike any other democratic constitution in the world
because it is not the people but the Crown-in-Parliament that is legally
sovereign. This is upheld by elaborate charades, such as the State Opening
of Parliament, in which all the participants act as though all power still
resides with the Monarch and the MPs are her lowly and dutiful servants,
and the preamble of Acts of Parliament, which suggests that all legislation
emanates from the will of the Sovereign. The primacy of the people and its
representatives, something which has long been a political reality, contin-
ues to be denied by the traditional protocols of Her Majesty’s Government,
still devoted to the pretence of monarchical absolutism.

One of the arguments for leaving the Monarchy alone is that it has
acted in the past as a support for reforming governments (Bogdanor
1995). The Blair Government, it is suggested, is able to carry through
far-reaching constitutional changes precisely because it does not seek to
touch the Monarchy. The stability and continuity associated with the
Monarchy places it above party politics and provides a point of unity
and cohesion which allows quite uncongenial changes to be accepted,
because they are done with the authority of the Crown. By opening the
new Scottish Parliament the Queen helped to legitimize it, and therefore
made it acceptable even to those who had opposed it on principle. In the
same way the Queen has signed the Act of Parliament which does away
with the hereditary principle in the House of Lords, a principle to which
she must be supposed to have more than a fleeting attachment. So long
as the Monarch does not take sides in party politics, but always acts on
the advice of ministers, and reads the speeches which ministers prepare,
she becomes a Head of State beyond political competition, a focus for
national unity, but also a cipher.

The performance of this role, however, requires extraordinary self-
discipline on the part of the royal family. The present Queen has this in
abundance, but the strain does sometimes show in other members of the
royal family. A recent example was the leaking, in September 2002, of the
contents of letters sent by the Prince of Wales to Government Ministers,
which expressed very clear views about a range of subjects from hunting
and the countryside to genetic foods and political correctness. The only
way a constitutional monarchy of the British kind can survive is if the
royals keep their private political opinions strictly to themselves. This is a
difficult thing to do, since they are being asked to perform a highly visi-
ble public role, but expected not to express their views publicly.
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The public role which the Monarchy has developed in place of a polit-
ical role is one in which it devotes itself to public service. The Royals have
come to identify themselves with every form of public and voluntary
service in the community, from the Armed Forces to campaigns such as
the World Wildlife Fund. Princess Diana extended this into new areas
with her support for the victims of Aids and landmines. The Crown now
sponsors a great variety of associations and events in civil society
(Prochaska 1995). This role is not overtly political, although in its support
for a public ethos and the value of public service it can at times clash with
the attitudes of the Government, as was apparent in the Thatcher era.

One of the greatest problems for the future of the Monarchy is how
to reconcile the hereditary principle with the celebrity principle. After
Diana the hunger of the tabloids for celebrity royals is intense, but
celebrity cannot easily be manufactured, and the genetic lottery which
the hereditary principle enshrines, makes it unlikely that many royal
heirs will instinctively possess it. But it is also hard for the royals to
avoid media exposure and the pitfalls which come with it. Raising
young royals to dedicate themselves to a lifetime of duty and discretion
is not likely to grow any easier.

Abolition of the Monarchy is a distant project, but serious reform may
not be far away. Although underlying support for the continuation of the
Monarchy has remained fairly constant at around 70 per cent, and was
so even through the worst of the troubles in the 1990s, almost two thirds
of British citizens now do not expect there to be a Monarchy in fifty
years time (Fabian Society 2003). The funeral of the Queen Mother and
the Queen’s Jubilee in 2002 consolidated support for the Monarchy in
2002, but it remains highly vulnerable to media squalls and scandals.
The case for serious reform in the interests of the Monarchy itself will
increase, and it will also be difficult for the Monarchy not to be affected
by the other constitutional changes in progress, which are likely to lead
to changes in the way it operates, especially after the present Queen dies.

One reason why the position of the Monarch remains secure is
because it suits the other monarch in the British system, the Prime
Minister. The trappings of royal absolutism, particularly the royal
prerogatives and the powers of patronage, were long ago appropriated
by the Prime Minister, and have never been subjected to parliamentary
control. This gives the British Prime Minister more executive authority
than any other democratically elected President or Prime Minister. There
is much talk of the Prime Minister becoming more like a President, but
there is no need for the Prime Minister to become a President, because he
already enjoys the powers of a monarch, in the sense that he has usurped
the executive authority in the shape of the prerogative powers and
patronage powers which monarchs once used to exercise. If the role of
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the Monarchy was ever therefore to be constitutionally defined, the same
would need to be done for the Prime Minister. The temporary residents
of 10 Downing Street have never been keen. The prerogative powers free
the Prime Minister from much scrutiny and accountability in Parliament,
and help preserves the primacy of the executive.

The judiciary: accountability and transparency

The principle of undivided and unlimited sovereignty in the English
Constitution required a unified system of law. Although judges are
independent, the separation between politics and the law is less clearcut
than in the United States. There is no equivalent of the Supreme Court
which is able to strike down legislation as unconstitutional. In Britain
the head of the legal system, the Lord Chancellor, not only appoints
judges but is also a senior member of the Cabinet and presides over the
House of Lords. The Law Lords who form the ultimate court of appeal
also sit in the House of Lords, and can participate and vote in debates.
Constitutional reformers have sought to change this system, and have
demanded a separation between Parliament and the courts, specifically
making the Lord Chief Justice the head of the legal system, and remov-
ing the power of the Lord Chancellor over judicial appointments. Some
changes have been initiated. A Judicial Appointments Commission now
scrutinizes candidates for the judiciary and makes recommendations to
the Lord Chancellor, but the final decision still rests with him. The need
for a more representative bench, with more women and ethnic minority
candidates is acknowledged, but progress has been slow.

What is occurring, however, in the law as in other fields, is a trend
towards more formal regulation and the adoption of more explicit stan-
dards and procedures to promote transparency and accountability. The
obligation on MPs to register their interests and the appointment of an
independent Parliamentary Commissioner to oversee it, the Nolan
Committee on Standards in Public Life, the proposals for a civil service
act to define the roles of civil servants and special advisers, the debate
on how political parties should be funded, are all examples of this, and
part of the wider political and cultural changes which are driving consti-
tutional reform. Another instance is the 1999 Freedom of Information
Act. Although much watered down from the original proposals, this
legislation when it eventually comes into force will nevertheless create
an important precedent, a serious dent in the culture of secrecy of
British Government. Written rules are replacing conventions.

In the legal field another important example has been the 1998
Human Rights Act which incorporated the European Convention on
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Human Rights into English Law, and came into force in October 2000.
Traditionalists were strongly opposed, arguing that it would undermine
parliamentary sovereignty, but the welter of trivial and vexatious cases
they predicted would ensue has not in fact materialized. The Act
imposes a legal framework which will be hard to change or remove. In
doing so it creates a space beyond Westminster in which the judges can
operate, giving them a set of criteria by which they can hold ministers
and their departments to account. In the past the main weapon open to
judges to criticize ministers was the common law. But judgments made
in the light of common law could always be overturned by Parliament
passing a new statute. The Human Rights Act cannot be overturned in
this way, and this gives judges a new power they may well exploit in the
future.

There are signs that judges are beginning to do just that, and to claim
a new role for themselves. In 2001 the Senior Law Lord, Lord Bingham,
expressed support for combining the Appellate Committee of the House
of Lords and the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council into a new
Supreme Court (Constitution Unit 2001). The Lord Chief Justice, Lord
Woolf, argued in 2002 in the light of recent asylum cases that the judi-
ciary had an important role in defending human rights if Government
sought to infringe them (Guardian, 18 October 2002).

The reason why constitutional traditionalists dislike innovations like
the Human Rights Act so much is because it represents a form of consti-
tutional entrenchment. They see the distinctiveness and the flexibility of
the old English constitution being destroyed by measures like devolution
for Scotland and Wales, the incorporation of the European Convention
on Human Rights, and the signing of EU Treaties which makes
European Court rulings binding on English and Scottish courts. The
principle that no Parliament is able to bind its successor is broken. No
future Westminster Parliament, for example, will be able to abolish the
Scottish Parliament in the way that the Thatcher Government abolished
the Greater London Council. In that sense the Parliament has to accept
restraints on its actions, which although not embodied formally in a
written constitution amounts to much the same thing.

There are other important instances of this trend. One of the most
intriguing is the decision by the Blair Government in 1997 to give oper-
ational independence to the Bank of England. Although criticized from
right and left by those who favour discretion over general rules in the
way the public realm is organized, many constitutional reformers
welcomed the move precisely because it established a more accountable
and transparent process for the determination of interest rates, reducing
the monopoly of power held by the executive (Barnett 1997). Analysts
of these moves towards a regulatory rather than a discretionary state
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argue that by reducing the power of ‘Parliament’ and politicians to take
these decisions it ‘depoliticizes’ the process of government, handing it
over to specialists and technicians (Burnham 2001).

Similar objections have been raised to the operation of the European
Treaties and what constitutional traditionalists see as the granting of
powers to the European Court to override the decisions of English and
Scottish courts. This has given rise to the fear that by participating in
the European Union, Britain will end up as part of a European federal
state and lose its right to self-government. In the Factortame case in
1990 British judges decided that the application of an Act of Parliament
could not overrule the exercise of rights under European Law. This was
regarded by traditionalists as a major surrender of parliamentary sover-
eignty. Fears were also aroused by the implications of qualified major-
ity voting in the Council of Ministers, agreed to by the Thatcher
Government in the Single European Act, and extended by the Treaty of
Nice. The British Government could be outvoted in the Council of
Ministers, but forced to accept their decisions as binding.

These issues are being discussed at the European Convention set up
in 2002 under the chairmanship of Giscard d’Estaing to consider the
appropriate constitutional arrangements for a Union that already has
fifteen members and is planning to admit ten more. Its agenda
included ways of improving the democratic legitimacy of the EU: clar-
ifying the competencies of the EU institutions, member states and the
regions: the status of the EU’s Charter of Fundamental Rights: and the
role of national parliaments. Federalists such as Joschka Fischer, the
German Foreign Minister, urged the Convention to propose a frame-
work for a federal state, with a clear division of powers between
different levels, and a written constitution that is legally binding and
enforced by a Constitutional Court. The attraction of a federal solu-
tion is that it provides a set of rules for resolving issues without neces-
sarily setting up a strong centralized government; the division of
powers could be set with only minimal powers being granted to
European institutions like the Commission, so giving states rights to
resist creeping Europeanization if they did not want it (Siedentop
2000). The British favoured an intergovernmental solution, the draw-
ing up of a Statement of Principles by the Council of Ministers, which
would set out the powers of the EU and those of member states, but
would be a political rather than a constitutional document.
Eurosceptics argued for the retention of all powers in the Council of
Ministers, ending qualified majority voting, and giving each country
an absolute veto on every issue. With twenty-five members such a
proposal would make common action at the European level virtually
impossible.
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Conclusion

The programme of constitutional reform which the Blair Government
initiated is unlikely ever to be codified through a constitutional conven-
tion in a single written document. But cumulatively it represents an
important stage of evolution away from the flexible monarchical consti-
tution of the past, which had Parliamentary sovereignty and executive
supremacy at its heart, towards a regulatory state, in which the power
of the executive and the Westminster Parliament, while still significant,
is restrained by the existence of subordinate, supranational and parallel
powers which it has willed into existence but cannot will away. The
Scottish Parliament is an example of the first, the EU Commission and
the European Court examples of the second, and the new judicial
activism an example of the third.

The decline of the central importance of Parliament in sustaining a
strong, flexible centralized executive authority may also in time make
further reforms more likely, most notably to the exercise of the royal
prerogatives and powers by the Prime Minister, particularly the powers
of patronage and appointment, and the power to sign treaties and
declare war. In the more transparent and accountable polity that is
emerging, these powers, although cherished by the executive, are harder
to defend. The same may be true of the electoral system itself. The
Labour party remains for the moment strongly attached to simple
plurality voting, especially since the wildly disproportional results of
1997 and 2001. The plans to hold a referendum on changing the voting
system have so far come to nothing. But versions of proportional repre-
sentation are now being used for elections to the Northern Ireland
Assembly, the Scottish Parliament, the Welsh Assembly, and the
European Parliament. They are being actively discussed for local elec-
tions and the House of Lords. It is quite likely that at some stage in the
development of the constitutional reforms pressure for electoral reform
at Westminister will return. It is probably the only way to make the
House of Commons an effective legislative chamber, with greater inde-
pendence from the executive.

The heroic phase of constitutional change may be over, but the
reforms still have a long way to run, and there are many uncertainties
as to how they will turn out. In a recent democratic audit, Britain was
shown to have some strengths but also many weaknesses (Weir and
Beetham 1999). The constitutional reform programme has begun to
address some of these. The kind of framework which is being estab-
lished means that although there is unlikely to be any sudden rupture in
continuity and a new beginning for the British state, the content of the
British constitution and the way it operates are undergoing some major
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changes, which are unlikely to be reversed. Whether the result will be
that Britain breaks up into its component nations, or whether it creates
a new, more federal structure for the different elements of the United
Kingdom remains to be seen. Similarly whether the system of represen-
tation is reformed and Parliament, including a reformed second cham-
ber, is restored to a prominent position in the British state, or whether
the executive contrives to hold on to a monopoly of power, is not yet
decided. Whether Britain votes to join the Euro and becomes a full part-
ner in European integration, or continues to stand aside, and by refus-
ing to engage becomes a marginal player semi-detached from the
eurozone also lies in the future. What is clear however is that the way
in which these different constitutional issues are resolved will have the
greatest possible consequences for the future conduct of British politics.
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Chapter 3

The Europeanization of British
Politics

BEN ROSAMOND

It is now commonplace to argue that a full understanding of contem-
porary British politics is impossible without a comprehension of the
European Union (EU) and Britain’s place therein. This chapter
considers the importance of European integration for British politics
via a discussion of the concept of ‘Europeanization’. It suggests that
much of the public debate in Britain about the EU is built around a
rather simplistic dichotomy that fails to capture the sheer complexity
of the Europeanization of British politics. The EU’s importance is
underscored dramatically by the fact that a decision about Britain’s
monetary sovereignty is imminent. While other member states have
replaced their national currencies with the Euro, Britain remains
outside of the Euro-zone. Adoption of the single currency would
commit Britain to a particular form of economic governance by
removing the national capacity to set interest and exchange rates. The
argument is, at one level, technical, a calculation of costs and bene-
fits, but it is also an intensely political issue embracing three key
questions:

• normative and symbolic debates about the propriety of surrendering
(or pooling) national sovereignty in a key area of ‘high’ politics;

• strategic debates about the international alignment of the British
state; and

• issues of internal party management and inter-party politics.

Important though it is, the Euro is not the only pressing matter
concerning the future of the EU. Indeed the future scope, character and
even name of the EU are now matters for intense debate across the conti-
nent. This debate is driven by two impulses. The first is a widespread and
developing concern among policy elites that the EU lacks legitimacy and
is generally poorly understood by the citizens of its member states. This
problem is particularly acute in Britain where opinion surveys routinely



reveal low levels of knowledge about, and low levels of trust in, EU
institutions. With such concerns in mind a European Convention was
convened in 2001 under the directorship of former French President
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing.

The Convention’s mission was to think openly about the structures,
functioning and transparency of the EU. With this in mind, the
Convention produced a draft constitutional treaty in October 2002
(European Convention 2002). This was designed to rationalize the
existing treaties while rendering them comprehensible to the ordinary
citizen. The deliberations of the Convention raise all manner of ques-
tions about the character of the EU and the Convention’s existence has
stimulated widespread debate amongst politicians. For instance, the
British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw (2002) agreed with the notion of
a simplified constitutional document, but advanced a vision of the EU
as an intergovernmental body rather than some sort of federal super-
state.

The second impulse is enlargement. In October 2002 the European
Commission recommended that ten countries, mostly from central and
eastern Europe, would be ready to join the EU in 2004 with another two
ready by 2007 (Commission of the European Communities 2002).
While new member states are not admitted unless they have achieved
certain levels of institutional, economic and legal convergence with the
EU, enlargement nonetheless poses major challenges to the institutional
fabric and decision-making capacity of the EU. The arrival of new
member states raises deep political issues about redistributive policies of
the EU such as the Common Agricultural Policy and regional develop-
ment (‘cohesion’) funding. In short, an EU of 25 or 27 members will be
a very different entity from that joined by Britain in 1973.

One way of exploring the national and international interactions
involving Britain and the EU (and the EU and Britain) is to look at the
ways in which the EU impacts upon the opportunity structures that
frame politics within Britain. At the level of the party system, the ‘EU
issue’ fits poorly with the established fault lines of British politics and
has not simply been absorbed into intra-party politics. It raises ques-
tions of authority and identity and hits head-on certain peculiarly
British (or, perhaps more accurately, English) conceptions such as
‘parliamentary sovereignty’. Moreover, as European integration
increases, it becomes harder for parties to manage the issue. This is
especially true of the Conservative party, which has long been inter-
nally divided between pro and anti-Europeans (Baker, Gamble and
Ludlam 1994; Cowley and Norton 1999), but also creates difficulties
for Labour, as future debates on monetary union might well demon-
strate.
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Europeanization and British debates about the EU

Public debate has focused on two starkly opposed views of Britain’s
European future. On one side is a claim that Britain is being absorbed
into a European system of government. On the other is the argument
that national governments will continue to loom large as the bearer of
national destinies, in spite of European integration. This debate is
bound up with the idea that the assimilation of Britain into a ‘Euro-
polity’ automatically entails the loss of national sovereignty and, more
precisely, the transfer of policy competence to supranational European
institutions. Thus, for Eurosceptics of various shades the assimilation
scenario is an irretrievably bad thing. Eurosceptics on the right artic-
ulate concerns about the diminution of national autonomy and
express fear about the emasculation of national identity. Some on the
left fear that the EU is fatally inscribed with the logic of neoliberalism.
If so, the pooling of economic policy competence implies nothing less
than the surrender of progressive or social democratic possibilities in
Britain.
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Box 3.1 Britain and European integration:
landmarks since 1997

1997 The newly elected Blair government signs the social protocol
originally excluded from the Treaty on European Union. The
Treasury stipulates its five economic tests for the suitability of
the UK joining the single currency. The Treaty of Amsterdam
refines aspects of the Maastricht Treaty, but is most notable for
introducing the idea of ‘flexible’ integration and making the
Schengen agreement on the removal of internal border controls
part of the acquis communautaire. The UK (along with Ireland)
remains outside of the Schengen area

1998–9 Negotiations commence with twelve countries (mostly from
Central and Eastern Europe) seeking membership of the EU

1999 The UK (along with Denmark and Sweden) exercises its right (as
negotiated at Maastricht) to remain outside of the single
currency. Greece does not meet the convergence criteria until
2001

2000 The Draft Treaty of Nice lays out the institutional reforms
needed to prepare the EU for its forthcoming enlargement

2002 Twelve of the fifteen member states adopt the euro as their
currency. Denmark, Sweden and the UK remain outside of the
euro-zone



Even defenders of the EU and closer British engagement with
European integration find themselves using zero-sum vocabulary repli-
cating this imagery (see also Rosamond 2002). One recent example is
the New Labour government’s presentation of the Draft Treaty of Nice
at the end of 2000. The Nice European Council sought to streamline
and reform the EU’s institutions and policy-making processes in time for
the entry of multiple new member states from Central and Eastern
Europe. The negotiations leading up to Nice had focused on the number
of Members of the European Parliament, the composition and size of
the European Commission, the formula to be used for establishing
voting weights in the Council and the identification of policy areas
where qualified majority voting (QMV) – as opposed to unanimity –
would be used in the Council. While this could be construed as a largely
technocratic exercise designed to promote efficiency and to prevent
institutional gridlock in an EU of 25-plus members, the last two of these
issues were clearly regarded by the Blair government as potentially
combustible. The Treaty extended QMV to some 30 new areas, but
unanimity was retained in areas such as taxation and social security, and
a decision to move to majority voting in areas such as asylum and cohe-
sion (regional development) policy was deferred. The requirement for
unanimity means that a single member state can – should it wish – effec-
tively veto any legislative initiative in the areas in question. The govern-
ment, like all of its predecessors in similar circumstances, presented the
outcome of Nice as a substantial negotiating victory. Speaking to the
House of Commons shortly after the summit, the then Foreign Secretary
Robin Cook pointed out that

[t]he Treaty of Nice provides for qualified majority voting in 31 arti-
cles . . . They are substantial changes that we wanted because we
wanted to get rid of the veto of other countries on tougher manage-
ment of the Community budget; because we wanted to ensure that we
have tight rules on structural funds, so that they cannot be misman-
aged; and because we wanted to ensure that we can change the rules
and procedure of the European Court of Justice, so that Britain can
get its cases heard faster and more fairly. Those are gains for Britain.
(Hansard, Commons Debates, 12 December 2000, Column 468)

The point of this illustration is to show how the EU is conceptualized
within the British political system. The defence deployed by Robin Cook
was designed to show that the scenario of future assimilation is
Eurosceptic scaremongering. At the same time it demonstrates how an
oppositional, ‘us versus them’ version of British involvement with the
EU remains embedded in the language of domestic political exchange,
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despite UK membership for thirty years. It also reinforces the idea that
– in terms of its acceptance of integration and its dealings with other
member states and supranational institutions such as the Commission –
Britain is the ‘awkward partner’ in the EU (George 1998).

This prevailing British political discourse of European integration
tends to rely on two premises that are challenged by most academic
work on the EU:

• The first is the notion that the EU is a monolith, inspired by a single
project. Few scholars take this as read.

• The second premise is that the EU and ‘British politics’ are separate
spheres of action.

As noted below, there is some (modest and highly qualified) support for
a version of this second proposition in the EU studies literature.
However, the idea that the three choices faced by the British are (a) ‘the
EU does things to Britain’, (b) ‘Britain resists the encroachment of the
EU’, or (c) ‘Britain seeks to acquire greater influence over EU develop-
ments’ is somewhat simplistic. It fails to capture the complexities of the
EU while, at the same time, underestimating the ways in which Britain
participates in the shaping of this system. Moreover, it underplays the
persistence of national diversity within the context of deeper integra-
tion and the development of a supranational governance regime in the
EU.

To make these points is not to suggest that we are living through a
period of politics ‘as usual’. There is clearly something afoot in contem-
porary European politics and Britain is part and parcel of these transfor-
mations. As a result, it is necessry to explore the shape and scope of the
Europeanization of British politics, shifting emphasis from thinking
about the nature of the ‘diplomatic’ exchanges between Britain and the
EU that have tended to characterize the ‘awkward partner’ debate (Buller
1995; George 1995, 1998; Wilks 1996). The academic literature on the
EU and integration, dividing crudely into two camps, ‘intergovernmen-
talist’ and ‘transformationalist’, are bound up with alternative notions of
‘Europeanization’. Using examples we can discuss the ways in which the
EU ‘inputs’ into the British political system. Europeanization can be
understood in four ways:

• enforced Europeanization or Europeanization by obligation;
• Europeanization through national adaptation;
• ‘ideational Europeanization’ – the Europeanization of beliefs and

discourses; and
• Europeanization as feedback.
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The notion of Europeanization as feedback takes us away from think-
ing about Europeanization as a top-down process by addressing the
extent to which UK preferences are ‘uploaded’ to the EU level.

The Europeanization of governance

Much of the academic literature on the EU and the Europeanization
presents a rather more nuanced picture than the cut and thrust of day-
to-day public debate allows. That said, there is little consensus among
the main schools of thought in EU studies. Intergovernmentalists see the
EU as a forum through which governments strike mutually beneficial
bargains and so they argue that the key transformations in the European
political economy over the past fifty years have been engineered by
states. National executives remain ‘gatekeepers’ between the European-
level negotiating game and domestic politics. Thus, while European
integration has a significant impact upon the domestic politics of the
member states, this perspective sees the EU as very much a ‘second
order’ political system in that the preferences taken by national govern-
ments to the European level emerge in the crucial arena of domestic
exchange. Moreover, some intergovernmentalists offer the counter-intu-
itive observation that governments actually acquire autonomy as a
consequence of integration and the growth of European-level institu-
tions. Milward’s discussion of the origins of the European Communities
uses the phrase ‘rescue of the nation-state’ to describe the way in which
the pooling of sovereign capacity in limited areas enabled European
governments to deliver policy programmes capable of sustaining impor-
tant domestic coalitions (Milward 1999). Moravcsik (1993, 1998)
suggests that governments benefit from the information-rich setting of
the EU’s intergovernmental institutions. Moreover, bargains struck in
the Council are conducted more or less free from domestic constraint
and ‘[n]ational leaders undermine potential opposition by reaching
bargains first and presenting domestic groups with an “up and down”
choice’ (Moravcsik 1993: 515).

In contrast, other scholars consider the EU to be part of a radical re-
engineering of the fabric of European governance. States remain impor-
tant sites of loyalty and policy output, but they co-exist with other
nodes of authority in a system of multilevel governance (MLG). This
account presents a stark challenge to the two-level game imagery of
intergovernmentalism. Hooghe and Marks describe MLG as ‘the disper-
sion of authoritative decision making across multiple territorial levels’
(Hooghe and Marks 2001: xi). The scenario presented is one where,
over the past half-century, authority has drifted away from central
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governments, both upwards to the European level and downwards to
local and regional authorities. In short, both integration and devolution
form two parts of a process through which European governance is
being transformed. But this transformation does not stop with the
simple redistribution of competencies between tiers of authority. The
European multilevel system does not consist of discrete political regimes
situated at different levels. Rather local, regional, national and supra-
national spaces overlap and political actors interact across the various
levels. Thus the EU polity consists of ‘a set of overarching multilevel
policy networks’ (Marks, Nielsen, Ray and Salk 1996: 41). Moreover,
because European integration is uneven across sectors, it is risky to
generalize about the direction and scope of contemporary European
governance. But while the drift of integration does not necessarily
present us with the prospect of a coherent ‘superstate’, this transforma-
tionalist position holds that significant alterations to European political
space are underway (Kohler-Koch 1999; Rosamond 2001).

These intergovernmentalist and transformationalist positions repre-
sent alternative accounts of Europeanization. This much-used term is
often used to describe the creation of European-level institutions and
governance capacity. This suggests the birth of a supranational system
that either replaces or sits alongside the domestic polities of member
states. In some accounts Europeanization (in this sense) would be
accompanied by two phenomena:

• The first is loyalty transference from national to European authority
as interested actors come to discern that they are stakeholders in a
new post-national political system. So, for example, trade unions –
ever keen to pursue the interests of their members – may come to
understand that employment rights legislation is now largely a matter
of European Community law. This would require a strategy of adap-
tation to reorient action to the new, more meaningful European loci
of authority.

• The second is the prominence of actors populating a genuinely
transnational space, which, in turn, is actually brought about through
the integration of the European economy. Such actors may include
firms who begin to engage in cross-border production activity as a
consequence of the creation of the European single market. At the
same time these actors develop an interest in the creation of more
harmonious supranational rules. For example, the continued exis-
tence of distinct national merger regulations is an obstacle to the
effective exploitation of the possibilities of a single market. Firms in
this position develop a stake in the creation of a uniform European
competition policy regime.

The Europeanization of British Politics 45



However, Europeanization is more usually and precisely used to denote
the domestic impact of the EU. As such, Knill and Lehmkuhl (1999)
identify three mechanisms of Europeanization:

• The first is the non-negotiable effect of EU norms upon national
politics. They have in mind cases where the EU engages in the posi-
tive prescription of an institutional model. This forces domestic
arrangements to fall into line with tightly defined European require-
ments.

• The second consists of the alteration of what Knill and Lehmkuhl call
‘domestic opportunity structures’. This describes situations where the
EU contributes to the reconfiguration of the game of domestic poli-
tics by altering the balance of power among actors, thereby affecting
the resource dependencies that exist between them. The point to note
here is that the impact of ‘Europe’ will not be uniform from country
to country. Pre-existing patterns of politics come under threat, but
these extant institutions, policy communities and political cultures
will also shape the way in which the EU transforms domestic politics.
Europeanization in this sense can produce highly variable outcomes
in distinct national settings as organizations and actors adapt in
(nationally) particular ways to EU inputs (Ladrech 2001).
Europeanization, as Radaelli (2000) notes, is not about convergence
towards a single model. Indeed, it may describe the retention of
national diversity, albeit under changed conditions and in a new
form.

• The third is the transformation of beliefs and expectations among
domestic groups and policy actors. Here we are alerted to how the EU
contributes to shifting the ‘ideational matter’ of domestic politics
(Knill and Lehmkuhl 1999).

Ladrech (2001) makes two further important observations:

• First, we should not expect to see uniform Europeanization, even
within the same political system. Integration is uneven across sectors,
so the nature of the incentives to adapt will vary accordingly. Also,
while there may be discernible state traditions that will feed into
perceptible national policy styles (Dyson 1980), institutional arrange-
ments and policy communities are likely to differ from sector to
sector within national political economies.

• Second, Europeanization should not be seen as a one-way process.
The adaptive responses of actors in national settings will feed back to
the European level, thereby influencing the nature of future EU
inputs.
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The quality of feedback between the national and the international, the
means by which it is delivered to the European level, and indeed
whether it can be delivered at all, are matters for debate. At its most
conspicuous, this feedback can be described as the (attempted) projec-
tion of national policy preferences to the European level (Bomberg and
Peterson 2000). In other words, then, the question of Europeanization
cannot simply be discussed in terms of ‘Europe in Britain’. It must also
address the question of ‘Britain in Europe’.

As suggested earlier, using the vocabulary of Europeanization in this
dynamic fashion takes us away from thinking about the British polity as
a simple recipient of EU inputs. Britain is (at least) a co-author of many
of those inputs. In some cases, the nature of those inputs may reflect the
success of an upward projection of British preferences. However, the
extent to which this process resembles the two-level game metaphor
favoured by intergovernmentalists is open to challenge.

Enforced Europeanization?

Membership of the EU brings with it many obligations for Britain. As
a signatory to the Treaties, Britain is committed to the consolidated
law of the European Communities, the acquis communautaire, as
well as to various common policies. The principle of ‘supremacy’
means that European legislation takes precedence over any existing
or future statutes in British law that might conflict with EU law
(Wincott 2001). As the acquis grows, so the compromises to the
autonomy of the British government become greater. Most EU law
deals with rules governing market exchange and the free movement
of goods, services and persons. The principle of the single market
demands regulation at the European level and certain facets of the EU
carry the inherent logic of supranational rather than European
action. The best example of this is trade policy. The EU is a customs
union, which means that it operates a common external tariff. The
capacity for member states to vary levies on imports would allow for
competition between national economies and this in turn would
undermine the core principles of the EU Treaties. The practical conse-
quences are the existence of a common commercial policy and the
creation of a single voice for the EU in international trade negotia-
tions. This means that British trade policy is now wholly
Europeanized to the extent that it is not particularly meaningful to
any longer talk about a British trade policy, at least in certain key
areas such as trade in goods. As Figure 3.1 suggests, Europeanization
is thus enforced (or is obligated) from Europe to the national level.
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While it is important to recognize the significance of these obliga-
tions, it is also worth remembering that the extent to which
Europeanization is forced upon Britain is at least open to question. For
example, it is clear that the EU model of integration is constructed upon
economic principles such as budgetary discipline, deregulation and
privatization. These tenets of economic integration are embedded most
explicitly in EU Treaties, but they have also been restated through the
jurisprudence of the European Court of Justice, something that suggests
member states are required to converge in terms of the norms and
conduct of economic management. However, the extent to which
convergence and structural adjustment is required is a function of the
policy distance between member state and EU norms. In certain key
areas this distance was comparatively small in the British case.

For instance, if convergence pressure is seen as coming on line with
the Single European Act of 1987, then Britain can be seen as relatively
unencumbered by new Europeanizing forces. As Schmidt notes, ‘dereg-
ulation and privatization came before the European pressures; the
Thatcher government was ideologically committed to dismantling state
control of an economy that was in any event less state-dominated than
either that of Germany or France’ (Schmidt 1997: 172). A similar story
holds for the model upon which economic and monetary union is
founded: ‘[T]he commitment to sound money, an autonomous central
bank, and freedom of capital movements were policies which Britain
itself adopted independently in the 1990s’ (Gamble and Kelly 2002:
98).

The limited extent of ‘enforced Europeanization’ is also clarified by
the extent to which the idea of ‘opting out’ of certain policies has
become a quasi-norm of a more flexible approach to integration in the
EU (Warleigh 2002). The classic instance of such derogation is the ‘opt
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out’ of monetary union negotiated by the Major government at the
Maastricht European Council in December 1991. This meant that
Britain (along with Denmark and later Sweden) was able to choose
whether to proceed to the irrevocable phase of monetary union. While
the Maastricht stipulations, including the convergence criteria for
admission to the single currency (see Box 3.2), were binding on the
other member states, an enforced Europeanization did not apply
formally to Britain. Yet following Maastricht, government budgets, not
least those of the Major government towards the end of its tenure, were
geared precisely to ensuring that the British economy met the strict crite-
ria set for inflation, budget deficits, exchange rate stability and interest
rates by the 1992 (Maastricht) Treaty on European Union (TEU).
Moreover, the Major government and its New Labour successor both
subscribed to the EU’s Stability and Growth Pact, an agreement
designed to underwrite and give substance to the economic orthodoxy
at the heart of monetary union (see HM Treasury 1996; 2001b).
Equivocation about the merits of entering the Euro aside, the Treasury
has undertaken significant preparatory work for British entry (HM
Treasury 2001a).

There can be little doubt that the Stability and Growth Pact (and
monetary union more generally) impinge significantly upon the mone-
tary and fiscal autonomy of EU member states. The interesting thing
about Britain is that successive governments have seemed unwilling to
commit to the level of enforced Europeanization consistent with mone-
tary integration. At the same time, Conservative and Labour govern-
ments have chosen restrictive policy paths that represent de facto
subscription to the underlying principles of the euro and its associated
regime of economic governance. This observation is rather less para-
doxical, however, if we consider the other senses in which the term
Europeanization is used.
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Box 3.2 The Maastricht convergence criteria

1. The avoidance of excessive government deficits, to be less than 3% of
GDP for annual debt and 60% for the stock of government debt;

2. Inflation to be no more than 1.5% higher than the best 3 performing
member states.

3. Currency to stay within the margins of the European Monetary System
for at least 2 years;

4. Long-term interest rates to be no more than 2% higher than the 3
member states with the lowest rates.



Europeanization and national adaptation

As suggested above, EU ‘inputs’ are moulded by the context into which
they arrive. They may bring about transformations within domestic
political economies, but these changes emerge from the complex inter-
action of national institutions, practices and ideas with ‘Europeanizing’
norms. The routine business of governments and administrations in
member states is intimately bound up with things European. The
volume of directives requiring transposition into national law is consid-
erable. Once embedded, these have to be implemented and policed.
Thus the impact of the EU in this sense goes well beyond the task of
inserting directives into national law. Member states have considerable
scope in deciding how these are implemented, so national traditions of
policy making and administration are potentially significant shapers of
Europeanization. The other main European legal instrument is regula-
tion. To be in force regulations do not require national legislation to be
enacted, but their successful application is again a matter largely dealt
with by national administrative frameworks.

Thus, as Figure 3.2 indicates, there is considerable scope for variation
in patterns of Europeanization across the member states. But national
administrative and regulatory traditions are never static. Indeed,
national administrative reforms can have an independent effect upon
the capacity for effective transposition of directives into British law.
Knill’s (1998, 2001) comparative studies of the interplay between
national administrative traditions and various European environmental
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Figure 3.2 Europeanization through national adaptation
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directives suggests that the Thatcher government’s extensive package of
administrative reforms created a national style of regulation that
allowed for relatively straightforward adaptation to the new European
norms. At the same time, Knill also notes that the constellation of
domestic environmental and consumer pressure groups in favour of the
input of European standards was strengthened (1998). Thatcherite
reforms in the 1980s brought into being a network of relatively
autonomous regulatory bodies and downgraded Britain’s rather central-
ized and formalistic administrative traditions. The reformed system
offered more points of access for organized interests, many of which
were advocates of the implementation of European standards into
British environmental regulation.

Despite the administrative changes of the past two decades, the rela-
tively unitary character of the British state remains an important shaper
of the character of Europeanization in Britain. Haverland’s (2000) study
of the implementation of the Packaging Waste Directive (1997) finds that
the transposition of this measure in British law and the necessary admin-
istrative adaptations were accomplished with remarkable success
compared to elsewhere in the EU. This observation runs counter to expec-
tations because the detail of the directive posed fundamental challenges to
the established regulatory style in this policy domain. Haverland’s expla-
nation is that the largely centralized character of the British state enables
smooth transposition whereas federal systems with several layers of
authority of administrative competence contain more veto points where
the implementation of directives can be subverted or undermined.

But as Bulmer and Burch (2001) note, national legislative and admin-
istrative apparatuses can also be transformed through Europeanization
just as they have an independent impact upon the nature of
Europeanization in Britain. The need to deliver both consistent
responses to European inputs and coherent positions within EU-level
institutions has prompted heightened coordination efforts between
departments and between key bureaucratic players such as the Cabinet
Office, the Foreign Office and Britain’s Permanent Representation in
Brussels. Specialist subdivisions of departments have also emerged to
deal with the intricacies of EU legislation. Bulmer and Burch, like others
(Buller and Smith, 1998) find that much of the adaptation they describe
has been fashioned in ways consistent with Whitehall traditions and the
culture of the British policy process. Echoing Knill (see above), they note
that a cultural predisposition to share information between departments
has contributed to the relative success of policy coordination among
ministries (Bulmer and Burch 2001: 86). Moreover, while the
Europeanization of the British administrative apparatus has been more
or less consistent with the culture of Whitehall, Bulmer and Burch also
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make the interesting observation that the pattern of adaptation since
1973 is itself a legacy of decisions made in the early 1960s. The model
designed to co-ordinate business during the British applications to join
‘the Six’ has been remarkably resilient and, once again, demonstrates
the inherent ‘stickiness’ of institutions as well as the long-term conse-
quences of particular institutional choices.

Ideational Europeanization

Ideational Europeanization refers to alterations to attitudes, beliefs and
understandings among political actors as well as to those processes of
socialization and learning that promote such cognitive change. Under
this heading, we are also concerned with the impact of European inte-
gration upon the underlying discourses and prevailing rhetorical
patterns within British politics. Many of the adaptations described
above can be thought of in these terms. Europeanization is intimately
bound up with the ways in which politicians, officials and other politi-
cal actors understand the imperatives set by the EU. This induces a re-
calibration of what is deemed to be politically possible. For example,
policy makers in Westminster and Whitehall come to understand that
any policy innovation needs to be compatible with European norms
(Bulmer and Burch 2001). This offers a partial explanation for why
certain policy ideas – for example the re-imposition of exchange
controls or the introduction of extensive state aids for ailing industries
– remain off the political agenda in Britain.

British discourses of European integration have always intersected
with pre-existing, embedded ideas about the conduct of politics and
policy making. As is well understood, the powerful doctrine of ‘parlia-
mentary sovereignty’ has been a historic obstacle to the reform of the
British state generally and to the ceding of authority to the suprana-
tional level in particular (Marquand 1988; Hutton 1995). Britain’s
historical orientation to an open international economy has had
complex effects upon attitudes to European integration among political
elites. On the one hand it suggests that Britain is self-consciously located
within a global rather than a regional (European) economic space. On
the other, it has promoted neoliberal policy orientations that have been
(as least for the past quarter of a century) largely compatible with the
ethos of the Treaty of Rome and its successors (Schmidt 1997). This
intersection of political identity and political economy questions
(Gamble 1998) remains firmly at the heart of the debate about
European integration within British politics. As Gamble and Kelly point
out with regard to monetary union:

52 Ben Rosamond



As far as the British political class was concerned . . . the direct policy
implications of EMU [European Monetary Uninon] were not the prob-
lem; it was the way EMU challenged the British discourse about
Europe and entrenched conceptions both of Britain’s place in the world
and the nature of the policy process. (Gamble and Kelly 2002: 99)

The point to make here is that ‘ideational Europeanization’ need not
necessarily refer to the emergence of pro-European attitudes. Indeed, it
may even induce the exact opposite. Perhaps more precisely, it may
denote the ‘infection’ of a policy discourse with European concerns or
it might alter the underlying parameters of what it means to be ‘pro’ or
‘anti-European’. As Figure 3.3 suggests, ideational Europeanization
involves European initiatives interacting with prevailing national
norms, often prompting adaptation through policy learning.

Across the continent ‘Europe’ is often invoked as an imperative by
governments seeking to pursue particular (and usually unpopular)
legislative courses. Here Britain appears to be a strange case in that
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there is little evidence of governments citing the imperatives set by the EU
as the immediate cause of policy choices. This stands in marked contrast
to the example of France where the convergence criteria set by the Treaty
on European Union were used throughout the 1990s as explanations for
public expenditure cuts and other potentially unpopular measures (Hay
and Rosamond 2002; Schmidt 2001). French political elites were
perhaps better placed than their British counterparts to invoke the bene-
fits of ‘more Europe’, which could be invoked as a bulwark against US-
led globalization (Jospin 2002). British governments – including the
Conservatives under John Major – have striven to ensure that economic
performance was aligned with the strict criteria for progression to mone-
tary union stipulated in the TEU. This exercise in keeping Britain’s
options open was rarely, if ever, discussed publicly and the French or
Italian solution of invoking the virtues of deeper European integration as
a long run good to emerge from short-term privation via neoliberal poli-
cies was not really available as a rhetorical resource. British governments
– and this is especially true of those in office since 1997 – have persis-
tently blamed globalization rather than European integration as the deci-
sive constraint on policy choice (Hay and Rosamond 2002: 158–9).

If anything, the prevailing British discourse about Europe – described
at the beginning of this chapter – does not give leverage to the notion of
the EU/European integration as a disciplining constraint upon the
British state. The abiding concern with sovereignty and the popular
projection of the European policy process as hard-headed international
diplomatic exchange is premised on the worst case scenario of the EU
developing into a non-negotiable constraint. With this in mind, the
debate about monetary union becomes rather easier for Eurosceptics
than for those generally in favour of aligning the UK to the single
currency. The Blair government has sought to present monetary union
as a predominantly technocratic question concerned with the welfare of
the British economy – hence the ‘five economic tests’ (see Box 3.3)
devised by the Treasury in 1997 and reiterated by Chancellor of the
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Box 3.3 Gordon Brown’s five economic tests for
entering the Euro

1. Whether there can be sustainable convergence between Britain and the
economies of a single currency;

2. Whether there is sufficient flexibility to cope with economic change;
3. The effect of EMU membership on investment;
4. The impact of the single currency upon the UK financial services industry;
5. Whether the single currency is good for employment.



Exchequer Gordon Brown ever since (see HM Treasury, 2001c). Thus a
thorough Europeanization of British political discourse might enable
cases to be made for a positive pooling of sovereignty and for monetary
union as a means to combat the uncertainties associated with financial
globalization.

Attitudinal shifts towards Europe are evident elsewhere within the
British polity. The cases of environmental pressure groups and local
authorities have also been mentioned earlier in this chapter. In her study
of gender equality legislation, Cram (2001b) argues that the Equal
Opportunities Commission has been a major stimulus for pro-EU senti-
ments, particularly amongst the constituencies it serves. In the same
context, Cram also alerts us to the unnoticed elements of ideational
Europeanization. Her notion of ‘banal Europeanism’ (Cram 2001a;
2001b) suggests that shifts in belief and expectation do not need to be
large scale. The development of meaningful ‘loyalties’ to Europe will not
be bound up with the development of allegiance to ‘heroic’ notions of
the European idea or to symbols such as the European flag or
Beethoven’s ‘Ode to Joy’, the chosen European anthem. Attitudinal
shifts occur inconspicuously as those parts of life regulated by the EU
become routinized and normalized.

Europeanization as feedback

The foregoing, despite cautions about inherent complexity and the
persistence of national variation, has looked at the effects of EU inputs
upon the British polity. However, writers on Europeanization have also
become interested in the reciprocal relationship between national and
European levels of governance (Bomberg and Peterson 2000). In their
discussion of national adaptation, Bulmer and Burch note that member
states often attempt to ‘export domestic policy models, ideas and detail
to the EU’ (2001: 76), and Börzel offers an explanation for this type of
behaviour:

An effective strategy to maximize the benefits and minimize the costs
of European policies is to upload national policy arrangements to the
European level . . . [U]ploading reduces the need for legal and admin-
istrative adaptation in downloading, that is, incorporating European
policies into national policy structures. (Börzel 2002: 196)

This reminds us that the process of Europeanization is not simply about
EU outputs that impact upon national political systems. The nature of
those outputs is reflective of a process of political contestation that will
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involve, amongst other things, rival national conceptions of the
substance and style of policy. It is difficult to show the causal logic of
these processes of diffusion. The prevailing EU model of neoliberal inte-
gration embraces regulatory governance within Europe and open
regionalism without Europe. As suggested above, this is quite consis-
tent, in abstract terms at least, with Britain’s long term economic policy
priorities. This may, as Moravcsik (1998) suggests, have something to
do with the preferences and relative bargaining power of key member
states such as Britain. Alternatively, we might hypothesize that the
market-driven norms of the integration project reflect the extensive
cross-border power of particular economic ideas.

The case of regulation is quite instructive, and its use as the primary
mode of governance in the single market is one of the foremost features
of the EU (Young and Wallace 2000). In terms of Europeanization, this
can be read as setting imperatives for the evolution of regulatory-cum-
competition states in the member states. However, the insight offered by
Majone (1996) is that the EU’s emergence as a regulatory state is bound
up with broader processes in the transformation of governance across
the world. Moreover, the model of regulation may be a case of a policy
transfer from the United States. Others see the regulatory state, which
by definition is significantly less bothered with matters of redistribution,
as a consequence of globalization (Cerny 1997). Such developments are
consistent with the preferences of the British state over the past 25
years, but whether these reflect the successful transplantation of British
priorities to the rest of the EU is hard to show.

As Figure 3.4 demonstrates, what might appear to be enforced
Europeanization, may in fact be the reappearance into a national polity
of preferences that the national state has uploaded to the EU. For exam-
ple, competition policy looks like a prima facie case of enforced
Europeanization as described above. The logic of a single market dictates
that economic activity should be conducted on a level playing field.
Distortions to the operation of the market are wholly incompatible with
the EU Treaties. It therefore makes inherent sense that the governance of
the European economy in areas such as anti-trust, the regulation of state
aids and merger regulation should be conducted at the European rather
than the national level. This is the precise function of EU competition
policy. Moreover, the European Commission has extensive powers in this
area. Yet the growth of the European-level competition regime paralleled
the emergence of similar policy-making competencies in the member
states. The application of the subsidiarity principle (in effect the idea that
authority should reside at the most appropriate level) means that the
European Commission relies upon national competition authorities to do
much of its work. Thus, there has been and continues to be a reciprocal

56 Ben Rosamond



relationship between national and European developments, rather than
a process where European initiatives have been developed in ways that
‘trump’ existing regimes in the member states (McGowan 2000: 118).
Moreover, Britain enacted anti-trust legislation as early as 1965 and was
among the first European countries to develop a competence in compe-
tition policy after the Second World War (Dumez and Jeunemaître
1996). European competition policy may have been ‘imposed from
without’, but the nature of that regime – was at the very least – consis-
tent with the evolving preferences of the British state in this area.

These issues of policy transfer are rarely unidirectional. It could be
argued that the regulation of market activity in the UK after 1945 actu-
ally reflected the influence of an American model of competition policy.
There is certainly much evidence of attempts to produce US-style anti-
trust policies across Western Europe in the late-1940s and early 1950s.
So one conclusion might be that European competition policy reflects the
preferences of states such as Britain, which in turn reflect the preferences
of the United States for a particular version of European economic order.
Europeanization becomes, in effect, a version of Americanization.
However, as studies of this period show, national variations remained a
significant obstacle to the wholesale implantation of an American-style
competition policy in Europe (Dumez and Jeunemaître 1996).

Social policy provides a similarly complex case. The path of policy in
Britain, at least since 1979, has been towards welfare retrenchment and
a definite retreat from the redistributive functions of the state with over-
whelming faith placed in market solutions. This would seem to offer a
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stark contrast with the social policy impetus of the EU. The clash
between Britain and the European Commission over the ‘social dimen-
sion’ to the single-market programme was personified by the confronta-
tion during the late 1980s between Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher
and Jacques Delors, then President of the European Commission. This
culminated with the Major government’s refusal at Maastricht to accede
to the ‘social chapter’ of the Treaty on European Union, suggesting
neoliberal resistance by the UK to forced Europeanization in the area of
social policy. A protocol to the Treaty effectively permitted the other
member states to ‘borrow’ the EU institutions to enact legislation under
the terms laid out in the (excised) ‘social chapter’. This derogation had
the effect of dissuading the other member states from action in this area
as this would open up the potential for distortions in market compati-
bility in favour of Britain (Liebfried and Pierson, 2000: 290). In a way
British preferences prevailed, not only through the fact that the
Conservative government was not locked into a new set of social policy
norms, but also through the effect that Britain’s stance had upon the
behaviour of the other member states.

Even so, Britain did sign the resultant social protocol following the
election of the New Labour government in 1997. However, the Blair
government has followed a broadly neoliberal thrust in social policy
(Hay 1999), indicating significant continuity with the previous
Conservative governments and that in some areas (such as ‘welfare to
work’) a form of Americanization has crept into British social policy
(King and Wickham-Jones 1999). Labour’s emphasis on flexible labour
markets, a decline in welfare expenditure, the privatization of welfare
provision and the consequent ‘retreat’ of the state from redistribution is
a widespread trend across Western Europe. The two most obvious stim-
uli for this trend are globalization and the convergence criteria set by the
Treaty on European Union for the achievement of monetary union
(Annesley 2001: 12–13). But it is important to recognize that the
Commission has rarely sought to impose a welfare model upon EU
member states. The governance of socio-cultural issue areas remains
relatively un-Europeanized and there is little EU-level encroachment
into the traditional redistributive competencies of the welfare state.
Rather, and in spite of the rhetoric associated with the social dimension,
EU social policy has been about the ensuring of market compatibility
and little else (Liebfried and Pierson 2000).

With this in mind, it is interesting to observe Britain’s apparent influ-
ence on developments in EU social policy over the past few years. The
relatively high levels of unemployment in Europe since the 1980s has
seen the EU develop a concern with the promotion of employment,
beginning with the 1993 White Paper on Competitiveness, Growth and
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Employment (Commission of the European Communities 1993),
continuing with the Essen European Council (1994), the Treaty of
Amsterdam (1997) and the special European Council held in Lisbon in
2000. The means used to address these problems are largely consistent
with British preferences and may reflect the successful ‘uploading’ of
policy ideas to the European level. In particular, a concern to inject flex-
ibility into labour markets has become a significant component of
European-level employment initiatives (Liebfried and Pierson 2000:
275).

Conclusion

These examples show how Europeanization should not be construed as
a one-way, top-down process. Indeed the imagery – still popular in
British political discourse – of the EU as a separate political domain that
fires regulatory ‘shots’ at Britain is shown to be problematic, not least
because the ammunition for the EU’s policy rifle is often exported from
Britain. Even if the two-level game metaphor favoured by intergovern-
mentalists is retained, the interplay between the EU system and the
British polity appears to be characterized by complex feedback loops.
Moreover, ideas, policies and regulatory regimes that appear to emanate
from the EU, may themselves represent successful exports to Europe
from (for example) the United States.

European inputs rarely, if ever, enter Britain without modification.
The formalities and practicalities of the EU policy process ensure this.
But Europeanization – whether in terms of policy inputs or ideas – is
shaped by established institutional, normative and ideational patterns.
Thus to speak of the Europeanization of Britain is not the same as point-
ing to British politics and policy making converging towards a standard
European model. National diversity is alive and well. However, this is
not the same as saying that British politics is not changing in the context
of European integration. It is. The evidence suggests that things are
changing, particularly in terms of the opportunity structures encoun-
tered by groups within the British polity. That said, transformation is
rarely predictable, and this is because the shapers of Europeanization
are partially bound up with the complex and uneven character of the
EU’s policy process and undoubtedly embedded in the institutional
matter of British politics.
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Chapter 4

The Core Executive and the
Modernization of Central
Government

MARTIN J. SMITH

There is a growing consensus that power within British central govern-
ment, specifically the core executive, is becoming concentrated in the
office of the Prime Minister. Peter Riddell sees the office in Number 10
Downing Street as a Prime Minister’s department in all but in name,
Peter Hennessy talks of the ‘Command Prime Ministership’, and
Michael Foley argues that the system has become Presidential with the
Prime Minister now standing above Party, Parliament and even
Whitehall. One Labour MP, Graham Allen (2001), has suggested that
we forgo the pretence of Cabinet Government and accept the inevitable:
that we now have a presidential system which if acknowledged, and
with proper constitutional checks and balances, would provide a more
effective method of governing Britain.

The culmination of a long-term process of centralization of power in
the hands of the Prime Minister is seen in the declining role of Cabinet
and the increased development of resources inside Number 10. The
weekly Cabinet meetings rarely last an hour and usually do not involve
substantive policy discussions (Holliday 2002). In addition, the period
since the 2001 General Election has seen a reorganization of Number 10
Downing Street with the Prime Minister developing much greater policy
capabilities and means for intervening in a wide range of policy areas.
The Prime Minister’s Office is increasingly perceived as the source of
policy whilst it is argued that the role of Whitehall is to administer
Number 10’s agenda. As Tony Blair has admitted: ‘I make no apology
for having a strong centre. I think you need a strong centre’ 
(Liaison Committee 2002: para 5). This could be seen as a definitive
break with the traditional constitutional position that sees the Cabinet
as the ultimate political authority and government departments as the
sources of policy. Concurrently, another important change is said 
to have occurred. In developing policy and running the government, it
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is argued that the Prime Minister is relying much less on officials and
increasingly using special advisers and outside sources for advice.
According to The Times (10 January 2002),‘ Downing Street’s battal-
ions of political advisers and consultants have wrested power from the
traditional civil service’. Again, this is changing the balance of power
inside Number 10 and across government.

It is important to remember that the debate about the dominance of
the Prime Minister is not new. Since the 1960s, academics, commenta-
tors and politicians have been suggesting that Prime Ministerial govern-
ment has been replacing Cabinet government. Many within government
insist there have not been major changes in the organization of govern-
ment. Richard Wilson, the recently retired Cabinet Secretary, told the
Public Administration Select Committee, in what can be seen as being
nearest to a constitutional view:

I do not think that it is a Prime Minister’s Department in all but name
. . . we do not have a Presidential role for the Prime Minister in this
country. We have a system where legal powers and financial resources
are vested in the Secretaries of State. The Prime Minister has few
executive powers other than the administration of the Civil Service 
. . . His or her power varies from time to time according to the extent
his Cabinet colleagues permit him to have that power, depending on
whether the Cabinet is split, depending also on the strength of the
Government majority particularly in the House of Commons and
also popular opinion in the electorate and attitudes in the Party. The
structure that we have is one that meets the needs of the Prime
Minister but it does not imply that the role of the Prime Minister has
fundamentally changed. I think the term ‘Prime Minister’s
Department’ implies a different role for the Prime Minister and a
major constitutional change that I would tell you has not taken place
(Public Administration Committee 2001).

Likewise, Blair has argued that a stronger centre does not weaken
Cabinet government and he points to the increased number of Cabinet
committees and bilateral meetings with ministers (Liaison Committee
2002).

In understanding the changing role of the Prime Minister it is impor-
tant not to oversimplify the argument. To see the current core executive
as dominated by an over-powerful Prime Minister is to misunderstand
the complex network of relationships that are essential to the running
of a modern state. The core executive model – which highlights the
complexity and interdependency of central government – can be used to
analyse the changes in Number 10 to assess the way the powers and
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relationships within government have changed. Whilst we can see that
the resources and capabilities of the Prime Minister have increased quite
significantly, this does not mean that he has complete autonomy. Indeed
one of the paradoxes of the modern Prime Minister’s office is that whilst
institutional resources have increased, the power of the Prime Minister
to achieve his or her goals has not.

Understanding the core executive

The work of a number of authors (see Bruce-Gardyne and Lawson
1976; Burch and Holliday 1996; Holliday 2002; Rhodes and Dunleavy
1995; Smith 1999) has suggested that the traditional understandings of
the relationship between Cabinet and Prime Minister oversimplify the
debate by analysing it in terms of whether we have Prime
Ministerial/Presidential or Cabinet government. The core executive
approach suggests the Prime Minister is one actor, albeit a significant
actor, within the institutions and relationships that make up the core
executive. In order to appreciate the complexities of policy making
within the core executive it is necessary to recognize several key factors:

• All actors within the core executive have resources (see Table 4.1).
• In order to achieve goals, resources have to be exchanged.
• Notions of Prime Ministerial government, Cabinet government or

‘Presidentialism’ are irrelevant. Power within the core executive is
based on dependency not on command.

• To understand the operation of the core executive, the structures of
dependency have to be identified.

• These structures of dependency are often based on overlapping
networks. Frequently these networks do not follow formal organiza-
tional structures and this can lead to fragmentation and conflict over
responsibility and territory.

• Even resource-rich actors, such as the Prime Minister, are dependent
on other actors to achieve their goals. Therefore, government works
through building alliances rather than by Prime Ministerial
command.

• Actors operate within a structured arena. Traditional approaches to
central government have placed too much emphasis on personality.
Prime Ministers, officials and ministers are bound by external orga-
nization, the rules of the game, the structures of institutions, other
actors and the context within which they operate. Therefore, the
nature and form of the core executive is not dependent on the person-
ality of any one actor.
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The degree of dependency that actors have on each other varies
according to the context. As the political and economic situation
changes, actors may become more or less dependent. Economic success
may provide a Chancellor of the Exchequer with more freedom, and
political success may provide the Prime Minister with greater room for
manoeuvre. Economic failure means the Chancellor needs more support
from the Prime Minister. Political failure means the Prime Minister
needs more support from the Cabinet. In particular, because of the
distribution of resources, the strength of government departments and
the existence of overlapping networks, the core executive is fragmented
making central coordination extremely difficult.

The relationships between ministers, between ministers and officials
and between ministers and the Prime Minister do not primarily depend
on personality. They are structured relationships that are shaped by the
rules of the Whitehall game, the institutions of government, past policy
choices and by the external political and economic context. Asking
whether there is Prime Ministerial government does not take us far in
understanding the operation of central government. Different actors
and institutions need each other. Cabinet Ministers and Prime Ministers
have resources, but to achieve goals they need to exchange resources.
The process of exchange – the forging of alliances – depends on the
particular context. If a Prime Minister has just won an election he or she
is less dependent than a Prime Minister who is very unpopular in the
polls. It also depends on the tactics and strategies that ministers and
Prime Ministers use. The Prime Minister has no authority if it is not
recognized by ministers. Continual overriding of the wishes of the
Cabinet by the Prime Minister will undermine that authority. Even
dominant Prime Ministers need to exchange resources.

Clearly the Prime Minister has resources that are unavailable to other
ministers, among them the traditionally cited formal resources of
patronage, control of the Cabinet agenda, appointment of Cabinet
Committees and the use of the Prime Minister’s Office. The Prime
Minister also has the less tangible resources, including the ability to
intervene in any policy area. Only the Prime Minister really has any
collective oversight; most ministers lack the interest, time, ability or
institutional support to be involved in other areas of policy. This over-
sight enables Prime Ministers to involve themselves in any area of policy
making they choose.

Crucially the Prime Minister does have a degree of authority that is
greater than any other minister. Authority is the acceptance of power
without the need to exercise formal capabilities (Wrong 1988). A crucial
rule of the Whitehall game is that ministers and civil servants accept the
authority of the Prime Minister. Nevertheless, unlike other resources,
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which are fairly objective, Prime Ministerial authority is largely rela-
tional and is dependent on the standing of the Prime Minister. In partic-
ular, the Prime Minister has greatest authority after an electoral victory
and particularly if it is an unexpected one such as that of Edward Heath
in 1970 (Campbell 1993: 289). From this perspective the key point
about the Labour administration is not that Tony Blair has become all-
powerful, but that the resources of the Prime Minister have clearly
increased and new patterns of dependency have developed.

From personalism to institutionalism in central
government

The reconfiguration of the core executive has resolved around five
elements: the institutionalization of policy-making capabilities within
Number 10; the development of joined-up government; the moderniza-
tion and changing role of the civil service; the increased policy activism
of the Treasury; and the emergence of new external patterns of depen-
dency as a consequence of EU integration, greater global pressures and
devolution. Within this configuration, the role of the Prime Minister, as
do the roles of all other core executive actors, necessarily changes.
Recently, Tony Blair defined the Prime Minister’s position:

The Prime Minister’s role as head of Her Majesty’s Government, her
principal adviser and as Chairman of the Cabinet are not defined in
legislation. These roles, including the exercise of power under the
Royal Prerogative, have evolved over many years, drawing on
convention and usage, and it is not possible to precisely to define
them. [emphasis added] (quoted in Allen 2001: vii)

As this quote suggests, for much of the twentieth century the role of the
Prime Minister has been vaguely specified. Indeed, what the Prime
Minister does has often depended on what the Prime Minister has
wanted to do. In that sense, it has always been personalistic with the
impact of Number 10 varying with the preferences of the particular
Prime Minister and the role of the office changing with its particular
holder or even within Prime Ministerships. The Prime Minister is able
to change the structure of Whitehall almost at whim by abolishing or
creating new departments. This is a trait common to most Prime
Ministers. Margaret Thatcher merged the Departments of Trade and
Industry and divided the Department of Health and Social Security.
John Major abolished the Department of Energy and merged
Employment and Education. Tony Blair has been particularly active,
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abolishing the Departments of Environment, Transport and Agriculture,
creating (and then remaking) new conglomerates such as the Department
of Local Government, Transport and the Regions (DLGTR) and The
Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), and
streamlining the Home Office. Likewise the structure of the Prime
Minister’s Office has changed with each incumbent. Harold Wilson only
created the Policy Unit in 1974, and when Margaret Thatcher came to
power in 1979 she initially paid little attention to it, preferring instead to
rely on ad hoc advisers (Kavanagh and Seldon 1999).

Similarly, each Prime Minister has played very different roles in terms
of policy making. Some have been relatively inactive whilst others have
taken a much more interventionist role. Thatcher intervened directly in
a range of policy areas such as the economy, education and health. She
was always relatively well briefed about what was going on in all
departments (Marsh, Richards and Smith 2001). On the other hand,
John Major was, according to Anthony Seldon (1997: 38) ‘a concilia-
tor’ who liked to encourage discussion and reach a consensus in
Cabinet. Much of what a Prime Minister does depends on how he or she
carved out their role and the particular interests they had. Thatcher
made a big impact on her government not because of the institutions of
her office, but because of her personal hyperactivity. She often inter-
vened in areas where she was not properly informed. Most Prime
Ministers pay considerable attention to economic and foreign policy
(Rhodes and Dunleavy 1995) (and most recently Northern Ireland).
This leaves less time for intervention in other areas, but because of their
authority Prime Ministers are able to focus their attention in policy
areas in which they are interested.

What seems to have occurred under Tony Blair is that this mechanism
of personalized intervention has become institutionalized through the
use of special advisers and by changes in the structure of Number 10.
Figure 4.1 demonstrates the organizational structure within Downing
Street established after the 2001 General Election. Significantly, a party
special adviser, not a civil servant, heads each of the key divisions,
Communications, Policy and Government Relations. The significance of
these changes relates to how they affect the resources that are available
to the Prime Minister and how they affect the structures of dependency
within the core executive. Further changes followed in the summer of
2002 with the appointment of a new Cabinet Secretary, Sir Andrew
Turnbull. Under Turnbull, there has been the creation of a separate
office of the Deputy Prime Minster, and the creation of a new post of
Security and Intelligence Coordinator and a Permanent Secretary in the
Cabinet Office. In addition, a new team on reform strategy now reports
directly to the Cabinet Secretary. These changes highlight how the
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emphasis of the Blair government is increasingly on public service
reform and delivery, and the new organization contains elements of the
old structure and some new organizations and relationships. Some of
these changes suggest a number of changes in the way Number 10
relates to the rest of Whitehall.

The creation of new capabilities for the making and delivery 
of policy

Tony Blair has been concerned to strengthen the Prime Minister’s influ-
ence over departments. He wants to do so in a way that does not rely
on the personal interest of the Prime Minister, and which provides a
mechanism for focusing on the delivery of policy. Blair initially
expanded the size of the Policy Unit, now known as the Policy
Directorate, and almost doubled the number of personnel compared to
the Major years. The Policy Directorate does not ‘make policy’, rather
it ensures that departments are aware of the Blair agenda and deliver
policy in line with Number 10’s wishes. This policy steer, reinforced in
regular bilateral meetings between Blair, his officials and relevant minis-
ters, ensures Departments and the Prime Minister are agreed on policy
objectives. This forges an institutional relationship between Number 10
and departments, ensuring Prime Ministerial policy activism is not
wholly reliant on the whim or attention span of the Prime Minister. It
enables Number 10 to develop capabilities to direct departments by the
Prime Minister’s advisers overseeing and commenting on policy propos-
als. This is an important change in the patterns of dependency between
departments and the Prime Minister, with departments becoming more
dependent on the Prime Minister for policy initiatives.

While the Policy Directorate oversees policy development, strategic
policy capability is provided by the Forward Strategy Unit (FSU) (based
in Number 10) and the Performance and Innovation Unit (PIU) (based
in the Cabinet Office). Both report to the Prime Minister through the
Cabinet Secretary. The FSU ‘provides a complimentary capacity for
doing more private work, generally working bilaterally with depart-
ments rather than on cross-cutting issues, and reporting directly to the
Prime Minister and Secretaries of State (Cabinet Office 2002). The insti-
tution with the greatest significance in terms of the relationship between
the Prime Minister and departments is probably the Delivery Unit.
Reporting to the Prime Minister, its objective is to ensure that the
government delivers on its priorities in terms of health, education, crime
and transport. Its rationale is that the delivery of policy, not the making
of policy has been a problem in the past. The Delivery Unit therefore
checks progress is being made in achieving goals, most usually through
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bi-monthly meetings between the Prime Minister and the relevant minis-
ter, and through meetings of the Public Expenditure Cabinet Committee
(PSX). Through the establishment of Public Service Agreements (PSAs),
departments are set specific targets for the delivery of policy. This is
another major change in the relationship between the centre and depart-
ments. In the past, departments have always had sole responsibility for
the delivery of services, but now the Delivery Unit institutionalizes
Number 10’s role in the oversight of what had traditionally been a rela-
tively autonomous area of departmental activity. In addition, the Office
of Public Service Reform is charged with improving the government’s
capacity to deliver services more effectively. It provides strategic over-
sight of the modernization of Whitehall (discussed below) and ensures
departments implement reforms. It also ensures that the central
elements of the Blair agenda are transmitted throughout government.

These changes at the centre have systematized what in the past was
always an ad hoc process, increasing the resources of Number 10 and
changing core executive patterns of dependency. The pattern of rela-
tionships between Number 10 and departments has therefore become
more complex in both policy making and policy delivery. Nevertheless,
the institutional support for the British Prime Minister remains less than
his or her European counterparts. As Tony Blair pointed out to the
Liaison Committee, the

Number 10 Office has roughly the same or perhaps slightly fewer
people working for it than the Irish Taoiseach’s. To put this in
context, the Prime Minister has fewer staff than either the French
Prime Minister (never mind the combined staffs of the French
President and Prime Minister combined), or the German Chancellor.
(Liaison Committee 2002: para 6).

The modernization of Whitehall: changing relations
between ministers and civil servants

Wider changes are occurring within the core executive, particularly in
terms of changing relations between ministers and civil servants. Since
1979, there have been two key developments. First, there have been
significant reforms of the Civil Service, culminating in New Labour’s
modernizing government agenda. Second, relations seem to be changing
between officials and ministers, which again have consequences for the
structures of dependency within the core executive. The Thatcher
administration was distrustful of the Civil Service and undertook a radi-
cal, but slow burning programme of reform. This was aimed at making
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the Civil Service more efficient, particularly through the introduction of
private sector management techniques such as the Financial
Management Initiative, privatization, and the creation of Next Steps
agencies. One consequence was a reduction in the number of civil
servants, down from 748,000 in 1976 to 470,800 in 1997 (interestingly
this had increased to 482,690 in 2001). The Major administration
sought to make officials more responsive to the public, particularly
through the Citizen’s Charters and by market testing. It reformed the
senior levels of the Civil Service through the Fundamental Expenditure
Reviews (FER) and the Senior Management Review (SMR). The FER
originated within the Treasury as attempts to ensure its functions were
discharged effectively and that organizational reforms would be geared
at improving performance. As a consequence, many of the Treasury’s
tasks were hived off with the subsequent loss of 25 per cent of senior
posts. These reforms sought to strip out layers of management, pushing
detailed policy work down the Whitehall hierarchy so that senior offi-
cials could concentrate on management (Marsh, Smith and Richards
2000). As a consequence, there were some significant reductions in the
number of senior civil servants within departments.

The Blair government has continued the reform process initiated by
the Conservatives. In 1999, it published a Modernizing Government
White Paper, outlined plans for further reforms. These reforms are
aimed at improving the delivery of public services by making them more
available, responsible and flexible; by joining up the process of govern-
ment; by improving the quality of services; and through using informa-
tion age technology (HMSO 1999). Thus Labour has maintained the
commitment of the Thatcher governments to improving management.
Better management, however, is not the only concern. Attention has also
been paid to the issue of improving the making of public policy. There
has been a great deal of reflection over the nature of the policy process.
Hitherto, there has been little critical thought about the policy process
in Britain. The widely held assumption was that the Civil Service is good
at policy advice and the cliché of the ‘Rolls-Royce Machine’ has become
an unquestioned truth. This may seem a relatively mundane and unim-
portant issue, but its implications in terms of policy making and power
within the core executive may be profound.

From the government’s perspective reform needed to look in detail at
the way in which policy was made and the importance of integrating
policy making and delivery. Moreover, harking back to some of the
reforms of the Heath government in 1970, there was a desire to improve
strategic capability and to make policy making more evidence-based. The
implications were that the ‘making’ and the ‘delivery’ of policy had to be
seamless, and to this end, government needed to be more ‘joined-up’.
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Joined-up government

The persistent dilemma faced by the Labour government is the desire to
multiply the sources of policy advice, pluralise service delivery and to
decentralize power, whilst simultaneously ensuring that it achieves a
coherent set of goals. At the same time, the constitutional mechanism
for ensuring departmental cooperation, the Cabinet and its Committees,
seems to have been undermined to the point that the full Cabinet is now
a symbolic part of the Constitution. Consequently, one of the mantras
of the government is the need for joined-up government at the policy
making and the delivery level. From the government’s perspective:

The ‘tubes’ or ‘silos’ down which money flows from government to
people and localities have come to be seen as part of the reason why
government is bad at solving problems. Many issues have fitted
imperfectly if at all into departmental slots. Vertical organization by
its nature skews government efforts away from certain activities, such
as prevention – since the benefits of preventive action often come to
another department. It tends to make government less sensitive to
particular client groups whose needs cut across departmental lines. It
incentivises departments to dump problems on each other – like
schools dumping unruly children onto the streets to become a
headache for the police . . . Over time it reinforces the tendency
common to all bureaucracies of devoting more energy to the protec-
tion of turf rather than serving the public. (Mulgan 2001)

Consequently, the government has created bodies like the Social
Exclusion Unit, the Delivery Unit, the Forward Strategy Unit and vari-
ous task forces to overcome departmentalism. In some ways, under the
guise of ensuring a co-ordinated approach, this has further extended the
reach of Number 10 into departmental affairs. However, whilst there
are some examples of the success of a joined-up approach, such as
Welfare to Work, the approach has also created a number of confusions
within the core executive. First, there has been a proliferation of bodies
involved in policy making. The result is that the centre becomes more
rather than less fragmented. Second, there is a considerable tension
concerning where or with whom responsibility for these bodies lies. In
Constitutional terms how are units and task forces accountable to
Parliament, and in what practical sense are they responsible to Number
10 or the Cabinet Office? And third, what is the relationship between
these bodies and departments? Whereas the rules governing the rela-
tionship between departments, the Cabinet, the Treasury and the Prime
Minister have always been understood, those between departments and
units and task forces is now less clear.
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The impact on power within the core executive

The changes outlined above effectively change the relationship between
ministers and civil servants and they have important implications for the
core executive. Whereas the constitutional framework of the relation-
ship between ministers and officials derives from the Haldane notion of
symbiosis (see Foster 2001, Richards 1997), there is today a bifurcation
of roles as ministers concern themselves with policy making and officials
with ‘management’ of the policy process. As a result, there is a signifi-
cant change in the role of officials as their traditional monopoly of
policy advice is being eroded. Ministers are turning to a myriad of orga-
nizations and advisers for policy inputs, thus mirroring the changes that
are occurring inside Downing Street. For Sir Andrew Turnbull, the
Downing Street model, one of an increased number of Special Advisors
working with Civil Servants, was the model for all departments (The
Times 1 May 2002). The traditionalist interdependent pattern of policy
making, one where policy originated from a department rather than a
minister, is being replaced by a pattern which grants very discrete roles
for ministers and their officials. As a consequence, ministers are much
less reliant on the Civil Service than they once were. Previously, officials
were influential because they had permanence and ministers relied on
them for information and expertise (Foster 2001). However the resig-
nation of Stephen Byers from the Department for Transport, Local
Government and The Regions in 2002 demonstrates the types of prob-
lems that arise from conflicting interpretations of the roles of officials
and special advisors. His inability to manage effectively the personnel in
DLTR led to conflict and discord. In particular, Byers appears to have
failed to resolve tensions between his own political advisers and the
permanent officials within the department. As a consequence official
loyalty broke down and the public conflict resulted in Byers resigning.

Traditionally, policy making within Whitehall was made largely
within departments, with a senior civil servant placed in charge of gath-
ering options and commissioning proposals that would be passed up the
departmental hierarchy, reaching the permanent secretary then going to
the minister. When an issue was highly political, or there was an urgent
need to manage a crisis, a minister would summon his or her senior civil
servants and work through various options. When policy crossed
departmental boundaries, officials worked out policy in the first
instance, usually through informal bilateral meetings, and this was
followed by bilateral agreement by ministers or through formal Cabinet
Committees, where the final decisions would be taken. In areas where
there was long-term interdepartmental policy, formal Inter-
Departmental Committees would be established both at official and
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ministerial levels. One such example was the Inter-Departmental
Committee on the issuing of export licences for arms sales, which
included the Ministry of Defence, the Department of Trade and Industry
and the Foreign Office. Here, ministers were highly dependent on their
officials for advice, and officials often pre-arranged decisions. While
officials were careful to gauge the wishes of their minister, they were
influential in terms of policy outcomes.

Today, however, the processes of policy making seems to have
changed quite considerably, although some of the old patterns still
remain in place. The increased emphasis on management (combined
with the stripping out of middle layers of departments) has meant that
senior officials (grades 1 and 2) now take on a managerial role, while
less senior officials (lower grades 5, 7 and higher executive officers) now
undertake much detailed policy work. To some extent, top officials are
excluded almost completely from policy making, as seems to have
happened with the last Cabinet Secretary Richard Wilson, whilst policy
advice has started to come increasingly from lower level officials.
Officials have therefore become less important as a source of advice,
and some commentators suggest this has ‘diluted the quality of advice
available to ministers’ (Foster 2001: 730).

More significantly, there has been a general increase in the number of
special advisers in Whitehall and in a number of areas they have taken
on an increased importance. As mentioned above, special advisers, most
notably Jonathan Powell and Alastair Campbell, occupy key, influential
positions within Number 10. Likewise in the Treasury, Gordon Brown’s
closest adviser is his Special Adviser, Ed Balls, who is now the govern-
ment’s Chief Economic Adviser. All advice from civil servants first goes
through Brown’s Special Advisers, who

act as gatekeepers, letting civil servants know what the Chancellor is
interested in and acting as a filter for policy ideas coming from below.
An official knows that he or she is getting somewhere when they get
a half-hour slot with Ed Balls. (Guardian, 15 April 2002)

In addition, Brown also has a collection of ad hoc advisers, charged
with undertaking ‘blue skies’ thinking and with keeping the Chancellor
in touch with new and innovative policy ideas. Like the Prime Minister,
the Chancellor has also used people from business to undertake reviews
of particular issue, the recent report on funding the NHS being a case in
point. He clearly has a sense of an agenda that he is trying to develop
which does not owe its existence to the traditional concerns and ways
of seeing that exist within the Treasury. Hence the May 1997 decision,
which shocked senior officials, to give independence to the Bank of
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England without consulting Treasury Officials. In Brown’s early period
in office at least, there was considerable consternation within the
Treasury that Brown was seen to be ignoring official advice.

The changes within Number 10 and the Treasury are indicative of
change in the sources of policy. Increasingly, policy is coming from
sources outside of departments and officials. These and other changes
have a number of consequences:

• Ministerial activism. While it has always been the case that some
ministers have been highly policy active (Headey 1974), ministers are
increasingly proactive in policy making. During the Thatcher admin-
istrations, the extent and degree of that policy activism became much
greater. For example, in the Department of Social Security, Peter
Lilley carefully and systematically set about reforming the social secu-
rity system and at the Home Office, Michael Howard forced through
significant changes in penal policy, in a much more confrontational
and less strategic manner (Marsh, Richards and Smith 2001). The
Blair administration has continued this policy activism. When first
elected in 1997, the new government was keen to ‘hit the ground
running’ and had therefore worked out detailed policy options in
opposition, which it used the Civil Service to implement. Ministers
have distinct agendas. For instance, David Blunkett, very proactive at
the Home Office, has in a short period made key changes in policy on
cannabis, asylum seekers and crime.

• Policy transfer. Increasingly ministers and Number 10 are looking
oversees for new policy ideas. There is a conscious effort to undertake
comparative analysis of policy and to see what policy ideas can be
used in Britain. One clear example is the development of the Welfare
to Work policy in Wisconsin, which has been extremely influential in
terms of Labour’s view on welfare reform and tackling unemploy-
ment.

• The use of task forces. The government has created an array of ad hoc
bodies with the intention of crossing departmental boundaries and
providing a range of sources of advice. The exact role, or indeed
names, of these bodies is not clear but according to a response to a
Parliamentary Question between May 1997 and October 2000 there
were over 200 ‘live’ task forces drawing upon individuals from the
private, public and voluntary sector, including academics and civil
servants. Some task forces are chaired by ministers, but others are
not, and the topics they cover is extremely diverse.

• The use of specialist units focusing on particular issues. Such units
examine particular issues in-depth and to develop policy proposals. A
number of these institutions such as the Social Exclusion Unit, the
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Women’s Unit and the Performance and Innovation Unit are attached
to Number 10, but are specifically seen as cross-departmental rather
than Prime Ministerial bodies. These units have been supplemented
by the so-called ‘Tsars’, individuals appointed from outside the civil
service to develop policy where specific problems have been identi-
fied. Examples include the former Drugs Tsar, Keith Halliwell,
attached to the Home Office, and the Rough Sleepers Tsar, Louise
Case. These bodies repeat the pattern of developing non-traditional
sources of policy advice that do not rely on traditional officials. They
use outsiders and cut across departmental boundaries.

In constitutional terms, post-1980 developments in the organization
of central government have proved as significant for British politics as
Scottish and Welsh devolution, the Humans Rights Act, and Freedom of
Information. The roles played by various actors, be they the Prime
Minister, ministers, officials or outsiders, have changed, and as a conse-
quence new patterns of policy making have emerged and with them new
forms of dependence. Ministers have become more policy active, and in
particular the policy activism of the Prime Minister, having being insti-
tutionalized with the development of Number 10, depends less on
personal whim and preference. All ministers rely less on officials for
policy advice and now use a multiple of policy sources. There is an
implicit recognition that officials are generalist administrators who are
not experts on policy matters, whether it is teenage pregnancy, global
warming or the management of the economy. Detailed investigations
into such public scandals as Arms to Iraq, the BSE crisis, and more
recently, the 2001 Foot and Mouth Epidemic, often demonstrated the
poor quality of Civil Service policy advice. Indeed, much Civil Service
advice was technically flawed, invariably being concerned with present-
ing the minister and the respective department in the best possible light.
Andrew Rawnsley (2001) identified the failure of officials at the old
Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food to deal with Foot and
Mouth as being behind Blair’s determination to reform the civil service
in his second term. Their failure to act caused untold damage to the
British livestock industry. The ‘Rolls Royce Machine’ seemed not to be
working. Increasingly, the civil servant’s role is to organize the multiple
sources of advice available to ministers.

As a consequence, the balance of dependence between officials and
ministers has changed. Ministers are far less dependent on their officials
than they used to be, and they now draw on sources of policy advice
that are not controlled by the departmental machine. This would also
seem to suggest that ministers are more dependent on the Prime
Minister, particularly when policy development appears to be occurring
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hand in hand with Number 10, and the role of Cabinet in policy making
seems to have completely disappeared. However, this is a charge the
Blair administration strongly denies. Blair himself argues that policy
continues to be made in departments and he does not accept that
Cabinet government has been weakened:

I think the fact that you have roughly doubled the number of Cabinet
sub-committees is an indication that Cabinet Government is strong 
. . . I chair regular ministerial meetings . . . I do not accept that the
checks and balances are not there. (Liaison Committee 2002, para 9)

The limits of Prime Ministerial power

However downgraded the role of the full Cabinet, it is important to
realize that there are major constraints on the powers of the Prime
Minster. This chapter has commented on the institutionalization of
Prime Ministerial power, and suggested how this process has occurred
within the context of more general reforms in the processes of policy
making. However, this does not mean that we now have a ‘Command
Prime Minister’ or some form of ‘Presidentialism’. There are still
tremendous constraints on the Prime Minister, which means he or she
continues to be highly dependent on other actors and institutions within
the core executive. Among such constraints are:

Time and events

The ability of the Prime Minister to intervene in a vast array of policy
areas is limited by the time available and the pressure of particular
events. Much of Tony Blair’s time as Prime Minister has been taken
up with dealing with particular issues or crisis management. This is
demonstrated by the period following 11 September, a wholly unex-
pected event, after which the Prime Minister found much of his time
was taken up with travelling the world to build support for the war
in Afghanistan. Other crises such as the fuel protest, Foot and
Mouth, Kosova, and now Iraq, dominated the Prime Ministerial
agenda for long periods of time. Even Margaret Thatcher, often
portrayed as intervening in all areas, could only intervene in key
areas of particular interest to her. One official, formally in her Private
Office, recounted:

If I think back to my time in her office, in the first year, 1981, we
mainly dealt with the rampant recession and the management of the
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economy; managing the political debate on that. And, of course, the
wet and dry problem [referring to left and right wing members of the
Cabinet]. The second year was dominated by the Falklands war and
during the several months in which the war was fought, she didn’t do
any domestic business at all. The third year was mainly about winning
the election. (quoted in Marsh, Richards and Smith 2001: 119)

The increased institutionalization of Prime Ministerial resources does
mean that Prime Ministerial intervention is more systematic, but
Number 10 still lacks resources in relation to departments. Whilst the
Department of Health may have hundreds of people working on health
policy, the Downing Street Policy Directorate only employs two such
people (Kavanagh and Seldon 1999). This means still that unless the
Prime Minister is proactive, the role of the Prime Minister is still reac-
tive. However effective the Prime Minister’s Office is, there is still only
one Prime Minister. Downing Street can inform the Prime Minister
about what is going on in departments (and also inform departments
about what the Prime Minister is thinking), but the Prime Minister
cannot pay attention to everything at any one time. Prime Ministers
tend to have a long-term impact only when they concentrate on an issue
over a sustained period of time. For example, Prime Ministers from Jim
Callaghan onwards have paid considerable emphasis on education, and
John Major and Tony Blair have both pushed public sector reform.
Indeed, the Prime Minister’s effectiveness depends to some extent on the
nature of the ministers. Some ministers are agents of the Prime Minister
who carry out his bidding, others are political allies who achieve shared
goals on a more equal basis. Other still are rivals who may eventually
challenge the Prime Minister or seek his or her post. Ministerial and
Prime Minister relationships are constantly in flux. Political realities
make it impossible for Prime Ministers to control what goes on in all
departments.

The changing role of the Treasury

There has always been a high level of interdependence between the
Prime Minister and the Chancellor of the Exchequer. The existence of
a good working relationship between them has often been crucial for
the success of the government. The Thatcher government was at its
most successful when Thatcher and her Chancellors, first Geoffrey
Howe and then Nigel Lawson, shared goals and worked together.
After 1985, disagreement between Thatcher and Lawson over the
goals of economic policy, and the means of achieving them, proved to
be a major factor in Thatcher’s downfall in November 1990.
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Likewise, when John Major and his Chancellor, Norman Lamont,
disagreed on economic policy after Black Wednesday in 1992, the
government was never able to recover the perception of economic
competence. At present, the relationship between Tony Blair and his
Chancellor, Gordon Brown, has been particularly important. Brown
has a high degree of autonomy in terms of economic policy, princi-
pally because of the support he enjoys within the party as Blair’s de
facto second in command, the apparent success of his economic
policy, and because of his private deal struck with Blair over the
Labour leadership in 1994 (see Rawnsley 2001). Consequently,
although Blair is kept closely informed about economic policy, he has
generally left control of economic policy to the Chancellor. This
suggests that the notion of a Bonapartist Prime Minister is wide of
the mark.

More importantly, by controlling public expenditure, the Chancellor
has always had an impact on the coordination of government policy
and, because government policy involves ‘getting and spending’, this
grants him or her considerable influence on a wide range of policies.
This influence has usually been negative, however, and in the sense that
the Treasury can stop departments attempting to develop certain poli-
cies. Under Brown this has changed. Through the Comprehensive
Spending Review (CSR), set up to ensure that departments justified
their policies and planned spending over a three-year cycle, this
Chancellor has been able to shape the direction of policy in a strategic
way. In areas as diverse as education, social security, health policy and
transport, the Treasury under Gordon Brown has had a major influ-
ence on the direction of policy. Indeed, the strength of Brown’s policy
influence was seen in the 2002 budget when his decision to fund NHS
expenditure through increasing National Insurance effectively sealed
the direction of NHS reform and removed some radical ‘Third Way’
solutions from the agenda. Likewise, policy such as Welfare to Work
and reform of Social Security reform have largely been initiated within
the Treasury, not necessarily within the Departments responsible for
such policy areas.

The irony is that Treasury capabilities for intervention are much more
established than those of Number 10. The Treasury now has expendi-
ture teams, each headed by a senior civil servant, which are responsible
for expenditure in each policy area (Deakin and Parry 2000). Through
control of public expenditure, the Treasury has a powerful lever for
ensuring compliance, one that is absent in Number 10. Whilst this
development is a clear constraint on departments, it is also a major
constraint on the Prime Minster who has difficulty forcing through
policy change without the Chancellor’s support.
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The continuing importance of departments

Despite the changing role of the Prime Minister and the Chancellor and
their increased resources, it is still the case that the majority of policy is
made and implemented within departments. Departments provide a
unique concentration of financial, bureaucratic, knowledge and, in
certain cases, political resources. Ministers still have a great deal of
control over policy and a change of minister in a department often
results in a change of policy. Policy in relation to Transport, Education,
Immigration and Asylum, and Foreign Affairs has changed rapidly with
the appointment of new ministers. Blair has regular meetings with his
departmental ministers in order to discuss the priorities and success of
departments. Many commentators see the growth of bilateral meetings
between ministers and the Prime Minister as an indication of growing
presidentialism. However, it is possible that these meetings are an indi-
cation of the Prime Minister’s continued dependence. In a whole range
of policy areas it is very difficult for the Prime Minister to achieve his
goals without the support of the minister concerned. As the Prime
Minister cannot continually sack or reshuffle ministers, he needs to
build alliances that are mutually beneficial. Likewise, for ministers to
achieve their goals, there is a great deal of benefit to be gained from
winning the support of the Prime Minister, particularly if the policy
entails a battle with the Treasury for extra resources. Clearly, with
joined-up government and increased policy capability in the Treasury
and the Prime Minister’s Office, departments have lost their monopoly
in policy making. However, they continue to control great swaths of the
policy process and a successful minister with high public or party
support can constrain the ambitions of the Prime Minister.

The shrinking world

Rose (2001) makes the point that the result of changes within the core
executive is that the Prime Minister now has ‘more control over less’.
While a Prime Minister may be increasingly powerful in the Whitehall
world, policy making in the real world has increasingly shifted from
that arena. As Figure 4.2 suggests, many commentators argue that
power has shifted upwards to the international arena, outwards to the
private and voluntary sector, and downwards to agencies, quangos and
devolved institutions.

Increasingly the Prime Minister has less control over key elements of
public policy. For example, during her time in office, Margaret Thatcher
was continually excised over the issue of interest rates, but now such
decisions are taken by the Bank of England Monetary Policy Committee.
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The Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly have made decisions
that run counter to policy in Westminster. Achieving an integrated trans-
port policy is extremely difficult when most transport is controlled by the
private sector. As Rose reminds us, within the European Union (EU) the
Prime Minister is just one leader among fifteen leaders, and therefore his
influence in the EU is often quite slight. There can be little doubt that the
majority of departments are now deeply involved with the EU on a day-
to-day basis. Bulmer and Burch point out how the EU has become inte-
grated into the system of British government and, in areas such as
procurement, trade policy, agricultural policy and the environment, this
has had a significant impact on the policy options available to the British
government (see Richards and Smith 2002: chap. 7). Consequently, the
Prime Minister’s impact within the EU depends on making alliances with
other countries. The Prime Minister may have a clear agenda, and may
know what he or she wants to achieve, but achieving it may be difficult
when he or she does not control those who deliver public goods. The
paradox is therefore that the more power the Prime Minister appears to
have, the less he is able to achieve.
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Figure 4.2 The hollowed out state under Labour
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Conclusion

In recent years major changes have occurred within the British core
executive. The ability of the Prime Minister to intervene in policy areas
has been increased, and the relationship between the political members
of the core executive and the official members has been changed. The
resources inside Number 10, the office of the Prime Minister, have been
strengthened and through the use of joined-up government, public
service agreements and the use of alternative and varied sources of
advice, the role of the Prime Minister in policy making has become more
proactive. As important a change has occurred as a result of the Civil
Service becoming less involved in detailed policy making and being
more likely to be gathering policy advice than directly giving it.

However, these reforms have been grafted on to existing patterns of
policy making. They do not mean Britain now has presidential govern-
ment. The Prime Minister has more resources, but is still dependent on
other actors and institutions for the use of those resources. He or she
needs the support of ministers. Within the Blair administration the Prime
Minister is greatly constrained in economic and social policy by his rela-
tionship with the Chancellor. Moreover, the Prime Minister is also
constrained by events and institutions outside the core executive, such as
constitutional change, deeper European integration, and the prevalence
of international crises. Consequently, the extra resources of the Prime
Minister (and the systematization of his or her ability to intervene in
policy) have to be understood within the context of the British political
system. These, above all other things, constrain the actions of the Prime
Minster, preventing him or her from ever having a unfettered hand in the
formation of policy or the governance of the country. The argument of
Rhodes (1995) and Rose (2001) is that British government has been
hollowed out and thus the Prime Minister has more control over less.
However, we have to be careful not to exaggerate the extent to which
central government has changed. Whilst the organization of the central
state, and the context within which it operates, has changed greatly,
central government is still the key actor within the British political
system. It has developed new relationships internally and externally but
it continues to be in a powerful position. Government has the resources
and the authority to intervene effectively within society (examine, for
example, education) and even in relation to the EU it is clear that in
many areas Brussels is more dependent on nation states than states are
on the EU.
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Chapter 5

Political Culture and Voting
Participation

GEOFFREY EVANS

One of most immediate and substantial problems for the British polit-
ical system has been the level of voting in recent elections. As expected
the 2001 British general election yielded a comfortable Labour victory,
with some consolidation of the Liberal Democrat seat gains from 1997
and little evidence of a resurgence by the Conservatives. But it was
remarkable in one way: voter participation fell to 59 per cent, down by
over 12 per cent on levels in 1997, and down over 18 per cent on the
(admittedly quite high levels) in 1992. This change followed a signifi-
cant decline in voting in the local and European elections in the
1997–2001 period. So the change has generated academic and media
discussions pondering the general ‘health’ of British democracy. Does
this dramatic fall in the level of voting signal a marked decline in
commitment to the democratic process? And is there a growing level of
disaffection from the British political system as a whole? Or are these
recent developments instead just a temporary reflection of the current
nature of party competition, with no long-term implications for citi-
zens’ involvement in democratic processes? We also need to consider
whether the decline in voting is a uniquely British phenomenon, or
whether it can better be understood from a wider perspective, in which
case parochial remedies are unlikely to be sufficient to alleviate the
problem.

A related concern in recent years focuses on the extent to which polit-
ical participation is socially inclusive. Are particular types of groups,
such as the working class, ethnic minorities, women, and the young,
more politically disengaged than others? Differences in participation
between social groups have long been in evidence, but the suggestion in
media commentaries is that have they been exacerbating. Finally,
though conventional political participation in the form of voting may
have declined, other forms of political action might well be flourishing,
or even undergoing a revival.
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Participation and political culture

Involvement or participation in politics involve both behavioural and
cognitive factors. The two are usually inter-connected:

• Political behaviour: behavioural political participation is usually
divided into orthodox (or conventional) participation like voting,
party membership and contacting MPs or councillors; and unortho-
dox (unconventional) participation, such as protests, demonstrations,
marches and even ‘terrorist’ violence (Brady 1993 Parry, Moyser and
Day 1992). A direct mode of influence from electorate to politicians
is responding to public opinion polls, citizen juries and focus groups,
but it involves very few people at a time. For the vast majority of the
population voting remains the primary procedure through which they
are involved in politics. So although protests against ‘global capital-
ism’ continue to disrupt G7 meetings and other international
summits, unorthodox participation in Britain remains the preserve of
a relatively small minority of people, although in the last few years
undertaken as much by conservative groups (such as the Countryside
Alliance) as radical ones (such as the anti-war protests in relation to
Iraq). But even the Countryside Alliance elicits sporadic and relatively
small-scale participation when compared with the size of the elec-
torate.

• Political culture: cognitive aspects of participation are less easily
specified and measured, but reflect an important element of ‘politi-
cal culture’, a notoriously contentious concept usually taken to refer
to sets of subjective beliefs, values, and identities, and even knowl-
edge, pertaining to politics (Almond and Verba 1963, Eckstein
1988). Studies that adopt a political culture approach tend to
explain political actions by assuming that they derive from norma-
tive orientations learned mainly, but not exclusively, from the
family and other institutions of socialization, and which are subject
to substantial continuity over time. In this sense, explaining short-
term change in cultural terms is rather problematic. Nevertheless, if
we accept that political culture concerns aspects of beliefs about
politics that relate to the duty to vote, trust in politicians, and
perceptions of the effectiveness of the political system, then we can
examine evidence about the nature of these beliefs, whilst remain-
ing agnostic about the possible role of the family and other sources
of political socialization, such as education and the media, in form-
ing them. Changes in political culture are of particular interest
because they can provide explanations of changes in patterns of
behavioural political participation.
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Explaining participation

Attempts to explain levels of political participation have traditionally
emphasized socio-economic factors and resources. Class, level of educa-
tion, gender, age and social networks all have substantial effects on
people’s propensity to vote or to participate in politics through unortho-
dox means (Parry et al. 1992, Verba et al. 1995). In Britain, social class,
housing tenure, age, gender and education have been strongly associated
with higher turnout (Pattie and Johnston 1998). In general, people in
more advantaged circumstances and with more resources to draw on,
tend to have a greater propensity to act politically than do the disad-
vantaged.

A limitation here is that these background influences normally
change rather gradually, and so such shifts cannot explain large-scale,
short-term shifts of the type seen in levels of voting between 1997 and
2001 (and between 1992 and 1997). Moreover the direction of social
change even suggests that we might expect to see the opposite trend.
Over time the electorate has gradually become more educated and
more middle class, both background factors associated with a greater
likelihood to vote and to participate more generally. So other things
being equal, there should have been increasing political participation
over time. Thus, socio-demographic factors, or ‘resources’, do not
offer a plausible explanation of falling political involvement over
time.

In contrast to the emphasis on social structure, the ‘institutional
perspective’ identifies the key factors explaining variations in turnout
across countries and over time as being the administrative or organiza-
tional arrangements directly relevant to voting – such as the adoption of
plurality rule voting or some more proportional system; the procedures
for voter registration; the use or not of compulsory voting; the age of
voting, and so on. Certainly, such institutional change historically has
affected voting levels in Britain: the lowering of the voting age to 18
partly accounted for the low levels of turnout at the 1970 general elec-
tion, for instance (Heath and Taylor 1999). Likewise the Thatcher
government’s introduction of the ‘poll tax’ based on the electoral regis-
ter caused a substantial number of people not to register on the electoral
roll in the period 1988–92, thereby decreasing turnout (McLean and
Smith 1994). However, there were no important institutional changes
between 1997 and 2001 that could be expected to impact on turnout,
and yet the decline in the proportion of people voting was far larger
than at any previous election. So again, this traditional approach is of
limited usefulness.

84 Geoffrey Evans



A declining culture of participation?

Focusing on the prevailing subjective political culture is a potentially
more fruitful approach for understanding participation in Britain.
People might fail to participate in politics because:

• they lack a sense of civic obligation;
• they have little belief in their ability to influence politics (their sense

of political efficacy) or in the effectiveness of the political system
(Reef and Knoke 1999);

• they do not trust their political representatives, or do not identify
closely with any of the parties; or

• they lack a general sense of interest and involvement in politics
(Teixeira 1992).

In practice it is not always possible to disentangle the causal impact of
these cultural or social psychological characteristics of voters from that
of the conduct of politics itself. If politics becomes sleazy or boring, then
voters become more disillusioned or less interested in it. So voters’
beliefs are likely to be conditioned by changes in the political context,
at least in part. Nevertheless, such responsiveness to the immediate
context can provide at least part of an explanation of the sudden short-
term changes in turnout. The question, therefore, is whether Britain has
seen a growing alienation from politics, as reflected in declining levels
of civic obligation, political efficacy, trust in politicians, and interest in
politics?

In the 1990s there was certainly much debate about declining levels
of trust in MPs and in the political system, seen in large part as a
response to the long period of Conservative rule and to the govern-
ment’s reputation for ‘sleaze’ (Curtice and Jowell 1997). Similar analy-
sis has been given by many commentators of the period leading up to
and following the 2001 election, though this time not directed against
the Conservatives. A conventional wisdom has it that: ‘There is a grow-
ing feeling of alienation which is coupled with the view that the politi-
cians are not listening to the people. This is bringing all forms of
democracy into a considerable measure of disrepute’ (Michael Brown,
the Independent, 6 June 2002).

Academic research partly confirms this opinion. The 2001 British
Social Attitudes survey shows that a growing number of people have
little faith in how they are ruled. No less than 66 per cent agreed with
the statement that ‘people like me have no say in what government
does’, up from 57 per cent immediately after Labour’s 1997 victory, and
up from 48 per cent in 1987. Similarly, 70 per cent agreed that they do
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not trust governments of whatever party to put the interests of the
nation ahead of those of their party, again up from 65 per cent in 1997
and 60 per cent in 1987. Most strikingly, 76 per cent agreed that parties
were ‘only interested in people’s votes, not their opinions’, compared
with 62 per cent in 1997 and 55 per cent in 1987. Figure 5.1 shows that
the proportion strongly agreeing with these statements has also
increased over time, after initially falling back in the Blair ‘honeymoon’
period after the 1997 election. So both indices measuring trust in the
motives of politicians and what is usually termed ‘political efficacy’ have
been in decline, consistent with an increase in what is usually (though
rather fancifully) termed ‘alienation’ from parliamentary politics. Yet in
the same period, levels of reported political interest did not follow this
pattern: three in every ten people expressed either ‘a great deal’ or ‘quite
a lot of interest’ in politics in 1997, the same proportion as in 2001, and
indeed previous elections.

Similarly, Figure 5.2 shows that there is no clear evidence of a decline
in recent years in survey respondents answering that it was a duty to
vote. So scepticism about politicians and parties does not seem to have
been accompanied by a similar decline in political interest or in
commitment to the act of democratic participation itself.
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Figure 5.1 Voters’ perceptions of political efficacy and trust in 
government
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However, one element of voters’ social psychology that has clearly
changed substantially over recent decades is their degree of partisan
attachment to the main political parties (Crewe and Thomson 1999).
People who are ‘party identifiers’ are far more likely to vote than are the
non-aligned (Butler and Stokes 1974). Although not usually considered
as part of a growing malaise in political culture, levels of ‘party identi-
fication’ have dropped continuously over many years, after starting to
do so in the 1970s (Saarlvik and Crewe 1983). This change gives at least
some basis for expecting lower turnout in 2001 than in 1997, but again
Figure 5.3 shows that excepting very strong identifiers, most change in
the levels of party identification occurred before 1997, so that only a
small amount of recent changes in participation can be attributed to this
form of voter disengagement.

Participatory culture and (non)-voting

Looking in more detail at the evidence of increasing disillusionment
with politicians among the British electorate, Bromley and Curtice
(2002) argue that this trend had at most a minor role in accounting for
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Figure 5.2 Voters’ interest in politics and perceptions of a civic duty
to vote
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the declining voting levels between 1997 and 2001. People who distrust
politicians are somewhat less likely to vote than those who trust them.
In 1997, 84 per cent of people who said that they trusted governments
to ‘put the nation’s interests first’ voted, but so did 76 per cent of those
who did not. Similar figures (87 and 78 per cent) are found for respon-
dents who believed that parties are interested in people’s opinions and
those who do not. So the growth in distrust cannot possibly account for
more than a small part of the fall in turnout in recent years.

In contrast, Bromley and Curtice argue that three characteristics
clearly do mark out voters from non-voters: (i) whether voters feel they
have a duty to vote; (ii) whether they have an interest in politics, and
(iii) whether they have an emotional attachment to a political party.
Thus while 87 per cent of those who expressed ‘a great deal’ or ‘quite a
lot’ of interest in politics voted in 1997, only 66 per cent of those with
‘not very much’ or ‘no interest at all’ did so. Similarly, 86 per cent of
those who agreed that it was ‘everyone’s duty to vote’ participated, but
only 51 per cent of those who did not. The 2001 British Election Study
found similar results for the impact of a sense of civic duty and a sense
of efficacy on turnout (Clarke et al. 2002). So perhaps the decline in
turnout occurred because more and more voters are disengaging from
politics? This would not appear to be the case: as Figure 5.2 above
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Figure 5.3 The decline of party identification
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shows, there is no evidence that reported interest in politics has
declined. Similarly, there is also no clear evidence of a decline in survey
respondents agreeing that there is a duty to vote in recent years.

However, Bromley and Curtice (2002) do plausibly argue that the
gradual increase in the proportion of non-partisan voters creates a
larger constituency of de-aligned citizens whose responses are more
calculating than they might have been in earlier years of higher turnout
levels. At one time most people might well have voted without thinking
too much about the costs and benefits of doing so. But nowadays more
people deciding to vote or not are influenced by what the parties have
to offer and the nature of the electoral competition itself.

Why bother? Voting and the character of party
competition

The idea that a greater proportion of the electorate are ‘up for grabs’
places more weight on ‘rational choice’ approaches to voting, which
focus attention on the nature of party competition and the resulting
political options confronting voters, rather than on voters’ individual
characteristics. On rational choice principles there is less incentive to
turn out and vote if: (i) the main parties offer similar policy packages;
or (ii) the result is a foregone conclusion (Aldrich 1993). On the first
issue here, the convergence of party positions, between 1992 and 1997
the Labour policy agenda shifted to the right in a pronounced fashion.
For the first time in post-war history, Labour’s manifesto showed a
preponderance of right-wing positions over left-wing ones, and was
even to the right of the Liberal Democrats’ position (Budge 1999). The
Conservatives meanwhile remained more or less as they had been in
1992. These shifts did not go unnoticed by the electorate who also
perceived a pronounced decline in the ideological gap between the
parties. Since that time the main party policy positions have not
diverged (Bara and Budge 2001). So by the time of the 2001 general
election there were few differences in policy between the main parties
compared to previous elections and the narrowest perceived gap
between the two main parties in modern times. The only major issue on
which the parties took clearly different positions was European integra-
tion (specifically, the adoption of the Euro), an issue which allowed the
Conservatives to acquire a small amount of votes from Labour between
1997 and 2001 (Evans 2002). Research on previous elections suggests
that the smaller the perceived differences between the two major parties,
the more likely voters are to abstain (Heath and Taylor, 1999; Pattie and
Johnston, 2001) – and the same pattern can be seen in 2001. Low
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turnout in recent elections may not therefore represent a ‘crisis for
democracy’ but rather a realistic response to the belief that there was
not much to choose between the main parties on the main issues.

Second, on the closeness of the parties, at no point in the run up to the
2001 general election did Labour’s lead in the polls falter. The govern-
ment was clearly expected by voters to retain its large overall majority,
and the election was seen as a foregone conclusion, reducing people’s
incentives to vote. It is worth noting that the exact way in which such
considerations are weighed by voters has been the subject of debate. One
approach emphasizes the closeness of the constituency competition – the
more marginal the seat, the greater the chance that an individual’s vote
might be decisive, and hence the greater the incentive to vote. Consistent
with this view, aggregate research on recent general elections has demon-
strated a positive association between constituency marginality and
turnout (Denver and Hands 1997, Pattie and Johnston 1998). In 2001
turnout was 10 per cent higher in marginal constituencies than in ‘safe’
seats (Whiteley et al. 2001; Curtice and Steed 2001). In contrast, studies
that have examined individual level or survey data have found little link
between marginality and turnout (Pattie and Johnston 2001). Hence it
has been argued that the overall closeness of the national election is the
factor most likely to affect turn out across elections.

Indeed, on rational choice grounds, it could be argued that even in a
marginal seat there is little incentive to turn out and vote if the overall
election result is a foregone conclusion. Thus low turnout in 1997 and
1983 occurred when there were substantial differences in the party vote
shares, while high turnout in 1964 and February 1974 occurred when
the electoral competition was close run (Heath and Taylor 1999), a
pattern also found in earlier elections. There are exceptions to this
pattern, particularly the 1992 election when the pre-elections polls were
wildly inaccurate, misleadingly indicating a very close race when in fact
the Tories were well ahead. But this mis-signal could well have
accounted for the unusually high turnout that year. In 2001, voters’
perceptions of the closeness of the national competition predicted some
individual differences in turnout: those who saw the race as closer were
a little less likely to stay at home (Whiteley et al. 2001).

If the main parties offer similar programmes and at the same time the
election outcome seems certain, then there should be a particularly
marked drop in levels of voting. Some of the highest turnouts in British
elections have occurred – in 1950, 1951 and 1992 – when there were
both large differences between the parties and (perceived) close races.
The wide gap between the Conservative and Labour parties in 1983 and
1987 was not associated with high turnout, but this can be explained by
the Tories’ clear opinion poll leads. Without a close electoral race, large
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ideological differences between the parties count for little in the voter’s
decision-making. Conversely, the apparently anomalous pattern
observed in the 1970 election, when the pre-election polls indicated a
fairly close race yet the turnout was rather low, can be accounted for by
the very low proportion of the electorate (32 per cent) who perceived
much of a difference between the parties. This hypothesis of dual influ-
ences still awaits more detailed individual-level analysis but it seems to
fit the 2001 election result well.

Overall, the perceived closeness of the election, in conjunction with
the perceived ideological difference between the parties, seems to offer
the most convincing explanation of over-time differences in turnout, not
just for the decline in turnout from 1997 to 2001, but throughout the
series of post-war British elections. However, in its most convincing
form, this argument also includes the notion that closeness and differ-
ence have their effects when voters are not closely attached to parties.
Partisan identification is far less widespread than it used to be – nearly
two out of three voters now say they either do not feel any kind of bond
to a party at all or at most not a very strong one. So the proportion of
voters who can be influenced by the closeness of the competition
between the parties and the differences between them is correspondingly
greater. Bromley and Curtice (2002) show that amongst those who said
that they felt a duty to vote, had an interest in politics or had a sense of
attachment to a political party, the turnout levels hardly fell at all
between 1997 and 2001. By contrast, voting plummeted amongst
people who did not have such involvements.

Social inclusion

A further concern for political leaders and political scientists alike has been
in what sorts of people are involved in politics. The involvement of
women, ethnic minorities, the working class and ‘young people’ have all
occasioned particular concern. At the level of the political elite the picture
is mixed. Recent initiatives have increased the number of women in posi-
tions of political power such as the Cabinet, though the proportion of
female MPs has remained more or less constant since the celebrated arrival
of ‘Blair’s babes’ in 1997 (Lovenduski 2001). Ethnic minorities likewise
now have their first ‘black cabinet minister’ in Paul Boateng, though only
12 MPs (Saggar 2001). Many of the Prime Minister’s closest political
advisers have even been characterized as extremely youthful (sometimes
perhaps resentfully so by older colleagues). In contrast, the representation
of people from working class occupations, or even working class back-
grounds, is hard to monitor and no official body has been charged with
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promoting it. It seems likely that working class representation in top posi-
tions is in decline, partly because the working class as it is usually defined
has shrunk to just over half the size it was only 40 years ago.

At the level of mass political participation, however, differential polit-
ical involvement is less easily changed by the appointment of a few new
faces. Aggregate analyses show that in 2001 constituencies containing a
large ethnic minority or many welfare dependent people had lower
turnout rates (Whiteley et al. 2001). However, in constituencies where
the main competition was between the Conservatives and the Liberal
Democrats, there was no significant effect here (Curtice and Steed 2001,
McAllister 2001). This pattern is possibly because of the high levels of
support for Labour amongst most ethnic minorities and people depen-
dent on welfare. Turnout tended to be higher in Conservative-held seats
because of their affluent, middle class composition, while Labour voters
in the party’s safe seats may have felt that their party was going to win
easily. Older voters and women were less likely to abstain than were
younger voters and men (Whiteley et al. 2001).

Disaffected youth?

Turnout by young people in 2001 was at an all time low (Whiteley et al,
2001). A study of over 10,000 young people indicated that voting by
18–24-year olds was down to only 39 per cent, reflecting a trend
commented on at several points in the 1990s (Mulgan and Wilkinson
1997, Jowell and Park 1998). Journalistic commentators have thus been
quick to conclude that young people: ‘were alienated from the political
process by cynical MPs, spin and a relentless focus on the negative
aspects of their lives’(Womack 2002). Academic analysts have also
pointed to the crucial significance of learning to vote routinely during
one’s formative years and how failing to get ‘the voting habit’ has long-
term consequences (Plutzer, 2002). Figure 5.4 shows that the fall in
participation between 1997 and 2001 is noticeably greater among the
young than among other age groups, which prima facie seems to
confirm these concerns.

However, we should be careful to remember that low turnout does
not necessarily indicate disinterest in politics per se. Bromley and
Curtice (2002) show that along with other indicators of disengagement,
interest in politics amongst the young did not decline between 1997 and
2001, although it was never particularly high. Qualitative research
suggests that young people care more about non mainstream political
issues such as environmentalism or animal rights (White, Bruce and
Ritchie 2000), both issues that were of little salience in the campaigns
of the main political parties (Henn, Weinstein and Wring 2002). If the
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parties gave more emphasis to such matters then the growing disparity
in participation between younger and older members of the electorate
might perhaps be open to correction.

Working-class abstention?

In the 1997 general election Labour ‘reached across the class divide’ and
obtained more support from the middle classes than at any point previ-
ously (Evans, Heath and Payne 1999). But what happened to Labour’s
traditional heartland of support amongst working class voters? Were
they likely to abstain as the party moved firmly onto middle-class ideo-
logical terrain? The theme of manual workers feeling cut off from poli-
tics is a frequent one in media commentary. ‘Alienation from the
political process is running deep, but nowhere deeper than among the
working class’ (Crow and Rix 2002). There is some evidence from
America that as the Democrats moved towards the centre of the politi-
cal spectrum class differences in turnout increased (Weakliem and
Heath 1999). Heath and Taylor (1999) suggest that this might have
been the case in Britain: between 1992 and 1997 non-voting grew by 4
per cent among the professional and managerial class, whereas in the
working class it increased 7 percentage points. Among previous Labour
voters (its ‘heartland’ voters), for whom a change in Labour’s policy
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distinctiveness might have had most impact, non-voting grew by 1 per
cent in the professional and managerial group, but by 6 per cent among
working class people. The numbers involved are small, but they do
point in the direction of disillusion with Labour in the working class.
Labour’s agenda on Europe, gays and ethnic minorities has also
diverged increasingly from the attitudes of its traditional working-class
supporters in recent years (Evans 2000). Safe Labour seats in 2001 had
some of the lowest voting levels, possibly because of the combined
effects of complacency and lack of a contest risk, but also greater
distance between party policy and working-class former Labour voters.
There is suggestive evidence that Labour were seen as less representative
of the working class in 1997 than previously. In 1987 some 47 per cent
of all voters said that they thought Labour looked after working-class
interests very closely, but by 1997 this level had fallen to 34 per cent.
Unfortunately, the 2001 British Election study omitted this question so
it is unclear if this trend continued. So there is little evidence to support
the wilder media assertions about severe disillusion in the Labour heart-
lands (see also Whiteley et al. 2001).

Britain in comparative perspective

It is important to recognize that the minutiae of British political life
could fade into the background if the changes in turnout are not unique
to the UK. Any trend that is generic to established democracies cannot
be seen as a specifically British problem. There is academic consensus
that turnout has declined steadily throughout all established liberal
democracies since the 1950s (Dalton and Wattenberg 2000; Grey and
Caul 2000, Franklin 2001). Yet there is little agreement on what has
caused this change. Of course, considerable cross-national variations
remain in turnout rates – mainly caused by voluntary voter registration,
the size of voting districts, using proportional representation or plural-
ity rule electoral systems and compulsory versus voluntary voting laws
(Blais and Dobrznska 1990, Jackman and Miller 1995). But most
advanced industrial democracies have still experienced the same general
trend of declining turnout over a 40-year period. This might suggest
that we should let Britain’s political culture off the hook. To explain this
outcome a more general level of explanation is needed – one that is
present across a wide range of democratic societies.

A popular view is that a ‘crisis of democracy’ looms as the public
become increasingly alienated from the democratic system by its failure
to deliver what citizens want (Fuchs and Klingemann 1995). Greater
centralization and lowered opportunity for participation is another
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candidate for alienation. But is this the case? Are people really more
dissatisfied with democracy and its institutions nowadays? In Britain we
have found little evidence of marked change in this respect. And recent
extensive analysis of perceptions and attitudes across a wide range of
advanced industrial democracies reaches similar conclusions, suggesting
that accounts of a global democratic `crisis’ are greatly exaggerated
(Dalton 1999, Klingemann 1999).

One possibility is that declining turnout simply reflects increasing
rationality among the electorate (Whiteley 2002). This follows the
analysis of Downs (1957) who argued that the chances of an individual
vote affecting an election outcome are negligibly small so a rational
voter should ask: Why bother to vote? Let someone else make the effort.
If your party wins you get the benefit, but avoid the (admittedly small)
costs of voting. Equally if a disliked party wins, at least you have not
had to bear the costs of voting, and the outcome would have happened
anyway even if you tried to prevent it. So an increasingly calculating
citizenry could reason in this way, rather than following norms and
traditions (Rose and McAllister 1986). Whiteley (2002) notes an excep-
tion to the general turnout trend in Scandinavia, hypothesizing that
voters are insulated from the effects of individual calculation because:
‘These are countries with high levels of “social capital” in which indi-
viduals trust each other and where individuals are linked together in
networks of civic engagement’. However, arguing that greater interper-
sonal trust and social capital promote and maintain political involve-
ment has been criticized as really more a hopeful aspiration than a
proven case at present (Seligson 2002, Evans and Letki 2003).

An alternative view, however, which would require no assumptions of
such a marked change in the electorate’s character is that it is not voters
who are becoming more rational but parties. If all major parties place
an increased emphasis on finding centrist policies designed to appeal to
the median voter and using sophisticated methods like focus groups and
opinion polls, then, inevitably, the views of more ‘extreme’ or specific
issue groups are given less prominence in the pursuit of general popu-
larity. This change could then boost unorthodox political activity
among people who increasingly find that their personal concerns are not
addressed in an increasingly catch-all, centrist politics – presumably
groups whose identities or values lie a long way from the centrist
concerns of the main political competitors. The Countryside Alliance
could be seen as just such a group. Urban voters dominate in the main
parties’ electoral calculations. Rural concerns are always likely to be at
a disadvantage in the calculus of overall electoral costs and benefits.

A supportive finding here from comparative evidence is that citizen
involvement in politics is perhaps not so imperilled. Indeed some studies
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provide cross-national evidence of substantial increases in political
activity over a 25-year period (Norris 2002). And in Britain, Table 5.1
shows that between 1986 and 2000 there were small increases in the
proportions of respondents who said they had actually engaged in a
variety of non-electoral forms of political participation. These included
signing a petition (up from 34 to 42 per cent), going on a protest or
demonstration (up from 6 to 10 per cent), and contacting their MP (11
to 16 per cent) (Bromley, Curtice and Seyd 2001). Similar increases
occurred in those who expressed a potential to engage in various forms
of political activity, such as signing a petition, going on a protest or
demonstration and contacting their MP. But these politically active
people tend to be the same ones who vote, so their extra-curricular
political actions serve to add to current patterns of representation rather
than to spread the range of options to habitual non-voters.

Admittedly, these interpretations of trends in involvement rely on
answers to questions in social surveys, which is only one type of
evidence. A systematic analysis of people’s actual involvement in non-
voting forms of participation would be useful. For the present, however,
the survey evidence provides a useful counterweight to the fashionable
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Table 5.1 Reported political action, 1986–2000

Source: Bromley, Curtice and Seyd, 2001.

% saying they had 1986 1989 1991 1994 2000

Signed a petition 34 41 53 39 42
Contacted their MP 11 15 17 14 16
Contacted radio, TV 3 4 4 5 6

or newspaper
Gone on a protest or 6 8 9 9 10

demonstration
Raised the issue in an 5 4 5 4 5

organization they already
belong to

Spoken to an influential 1 3 5 3 4
person

Contacted a government 3 3 4 3 4
department

Formed a group of like- 2 3 2 3 2
minded people

Done none of these 56 48 37 53 47



tendency to see civic involvement in politics in ‘disaffected democracies’
as being in a parlous state (Pharr and Putnam 2000). Moreover, there is
clear evidence that demonstrations and other forms of political action,
such as national strikes, are a continuing part of the British political
scene. In September 2002, 400,000 or so people marched for ‘liberty
and the countryside’, with a set of right-wing causes being represented
as a protest for liberal values. The Conservative leader, Iain Duncan
Smith proclaimed ‘I am marching today in defence of our freedom’
(Sunday Telegraph, 22 September 2002) and the Daily Telegraph linked
the campaign to equality of treatment: ‘Prince Charles tells Blair:
“Farmers are being treated worse than blacks or gays”’ (ibid). The
protest was then followed in February 2003 by a 1.5 million strong
march in London proclaiming opposition to war on Iraq, a rather differ-
ent expression of liberal values.

Conclusion

In June 2002 the Electoral Commission organized a conference on
turnout asking ‘what can be done to reverse the decline and by whom?’
In searching for explanations of and solutions for the current turnout
malaise, the British political elite are probably right to believe that, over
the long term, voters’ trust in politicians has declined. But is restoring
trust the main route to getting voters back to the polls? Political trust
and cynicism have not changed that greatly and cannot explain over-
time trends in turnout. Analyses of the 2001 election suggest that low
turnout reflects election-specific factors, primarily the lack of close
party competition at a national and constituency level and voters’ feel-
ing that the overall outcome was a foregone conclusion and that their
vote would have little weight in shaping it. These attitudes were most
pronounced among the increasing proportion of the electorate who lack
a strong attachment to one or other of the main political parties.
Evidence for any ‘crisis’ due to increased working-class abstention is
slim; it could not explain much of the 2001 fall in turnout and on the
evidence available it cannot be said whether any change here is caused
by disillusionment with Labour politics or complacency about a Labour
win. Until another general election result is in real doubt, and at the
same time the parties divide over an important issue so as to galvanize
British politics, there is no reason to expect noticeably higher levels of
participation. Meanwhile British political culture has become more
supportive of formal civic engagements and informal protests, and
demonstrations and unconventional political participation still provide
an important outlet for those who feel their views are not adequately
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represented by mainstream politics. So it would to appear to be only
electoral participation that is in decline (Margetts 2000).

Various modes of voting have been encouraged as a way of boosting
turnout. Gordon Brown has allocated £10 million per annum for new
initiatives to combat the prevalent sense of alienation or mood of non-
participation. The government also published a report that sets out
‘the principles that underpin further policy development and proposes
what could be done to make e-democracy a reality’ (see www.
edemocracy.gov.uk). However, although surveys suggest 57 per cent
would be willing to vote online if they had the chance, less than half of
households are online, and they are disproportionately those where
people are already more likely to vote (Walker, 2002). Other changes
are likely to be more significant. Consistent with recent comparative
evidence, postal voting in Britain had moderately positive results when
tried in the 2002 local elections and holds the prospect of a slight
increase, though not one that will be of great impact. Franklin’s (2001)
estimate is that using compulsory voting can increase turnout by 6–7
per cent; postal voting by 5–6 per cent; and Sunday voting by 6–7 per
cent. However, comparing systems with and without such features is
inevitably problematic given the many other ways in which they also
differ, so these estimates are only tentative. More extensive institutional
intervention such as adopting proportional representation might be
thought to hold more extensive prospects for increased legitimacy and
hence popular participation in elections. However, changing to PR
carries no immediate guarantee of more involvement. In 1993 New
Zealand changed its electoral system from plurality rule to an additional
member system (called the ‘mixed member proportional system’ there).
In the first election under the new system turnout rose by 1.7 per cent.
However, in the second election three years later turnout fell to an
alltime low of 74 per cent (Vowles, 2001). Moreover, since the pre-elec-
tion days of the mid-1990s the Labour Party’s commitment to propor-
tional representation withered on the vine. With no government
enthusiasm for PR, there is little likelihood of it being adopted for
Westminster elections.

The combination of little difference between the parties, plus a result
that is a foregone conclusion, plus an electorate where many voters are
no longer pre-committed to any given party would appear to provide the
most convincing answer to the puzzle of (non)turnout in Britain today.
We have become an increasingly ‘de-aligned’ or ‘disengaged’, or ‘choosy’,
or ‘rational’ electorate, depending on the spin of different authors.
Although there is a somewhat more generalized political cynicism now
than in earlier more innocent times, it would be wrong to claim that large
sections of the electorate are ‘alienated’ from democratic politics, or
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from our particular party system. Instead voters are more demanding
than they used to be, and it is not at all clear what initiatives will change
this stance. Changes in political culture work hand-in-hand with the
current state of a de-polarized, one-party dominant political context to
de-politicize an electorate who might well have more personally impor-
tant things on their mind than national politics. If this situation changes,
however, as with the re-appearance of new issues dividing the main
parties or closer party competition, then we should expect to see a resur-
gence of behavioural participation. Whether scepticism will in turn be
replaced by open-hearted endorsement of politics or politicians is more
doubtful. In the meantime, however, there is no evidence that other
forms of political participation have declined.

This analysis implies that if Labour continues to command substan-
tial leads in the opinion polls, we might well find that turnout in the
next general election remains relatively low or declines further. On the
other hand if the Conservatives gradually recover support, as we might
expect, or the Liberal Democrats increase their vote, then subsequent
general elections could be regarded as closer contests, and turnout can
be expected to increase. However, there is also the possibility that the
ideological difference between the parties plays a role in voters’ deci-
sions to turn out and vote: if Labour remains close to the centre of the
political spectrum, and the Conservatives also move back towards the
centre ground, the lack of difference between the parties might imply
continuing low turnout. Electoral politics in 2001 simply became an
unexciting one horse race. Restoring faith in politics will not in itself get
voters back to the polls. But the re-emergence of an effective opposition
just might.
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Chapter 6

Changing Voting Systems

JOHN CURTICE

Not so long ago, the debate about alternative electoral systems in
Britain appeared to be entirely academic. In practice, all elections
were held using one method, called plurality rule. Candidates secured
election simply by winning more votes than their competitors, a
plurality but very frequently not a majority (less than 50 per cent) of
all votes, in a single member district. Parliament or any other elected
body was then composed simply by the amalgam of results all these
local contests. Only the use of the Single Transferable Vote (STV) for
many elections in Northern Ireland since 1973 breached what
appeared to be the standard and centuries-old British way of doing
things.

But since Labour came to power in 1997 that tradition has been chal-
lenged and uprooted. Instead of being a country where things are always
done the same way, Britain has become a laboratory of electoral experi-
mentation and change, often as part of Labour’s wider programme of
devolution and constitutional reform. But pre-existing election systems
for the European Parliament have also been changed and new systems of
election have been seriously proposed but not yet implemented for
Westminster elections (Jenkins, 1998), for a reformed House of Lords
and for Scottish local government. The Labour government has so far
not implemented the pledge it made in its 1997 manifesto to put a recom-
mendation on reforming House of Commons elections to the public in a
referendum, and did not repeat it in 2001. But it is committed to initiat-
ing in 2003 a review of the experience of proportional representation in
Britain so far, to inform a further consideration whether a change to the
Commons electoral system should take place. To assess the questions
that will need to be answered by such a review, this chapter reviews the
new voting systems now in place. It also focuses on three issues at the
heart of academic and policy debates about the relative merits of plural-
ity rule and alternative more proportional electoral systems:

• which kind of electoral system is more conducive to high levels of
electoral participation;
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• what impacts do electoral systems have on elections’ role in liberal
democracy; and

• what difference electoral systems make to the kind of representation
that voters enjoy.

Varieties of electoral systems

The principle behind the plurality rule is a simple one. Those candidates
who get most votes in a local area get elected, whether they have a
majority of the votes cast or not. In elections to the House of Commons
every constituency elects just one MP under the classic Single Member
Plurality System (SMPS). This system was also used for electing the
British MEPs in the European Parliament during 1979–94, and is
employed for choosing all Scottish local councillors. Plurality rule can
also be used in multi-member electoral districts, as it often is in English
and Welsh local government. To elect three councillors in one ward, for
instance, voters can cast one vote each for three different candidates,
and then the top three candidates with most votes win.

The Additional Member System (AMS, also known outside the UK as
the Mixed Member Proportional system) was first implemented in
Germany after 1945. It became one of the leading alternatives for use in
Britain in the mid 1970s (Blake 1976) and was adopted in New Zealand
in 1996. AMS is part of a larger ‘family’ of mixed or parallel electoral
systems, where representatives are chosen in two different ways, an
approach also used in Italy, Japan and other countries (Shugart and
Wattenberg 2001). AMS retains the use of SMPS in local districts but
adds an additional election of some representatives using a more
proportional system. These ‘additional members’ (also often called the
‘top up’ representatives) are elected from lists of candidates nominated
by each party in such a way that the total representatives for each party
is made (quite) proportional to the share of the total vote cast for those
parties.

Some features of AMS are standard. All three existing implementa-
tions of AMS in Britain, for the Greater London Assembly, the Welsh
National Assembly and the Scottish Parliament, give voters two votes,
one cast in the local SMPS election and one in the party list stage. Other
details of AMS systems can vary significantly. A key variation is the
proportion of seats that are elected by SMPS and the proportion that
come from party lists. In Germany, these proportions are 50:50. By
contrast, in all the British AMS systems more than half of the seats are
elected by SMPS. In the Greater London Assembly the local members
comprise 56 per cent of all seats, in the Scottish Parliament 57 per cent
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and in the Welsh Assembly no less than 66 per cent. A second poten-
tially important variation is in how the party list seats are allocated
across one big or several less big ‘top up’ constituencies. The Greater
London Assembly uses a single London-wide constituency but Wales is
divided into four separate regions for the party list election, and
Scotland into eight regions.

The Alternative Vote Plus system was proposed by the Independent
Commission on the Electoral System (Jenkins, 1988) and is based on yet a
further possible variation of AMS. Its first key idea was that the propor-
tion of locally elected MPs should be as high as 80 to 85 per cent of all
seats, keeping party list MPs to a minimum needed for ‘broad proportion-
ality’. A second innovation was not to elect MPs in the local contests by
SMPS, but instead to use the Alternative Vote (AV) method there. Under
AV, voters no longer place an ‘X’ against the name of one individual candi-
date, but instead they are invited to rank the candidates in an order of pref-
erence, numbering them 1, 2, 3, etc. If no single candidate secures more
than half of all first preference votes (those people have numbered 1), then
the bottom candidate is eliminated and the second votes of people who
supported him or her are redistributed amongst the remaining candidates,
in accordance with the number 2 preferences marked. This process of elim-
inating the bottom candidate and redistributing these voters’ later prefer-
ences continues until one candidate has secured over half of the eligible
votes, and so can be said to have majority support.

The Supplementary Vote (SV) is a simplified version of AV. It is used
for electing the London Mayor, and for the directly elected mayors in
other localities in England. Here voters are simply asked to express a
first preference and a second preference, not by marking a ‘1’ and a ‘2’
on their ballot paper but instead by putting an ‘X’ in one column to
mark their first preference and then another ‘X’ in a second column to
indicate their second preference. This procedure avoids mixing up X
voting and voting by numbering preferences which might otherwise
have been confusing, for instance when voters are choosing the London
Mayor and the Assembly on the same day.

Proportional Representation Party list systems also come in many
varieties across the world. One version was introduced in Britain for the
first time in the European elections in 1999. That was a ‘closed’ list
system. Voters cast one vote for different lists of candidates put up by the
parties. Which candidates are elected is determined by how many people
support each party, and then by the order in which they are ranked on
their party’s list. So, for example, if a party is entitled to three seats, the
top three persons on its list will be elected. Voters cannot pick or choose
within each party’s slate of candidates. By contrast, in an ‘open’ list
system voters can express a preference for an individual candidate chosen
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from inside each party list. So if a party’s overall vote share meant it had
won three seats, then its most voted-for three candidates would be
elected, not the top three on a list drawn up by the party leadership.
‘Flexible’ lists are a compromise between these approaches. Voters can
choose to support either a whole party’s slate, or a particular individual
candidate within it, and in some circumstances those individual prefer-
ence votes may overturn the rank order proposed by the party.

Any party list system requires larger constituencies, so that several repre-
sentatives can be elected for each area. In the European elections, rather
than Britain forming one large constituency electing 84 members, it is
divided into Scotland, Wales and nine English official government regions,
whose population size varies a lot. So the number of MEPs elected in each
region also varies, from four in the North East region of England to eleven
in the South East. Within each region seats are allocated by a formula
designed to ensure that seats are proportional to votes. (There is no direct
mechanism for ensuring that seats won across the country as a whole are
proportional to votes, but the result was quite close.)

The Single Transferable Vote (STV) gives voters the same task as with
the Alternative Vote, namely to rank candidates in order of preference.
But whereas under AV just one candidate is elected in a local
constituency, under STV multiple candidates are elected to represent a
wider area. This means that each party may nominate more than one
candidate, for instance five people if there are five seats to be won. And
whereas under AV the threshold for election is half the vote, under STV
there is a ‘quota’ that depends on the number of candidates to be elected.
This quota level is the smallest number of votes that only the number of
candidates to be elected can possibly achieve. It is set as [the number of
votes cast] divided by [one more than the number of seats to be elected],
plus one extra vote. Thus if there are three candidates to be elected and
100 votes have been cast, the quota would be (100/4) + 1, that is 26
votes. Anyone meeting this quota is elected immediately, and any
‘surplus’ votes they have (above the quota level) are redistributed to
those voters’ second preference candidates. If this leaves some seats still
unallocated (as it normally does), then STV shifts over to eliminating the
bottom candidate like AV above, and then redistributing these voters’
second preferences. The process continues in this way until all the seats
have been won by a candidate reaching the quota level of votes.

The level and quality of electoral participation

Do some kinds of system make it more likely that people will vote 
and that their votes will express their true preferences? Advocates of
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proportional systems point out that under SMPS many constituencies
are ‘safe’ constituencies where one party is so strong locally that the
outcome is a foregone conclusion. There is much less incentive for
voters in safe constituencies to vote. It is only in more ‘marginal’
constituencies (which may well be relatively rare) that the outcome
locally is closely fought and open to change, and in practice only voters
in these constituencies have an effective say in which party will form the
next government. So we should expect turnout to be lower in elections
held using SMPS than it is under elections using some system of propor-
tional representation where ‘every vote counts’ (Farrell 2001, Franklin
1996, Katz 1997).

But advocates of SMPS have a rejoinder. They point to the alleged
complexity of many proportional representation (PR) systems. Under
SMPS voters can easily understand that whoever gets most votes gets
elected, whereas under any PR systems who wins is determined by
counting more complex counting procedures (even involving mathe-
matical formulae) that leave most voters unsure just how their vote
contributes to the election of an MP. And ballot papers under SMPS are
relatively simple affairs on which voters place a single cross. Under
alternative systems voters are often presented with longer and more
complex ballot papers, and sometimes may have to vote twice or more.
(For instance, voters in London elections could cast four votes, first and
second preference for Mayor, and local and London-wide votes for the
Assembly). This greater complexity is supposed to act as a disincentive
for voters to go to the polling station and to be a factor which makes
mistaken or invalid votes more likely amongst those who do go.

Recent British experience of alternative electoral systems certainly
suggests that introducing proportional systems is certainly no immedi-
ate panacea for enhancing turnout. Turnout was lower at each of the
major elections that were held between 1997 and 2001 using an alter-
native electoral system than it was in either the 1997 or 2001 general
election held under SMPS. Furthermore, turnout in the 1999 European
Elections was as much as nine points lower than at any previous
European election held under SMPS. However, turnout in 2001 using
SMPS was lower than at any previous election since 1918, and even in
1997 voting levels were low compared with other post-war elections. So
sticking with SMPS can apparently no longer be relied upon to bring
voters to the polls either.

In fact Table 6.1 can tell us relatively little about the impact of elec-
toral systems on turnout. It compares the voting turnout for different
institutions that have very different powers, and as a result different
levels of importance in voters’ minds. Turnout for the House of
Commons may well be higher than it is for any other British political
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institution irrespective of the voting system being used, simply because
more people think it matters. After all turnout in Westminster elections
has always been much higher than in European or local elections, even
though the former once were and the latter still are conducted under the
plurality rule. Comparing the 1999 European election turnout with
those from 1979 to 1994 does not suffer from this flaw. But even here
the lower turnout in 1999 could just as well be the result of the appar-
ent decline in turnout at all kinds of election (general election, local and
European) after 1997, rather than indicating any impact from using the
party list system.

To be able to make a judgement about the claims made by advocates
on each side of the argument, we need more direct evidence of about
whether different kinds of system do in fact matter. We need to exam-
ine two key questions. Is it true that turnout is markedly higher in
marginal constituencies than in safe seats? And is there any evidence
that voters were confused by any of the alternative electoral systems?
Table 6.2 addresses the first question by comparing the turnout in
marginal and not so marginal seats in the 2001 general election, and at
first sight it shows a clear effect for turnout to be less in safe seats.
However, a closer look reveals there is only a clear difference between
the turnout in marginal and not so marginal constituencies in seats that
were being defended by Labour. In places with a sitting Conservative or
other party MP, turnout was almost the same across marginal and safe
seats. In part this reflects the fact that more Labour constituencies in
2001 were very safe and so might be expected to have particularly low
turnouts. But it is also the case that turnout is lower the stronger the
Labour vote is in a constituency, irrespective of how marginal it is, so
this pattern has the effect of exaggerating the difference in turnout
between marginal and not so marginal seats.

Using a more complex statistical approach (a regression analysis)
takes this complicating factor into account, and does suggest that
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Table 6.1 Turnout at elections in Britain 1997–2001

Year Institution Electoral System % voting

1997 House of Commons SMPS 71.4
1999 Scottish Parliament AMS 58.2
1999 Welsh Assembly AMS 46.4
1999 European Parliament Party List 23.1
2000 London Mayor SV 33.5
2001 House of Commons SMPS 59.1



turnout is in fact lower in safe seats than in marginal ones. On average
it can be shown that turnout is a little over three percentage points
lower in a seat where the defending party starts off with a 20 per cent
majority than it is in one where the two parties start off neck and neck.
(The regression equation here explains over half the variance in turnout
in 1997). Marginality does then have some influence on turnout, but its
impact should not be exaggerated. At the same time one likely reason
why turnout was so low in both marginal and safe constituencies in
2001was because voters anticipated that Britain’s SMPS electoral
system was going to give Labour a second large parliamentary majority
(Bromley and Curtice 2002). Voters would not have anticipated such a
‘clear win’ outcome under a more proportional system.

Turning to our second question, is there evidence that more propor-
tional electoral systems are more complex in ways that make it less
likely for people to vote or to cast a valid vote if they do go to the polls?
In surveys of voters conducted immediately after the devolved elections
in Scotland, Wales and London respondents were asked first whether
they found the ballot papers difficult to complete, and then whether
they found it difficult to understand the relationship between votes and
seats (Curtice et al. 2001 and 2002). In each case relatively few voters
said they thought it was ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ difficult to complete the ballot
papers. In Scotland and Wales they amounted to no more than one
person in ten, although in London this figure was double at one in five.
However, two in five people said that they found understanding how
votes were converted into seats difficult. Even so, it does not appear that
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Table 6.2 How turnour in 2001 varied by the marginality of seats and by the
party holding the seat

Note: A ‘marginal’ seat is defined as one where the winning party had a majority
over the second party in 1997 of less than 10 per cent of all votes. A ‘not so
marginal’ seat is one where the leading party’s majority was greater than this level.

Average % turnout in

Marginal Not so marginal
seats seats

Labour MP in 1997 62.3 55.8
Conservative MP in 1997 63.4 63.1
Other MP in 1997 63.7 62.7
All seats 63.0 57.7



this problem, understanding how seats were allocated, had much impact
on turnout for all three elections. Those who found it difficult to under-
stand how votes were converted into seats reported the same level of
turnout as people who did not report such a difficulty (Curtice et al.
2002).

Meanwhile at the 1999 European election, Home Office research
concluded that difficulties in understanding the new party list system, or
indeed dislike of the system, were not in any way responsible for the low
turnout (Home Office 1999). And evidence from the 1999 British Social
Attitudes survey indicates that people who were opposed to electoral
reform were almost just as likely to say they had voted in the European
election as were those who favoured new voting methods. Only in one
instance, when 2 per cent of people voted invalidly in the 2000 London
mayoral race, was there clear evidence of people being confused by
newer ballot papers. So overall, the arguments from advocates of SMPS
that newer systems discourage turnout or less reliable voting do not
receive much support.

Some critics of the Additional Member System have suggested that
people view their local vote as a first preference vote, and the party list
or ‘top-up’ vote as a second preference vote – consequently voting for
the wrong party. However, when voters in Scotland and Wales were
asked both for whom they had voted in the 1999 devolution elections
and which was their first preference party, most people gave both their
votes to their first preference party. In Scotland 83 per cent gave their
party list vote to their first preference party while 88 per cent did so in
the local SMPS contest. In Wales the equivalent figures were 81 per cent
and 88 per cent respectively.

One reason why voters might fail to vote for their first preference
party in an election is because they decide to vote tactically. Electoral
reformers often argue that under SMPS rather than ‘waste’ their vote on
their first preference party which has no chance of winning, people opt
to support their second preference in order to ensure the defeat of
another party or candidate which they positively dislike. In this way,
they say, SMPS undermines the quality of electoral participation. In
contrast, because ‘every vote counts’ in systems of proportional repre-
sentation they are better able to ensure that the votes people cast are a
true reflection of their real preferences.

Contrary to this argument, however, some critics of the Additional
Member System point out that in Scotland, Wales and London it uses
SMPS in the local contests, and so cannot reduce tactical voting effects
here. Meanwhile a party list vote can be a ‘wasted’ vote too if a party
wins so many of the local SMPS contests that it cannot win any further
party list seats, a situation that Labour faced in much of Scotland and
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Wales in 1999. However, in practice somewhat fewer voters reported
voting tactically in the AMS elections than in recent general elections. In
Scotland, 6 per cent of voters reported voting tactically in their SMPS
contest and just 4 per cent on the party list vote. In London the figure
was somewhat higher at 7 per cent apiece. But these levels were still
below the 10 per cent of people who reported voting tactically at the
1997 general election. The impacts of PR systems here should not be
exaggerated. The Liberal Democrats have always in the past been
pictured as the party most disadvantaged by SMPS, because they accu-
mulate many votes running second or third without getting a realistic
chance of winning. If people were put off voting Liberal Democrat for
fear of wasting their votes then the advent of PR systems should have
given the party a significant dividend of new votes. Yet in the Scottish,
Welsh and London elections the Liberal Democrat share of the party list
vote was almost exactly the same as in the 1997 general election. In the
1999 European election Liberal Democrat support was nearly 5 per cent
less than their 1997 general election vote. So any feeling that, ‘A Liberal
vote is a wasted vote’, evidently has not had much impact on the party’s
overall performance in SMPS elections.

Despite the passion with which both sides in the SMPS versus PR
controversy argue their case, the impact of electoral systems on the level
and quality of electoral participation is not sufficiently strong or certain
for it to be decisive in determining which system should be used in any
particular election. There is little evidence that new electoral systems
create confusion amongst voters. But equally it appears that people are
not much influenced to turn out by whether or not their vote appears
likely to have an influence on the outcome of an election.

The role of elections

The second set of claims about SMPS versus more proportional systems
are about two different conceptions of the proper role of parliamentary
elections in a modern liberal democracy. Advocates of SMPS argue that
elections are primarily about choosing a government. What matters is
whether an electoral system makes it possible to hold the current
government to account and replace it with an alternative if voters are
disappointed with its performance. A key strength of SMPS is that the
party that wins most votes usually wins a clear majority of seats, even
though it may well have won less than half the vote – because third
parties usually receive little reward. This feature means that who
becomes Prime Minister is determined directly by who can win the most
votes, and not by post-election coalition bargaining between multiple
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parties. The winning party also commonly has a sufficient legislative
majority to deliver ‘strong’, effective and stable government. However,
at the same time governments often make decisions in the knowledge
that it will take only a relatively small proportion of the electorate to
switch sides for the principal opposition party to replace them in office
at the next election.

Advocates of more proportional systems, in contrast, regard elections
as primarily about the election of a representative assembly. They
suggest that the legislature should be a microcosm of the political opin-
ions of the country as a whole, so that the House of Commons can
adequately represent and reflect public opinion in its deliberations. They
see no problem in who forms the next government being determined by
a process of post-election coalition bargaining – because if each party is
represented in the legislature in proportion to its share of the vote then
any majority government formed will have the backing of a majority of
voters. It is undesirable, they argue, to give an artificial majority to a
government in fact based on only a minority of voters’ support.

This dispute is a choice about competing values, so empirical
evidence cannot help us judge whether elections should be about choos-
ing a government or electing a representative legislature. But we can
establish the degree to which recent experience of British elections
upholds the claims that are made by both sides about the ability of their
preferred electoral system to facilitate the ends that they advocate. Is it
the case that SMPS gives voters a choice between alternative govern-
ments? And are the alternatives that have been used in recent British
elections sufficiently proportional to ensure that a majority government
can only be formed by parties which have won a majority of the vote
between them?

At first glance, the experience of recent British general elections has
more than amply confirmed the claims that are made on behalf of
SMPS. In 1992 the Conservatives won a narrow victory with just under
43 per cent support. Five years later in 1997 the Labour opposition
defeated the incumbent Conservative government, winning an over-
whelming overall majority of 166 on just over 44 per cent of the vote in
Great Britain. Labour repeated this feat in 2001 with a majority of 167
on just 42 per cent of the vote. So an alternation of government and
clear overall majorities have seemingly been delivered in abundance.

Yet all is not as it seems. There is no simple relationship of votes to
seats won that voters can know in advance. First, comparing the
winning vote shares in 2001 with those in 1992 and 1997, Labour in
2001 got less support than the Conservatives’ in 1992 – yet won huge
majorities. The Tories in 1992 on the same vote share secured a major-
ity of just 21 – which proved insufficient to withstand the by-election
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losses and defections that the government endured over the next five
years. Second, the Liberal Democrats in 2001 won just under 19 per
cent of the vote, well below the 26 per cent high tide support of the
Liberal/SDP Alliance in 1983. Yet whereas the Alliance secured just 23
seats in 1983, the Liberal Democrat vote in 2001 earned the party 52
seats, its highest tally since 1929.

These apparent inconsistencies in the operation of SMPS raise impor-
tant doubts about the claims made on its behalf. While it might be
considered defensible for the electoral system to give the winning party
a bonus so that it has on overall majority, it would not seem reasonable
for different parties to receive a different sized bonus when they win an
election with a similar share of the vote. And if it is considered reason-
able for the electoral system to discriminate against small parties, should
citizens not be able to anticipate that this discrimination will be consis-
tent from election to election, and indeed from party to party? But
recent experience in Britain indicates that SMPS cannot be relied upon
to display these two qualities at all.

Just how far SMPS currently treats Labour more favourably than the
Conservatives is shown hypothetically in Table 6.3. This analysis starts
from the outcome of the 2001 general election and looks at what would
happen to the parties’ seats if there different swings of the size indicated
in each and every parliamentary constituency. (We assume that in all
other respects conditions remain exactly as they were in 2001, includ-
ing the share of the vote won by other parties, the electorate and the
turnout in each constituency.) On a 2 per cent swing from Labour to the
Conservatives, Labour retains a big majority, but it still has a lead in
votes to justify that. On a 4.7 per cent swing Labour and the
Conservatives would be level-pegging in terms of votes, but Labour has
140 more seats, giving it an overall Commons majority of 69. The
Conservatives would have to win 3.7 per cent more of the overall vote
than Labour before the current government would no longer have the
330 seats required for an overall majority. The Tories would have to be
no less than 8.3 points ahead of Labour in votes terms before they had
the same number of seats as Labour. Finally, to get an overall Commons
majority of 1, the Tories would need to be 11.5 points ahead of Labour.

So SMPS is currently biased towards Labour, such that there appears to
be a danger that a future Conservative victory in votes may not be
reflected in a victory in terms of seats. Moreover there is a minor prece-
dent for this happening. In February 1974 the Conservatives won 0.8 per
cent more support than Labour, but ended up with four seats fewer than
Labour. Such a bias can occur because the SMPS does not follow any
consistent law on the reward that parties gets in seats for any given victory
in terms of votes shares. The outcome all depends on geographical
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patterns, on how the main parties’ votes are distributed across the local
constituencies. At all the general elections since 1987 Labour’s vote has
been more efficiently distributed than that of the Conservatives. Labour
does better in smaller constituencies, both those with smaller electorates
and those with lower turnout levels. Labour has increased its vote most
in seats that were previously marginal between itself and the
Conservatives, and its vote has grown least in its safe seats (Curtice
2001). Between them these two patterns were responsible for John
Major’s lack of a safe majority in 1992 and Tony Blair’s unusually large
majorities in both 1997 and 2001.

Of course, it is not inevitable that the current bias in Labour’s favour
will persist. Some of Labour’s advantage from winning more seats in
smaller constituencies will be pruned back by a review of parliamentary
boundaries currently under way, which perhaps might ensure that any
future Conservative lead in votes will also be reflected in a lead in seats.
Yet a clear danger that it will not be so remains. SMPS simply cannot be
relied upon to fulfil consistently the claims that are made on its behalf
by its advocates.

Turning to the second inconsistency identified above, there has been
an apparent decline in plurality voting system’s discrimination against
smaller parties. Again this effect (which is proclaimed as a certain virtue
by SMPS advocates) actually depends on how a party votes are distrib-
uted across constituencies. A medium or small party that wins most of
its vote in a small number of constituencies can do relatively well at
winning seats. Only a smaller party whose vote is scattered evenly
across the country suffers. In 1983 the Liberal/SDP Alliance vote was
very evenly spread, but this was less true of the Liberal Democrat vote
in 2001 – hence the party’s better reward in terms of winning seats. (Of
course, the Liberal Democrats in 2001 also benefited from the slump in
Tory support, since they compete differentially with Conservatives at
constituency level. Even so, if the relative Tory and Liberal Democrat
votes were restored to 1983 levels, but with the 1997 pattern of voting
across areas, the Liberal Democrats would win more seats than they did
in 1983). At the other extreme amongst smaller parties, Plaid Cymru’s
vote in Westminster election is so highly concentrated in a small number
of constituencies that its 0.8 per cent of support in Great Britain was
almost proportionately rewarded in 2001 with 0.6 per cent of the seats.
So once again what is thought to be a key characteristic of SMPS in fact
depends on electoral geography. So it becomes more understandable
that despite the continued use of SMPS in Commons elections, nearly
one in eight of the MPs elected in 2001 now sit for parties other than
Labour or the Conservatives.

If there is reason to doubt whether SMPS is a reliable mechanism for
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meeting the aims of its advocates, what can be said of the claims put
forward by advocates of more proportional systems? Have the new
systems shown so far that they reliably deliver a sufficiently propor-
tional outcome, such that only a party or coalition of parties with a
majority support commands a majority of the seats? Table 6.4 shows
immediately that some of the alternative electoral systems strictly fail
this test. After the 1999 election, Scotland has been governed by a
Labour–Liberal Democrat coalition with 46 per cent of the votes but 56
per cent of the Scottish Parliament’s 129 seats. In Wales a
Labour–Liberal Democrat coalition was formed in October 2000 with
57 per cent of the Assembly’s 60 seats, supported by 48 per cent of the
electorate – although this is admittedly quite close to majority support,
since any election system must have some small distortions. In the
Greater London Assembly there is no formal executive, but the
Assembly is run by a less formal Labour–Liberal Democrat–Green coali-
tion, supported by 56 per cent of voters and with nearly 66 per cent of
the assembly seats. In the European Parliament there is also no execu-
tive formed, but the outcome was far from being exactly proportional.

Disproportionalities occur for several reasons (see Curtice and Steed
2000). In Scotland and Wales there were insufficient party list seats to
overcome the over-representation of Labour in the outcome of the
SMPS contests, and the top-up seats were allocated on a regional and
not a national basis. In all four elections in Table 6.4, a particular count-
ing method was used to allocate seats (called the D’Hondt formula),
which is somewhat favourable to larger parties (Lijphart 1994). And in
all four elections very small parties did not get the minimum votes
needed to win a list seat, which effectively varied from around 5 to 7 per
cent in Scotland and Wales, to 7 to 8 per cent in the European
Parliament elections (Dunleavy and Margetts: 302). In London a party
must by law win 5 per cent of the list vote before it can win a list seat.
These thresholds severely limit the ability of other smaller parties to win
seats, and mean that larger parties are still somewhat over-represented.
The bigger the vote going to the smaller parties, the stronger this effect
is. So proportional electoral systems are never perfectly proportional
and hence the executives formed from them may well be supported by
less than 50 per cent of voters.

The Supplementary Vote as used in London and other recent mayoral
elections might be expected to rectify this problem, for in the event that
no candidate wins a majority outright, under this system voters’ second
preferences are taken into account. Yet in the London Mayoral election,
the victor Ken Livingstone’s share of the first and second preference
votes counted by SV was still only 49 per cent of the valid first prefer-
ence vote. Equally in twelve subsequent uses of the system to elect
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Mayors in various parts of England in 2002, only on five occasions did
the victor have a majority of the initially expressed vote. This occurs
because some voters do not give a second preference, or allocate it to a
candidate who gets eliminated from the second round by not being in
the top two. In the London Mayoral election 17 per cent of those who
voted gave no second preference; and amongst voters for London candi-
dates outside the top two, almost two thirds did not give their second
preference to Livingstone or Norris, who were in the run-off second
stage (Cracknell and Hicks 2000).

It should also be noted that the Alternative Vote Plus system recom-
mended by the Jenkins Commission would also fail to ensure that
national governments have the support of a majority of the electorate –
because no more than 20 per cent of Commons seats would be allocated
on a proportionate basis, not enough to offset the SMPS biases in the
local constituencies. Also the top-up seats would be allocated in only
ones and twos, county by county. The commission itself accepted that
its system would still have given the largest party an overall majority at
three of the four elections held between 1983 and 1997, as would also
apply for the 2001 election.

So whatever the merits of the different roles of elections put forward
by the advocates of SMPS and more proportional systems, in truth there
are important weaknesses in the arguments of both camps. In neither
case can it be said that the instrument chosen to fulfil the role they have
in mind is a reliable and consistent means of ensuring that that role is
fulfilled. SMPS does not always ensure that the (correct) winner has a
safe overall majority; neither does it consistently discriminate against
third parties. Meanwhile more proportional systems are not necessarily
sufficiently proportional to ensure majority governments have the
expressed will of a majority of the electorate. The reality of electoral
systems evidently does not always match their rhetoric.

Representation

What kind of representation is delivered by different electoral systems?
Advocates for SMPS argue it ensures that all MPs are accountable to a
clearly defined body of voters and encourages them to represent the
interests of all their constituents (Bogdanor 1985, Carey and Shugart
1992). To be elected individual candidates need more votes than anyone
else locally. They cannot get elected simply by being at the top of their
party’s list, nor in marginal seats can they rely only on being popular
amongst the voters who support their party anyway. Incumbent MPs
are encouraged to develop a reputation as an effective individual local
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representative, in the hope of winning over marginal votes from other
parties’ supporters locally. They can do this by taking up the grievances
of individual constituents in their dealings with government and other
organizations and by advocating the interests of their constituency as a
whole in Parliament. And voters have a valuable reassurance that there
is always someone specific to whom they can turn if they feel unfairly
treated by the state.

Those who back more proportional systems are in contrast not as
concerned about MPs’ ability to advocate their constituents’ interests as
they are to ensure that the legislature as a whole reflects the social diver-
sity of society as a whole (Plant 1991). As well as accurately mirroring
the balance of political opinion in the country, a legislature should also
more broadly reflect the distribution of different genders, ethnic back-
grounds and other social characteristics in the whole population. Multi-
member constituencies are an essential feature of more proportional
systems, and they make it easier for parties to put forward a much more
socially balanced ticket than SMPS with its single member constituen-
cies whose MPs are drawn mainly from the predominant social groups.
Any party putting forward a list for election will want to include some-
one from each of the key social groups in an area, or run the risk of
losing votes as a result.

How valid are these theoretical claims in practice? For SMPS advo-
cates to have an effective point then some voters at least must be will-
ing to vote on the basis of how good the incumbent MP is (or another
party’s candidates would be) as their local representative, rather than
just because they represent the particular party they support. There is
some evidence of such an effect. The MPs with most incentive and
opportunity to develop a personal vote are those who have captured a
marginal seat from an MP of a different party at the previous election,
who might fear that their seat could easily return to the opposition if the
tide of political fortune reverses at the next election. For these MPs any
extra votes that could be gathered by developing a personal vote could
make the difference between future victory or defeat. And indeed MPs
in such circumstances have tended at recent elections to perform more
strongly than the party they are representing, suggesting that they have
been able to develop a favourable personal reputation over the previous
four or five years (Norton and Wood 1994).

Even so, the scale of such personal voting should not be exaggerated.
It appears that an energetic local MP in a marginal seat can typically
win an extra 1,500 votes at most. Such a total could be crucial in a tight
contest and probably helped some new Labour MPs in 1997 to defend
highly marginal seats successfully in 2001. But notice that a personal
vote could do nothing to save those Conservative MPs who saw their
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party swept away by an electoral avalanche in 1997. Equally, the degree
to which MPs are in any form of contact with individual constituents
should not be exaggerated either. The 1997 British Election Study found
that just one in eight voters reported having had any kind of contact
with their local MP over the previous year, with the vast majority of
people not even receiving a direct mail shot from their representative.

Moreover it is far from clear that modest but potentially significant
personal voting only occurs under SMPS. Proponents of AMS argue
that it encourages voters to vote for whoever they think is the best indi-
vidual candidate in the local SMPS contests that are the first stage of
AMS, secure in the knowledge that they can still vote for their preferred
party at the party list stage. So voters might be expected to be more
likely to cast a personal vote under AMS than under SMPS. And
certainly in the 1999 Scottish and Welsh elections those who had
already made a name for themselves in their constituency as a
Westminster MP consistently outperformed their less well-known
colleagues. The Labour rebel Dennis Canavan was able to secure elec-
tion to the Scottish Parliament in 1999 within his local area, standing as
an Independent MP against the official Labour candidate endorsed by
the Labour leadership. And of course, in the 2000 London mayoral elec-
tion under SV, Ken Livingstone won even more dramatically as an inde-
pendent, after the national Labour leadership put in place a more
acceptable official Labour candidate via an electoral college process. So
while some personal voting may occur under SMPS, it clearly can occur
in other proportional systems as well.

What of the claim that voting systems using multi-member
constituencies will create legislatures more representative of the social
composition of society as a whole? On one aspect of this proposition,
the representation of women, alternative systems appear to do better
than SMPS. Less than one in five MPs elected to the Commons in 2001
under SMPS were women, compared with two in five of those elected
to the Greater London Assembly in 2000 and the Welsh Assembly in
1999. Over a third of Scottish MSPs in 1999 were also women. But
multi-member constituencies do not necessarily ensure that more
women are elected, for in the 1999 European election only a quarter of
MEPs elected were women.

Nor is there any simple relationship between the use of party lists and
the level of female representation (Curtice and Steed 2000). In the
Scottish and Welsh elections, women were in fact relatively more
successful in the local SMPS contests than they were on the party lists.
The main factor enhancing women’s representation here was a change
in Labour rules requiring constituencies to be paired in twos, with each
pair selecting two candidates, one a man and the other a woman.
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Similarly in the European elections for 1999 the only major party to
achieve gender balance was the Liberal Democrats party, who required
that all of their regional party lists should intersperse male and female
candidates equally. So it is party selection rules rather than electoral
systems per se that determine whether gender balance is achieved.

Overall it appears that claims about the nature of representation
provide little reason to prefer one kind of electoral system over another.
Personal voting, and the local constituency work by MPs that suppos-
edly goes with it, is not all that important, nor is it found only under
SMPS. And multi-member party lists will not necessarily result in
elected winners being more socially representative.

Conclusion

The available evidence casts considerable doubt on the validity of many
of the claims often made on behalf of SMPS or more proportional
systems. It appears that using SMPS or one of its alternatives does not
have a sufficiently strong impact on the level or quality of electoral
participation for this to be a sufficient reason for preferring one rather
than the other. Equally neither side appears to have a decisive case when
it comes to the kind of representation that the various systems encour-
age. So the choice of electoral system seems to depends on our view
about what we want elections to do – directly elect our governments, or
produce a representative assembly. But neither SMPS nor many of its
proportional alternatives can necessarily be relied upon to deliver the
values with which it is associated. Given such intellectual uncertainty, it
is odds on that the electoral system for the House of Commons will be
determined by politicians’ calculations of political advantage, and not
the lessons of dispassionate analysis of how Britain’s alternative propor-
tional electoral systems have worked in practice.
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Chapter 7

Political Parties and the Party
System

RICHARD HEFFERNAN

In Britain, as elsewhere, political parties find themselves challenged by
electoral volatility, falling turnout, declining membership and disap-
pearing activists. Interest groups and new social movements seem
increasingly the primary articulaters of public opinions and concerns, as
do the journalists and commentators of the news media. One single-
issue pressure group, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds,
claims more members than all the parties put together, and a staggering
98.5 per cent of British citizens do not even belong to a political party.
For some commentators, parties, previously ‘engines of civic activism
have become the symptoms of civic malaise’ (Gamble and Wright 2002:
123).

Although they face testing times, parties retain a number of impor-
tant roles in liberal democracies, among them socializing citizens as
voters and mobilizing voters as citizens. Most importantly, parties
continue to link citizens to political institutions, and parties alone still
facilitate the key process of representative government, determining
which actors hold what legislative and executive posts at national,
regional and local levels. Having created ‘political identities, framed
electoral choices, recruited candidates, organized elections, defined the
structure of legislative politics, and determined the outputs of govern-
ment’ (Dalton and Wattenberg 2002: 262), British parties provide key
linkage between citizens and the state, and as a result, ‘democracy with-
out political parties is unthinkable’ (ibid).

As political organizations, parties recruit and train political elites,
propel them into public office, and articulate and aggregate a range of
political interests. They then express those interests within government
on a local and a national level. As electoral actors, parties provide
choices for voters and help attach voters to the political process by creat-
ing ties of affinity. They instil a sense of identification and partisan
loyalty, and also facilitate citizen participation. As governing institutions,
parties form governments, organize majorities within the government,



and provide the elected personnel of government. They develop and
enact public policies, help translate public preferences into government
action, and make government accountable to citizens at large by provid-
ing electoral choices at subsequent elections.

The three major British parties, Labour, the Conservatives and the
Liberal Democrats, find themselves in government or opposition at a
variety of levels: the national, in Westminster and Whitehall; the
regional, including the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly; the
local; and, much less significantly, within the European Parliament.
Recent developments in British politics have impacted on parties in new
and significant ways and this chapter considers changes that have taken
place between parties and the electorate and within parties themselves.
Parties have reformed themselves: ‘First, parties have tended to become
more centralised and professionalised; second, they have become more
cognizant of citizens opinions and demands; and third, party and (espe-
cially) leader image has come to assume a prominent thematic role in
campaigning’ (Farrell and Webb 2002: 123). As a result, British parties
have changed significantly in the past thirty or so years, particularly in
regard to the electoral linkages they possess, the organizational struc-
tures they develop and the policies they present. Such party change has
inevitably sponsored change within the party system, the overarching
framework within which British parties operate.

Electoral change and its impacts: the fragmentation of
the British party system

In May 1997, having been effectively dead in the water in 1983, 1987
and 1992, the Labour Party secured its largest parliamentary majority
ever, a thumping 179, the largest enjoyed by any single party since 1906.
In June 2001, Labour was re-elected in another landslide, this time with
a majority of 166, securing a second term with a more than solid major-
ity for the first time in the party’s history. In terms of the party system,
the changing nature of British party politics is well attested. Labour and
the Conservatives won 90.3 per cent of the vote between them in
1945–70, but only 74.8 per cent in 1974–97. The vote of the principal
third party, the Liberal Democrats (and before them the Liberals and the
SDP/ Liberal Alliance), averaged 7.1 per cent in 1945–70, but 19.1 per
cent in 1974–97. Whereas 92 per cent of seats in 1970 were direct
contests between Labour and the Conservatives, this fell to 65 per cent
in 1992. In 1951, 96.8 per cent of voters supported either Labour or the
Conservatives on a turnout of 82.5 per cent. In 2001, only 74.8 per cent
of voters did so, and turnout had fallen to 59.4 per cent. The ‘golden
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era’ of two-party politics, something based upon strong and stable levels
of loyal party support, is no more.

The British party system has changed, but in many ways remains the
same. More parties compete for votes, while only two parties, Labour
and the Conservatives, are still best placed to form a single party
government by winning an overall majority of seats in the House of
Commons. The established party system has changed, but it has been
fragmented, not overturned. The two-party system dominated by
Labour and the Conservatives has been eroded, particularly in light of
the post-1974 resurgence of the ‘third party’, the Liberal Democrats,
and the growth in support for nationalist parties in Scotland and
Wales.

Yet, while the two-party system has clearly expanded to embrace
additional parties, only the two major parties, Labour and the
Conservatives, can form a single party government under Britain’s elec-
toral system. This is why, at the same time as it can no longer be
described as a classical two-party system, Britain cannot be described as
a genuine multi-party system. As its party system fragments, Britain may
be described as a ‘two-party-plus’ system, particularly as multi-party
systems can be discerned as coming into being in the devolved assem-
blies in Scotland and Wales.

Party change, and therefore party system change, while prompted by
a number of social, political and economic variables, owes much to
changes enacted in two key party environments. Firstly, changes in
established electorates of belonging from which parties draw support,
something which is reflected in declining levels of party identification.
Secondly, an alteration in the electoral system. Of these, the first envi-
ronment has seen significant change in the past twenty-five years, but
the second, at least in regard to Westminster elections, remains the
same.
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Box 7.1 Party system development since 1945

• the 1945–70 period was the classic era of two-party majoritarianism;
• the 1970–97 period might be best described as two-party-plus majori-

tarianism, as other parties, most notably the Liberals and nationalist
parties in Scotland and Wales grew in strength; and

• the post-1997 period has seen the further fragmentation of this two-
party plus system, although the emergence of a multi-party system at
Westminster (and in government in Whitehall) remains stymied by
Britain’s plurality electoral system



Changes in established electorates of belonging and declining
levels of party identification

Over time, the hitherto reliable electoral bases on which the two major
parties depended, their electorates of belonging, have dwindled in both
size and significance. Electorates of belonging, first identified by
pioneering studies of voting behaviour in the 1940s, helped explain elec-
toral stability, because electors were identified as supporters of one
party or another and voted for their chosen party. The classic model of
voter behaviour argued that electors were essentially partisans in their
voting behaviour, voting according to their party identification, often in
a manner reflecting their occupation and how their parents voted
(Butler and Stokes, 1974). Social class mattered enormously, and, so
called ‘deviant voters’ aside (and, to the detriment of the model, there
were a great many of these), it was expected working-class voters
should vote Labour and middle-class voters vote Conservative. Had
class determined all electoral outcomes, the Conservative Party would
never have won an election, but it was in government for sixty-seven
years of the twentieth century. Truth was, working class electors did
more likely vote Labour, but many voted Conservative, particularly if
they were deferential or patriotic, and certainly if they were politically
chauvinistic in their outlook.

Persuasive theories of voting previously owed much to the concept of
party identification, which was seen as the key to an elector’s stable and
enduring partisanship. Here, electors ‘associate themselves psychologi-
cally with one or other of the parties, and this identification has
predictable relationships with their perceptions, evaluations and
actions’ (Campbell et al., 1960: 90, Butler and Stokes 1974). As a form
of partisanship, party identification provides a ‘perceptual screen’ (ibid.)
that gave the dominant cue to voting behaviour, just as someone’s
support for a football team determines his or her attitude to a football
match. When combined with related social-group cues, most notably
class background, partisan attachment was seen as the major determi-
nant of how electors voted. However, in contrast to past high and stable
levels, the past twenty-five years have seen a significant decrease in
levels of party identification. Between the 1960s and the 1990s the
percentage of strong party identifiers in Britain decreased by 26 per cent
(Dalton 2002). Now less than half the electorate have any form of stable
identification with either of the major parties, including the Liberal
Democrats and the Scottish and Welsh Nationalists (Sanders 2002: 79).
Most significantly, by the late 1990s, the percentage of strong identi-
fiers, those sticking with a party through thick and thin, has fallen
significantly to 16 per cent (Webb 2000).
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British political parties therefore find themselves within an unstable –
and, when compared to the past, an increasingly unreliable – electoral
marketplace. They compete with one another for votes – and office – by
convincing an ever more sceptical electorate that they have a more
attractive set of leading politicians and policies than their opponents.
Votes, the hard currency in which parties trade, are now more fluid and
less reliable, voters being more capricious now than ever before. In large
part, this reflects the erosion of group-based politics, a phenomenon
encouraged by the decline of collectivism amid the rise of individualism.
This has been further exacerbated by rising social mobility, specifically
geographical, educational and occupational mobility, the erosion of
class as a measure of identity, and the emergence of new political issues
that cut across traditional partisan boundaries (Inglehart, 1990; Dalton
2002a). As traditional ties of attachment binding electors to parties have
weakened, citizens make their electoral choices with less partisan predis-
position. As electoral volatility has risen, party fortunes have been much
less predictable and, as a result, the fragmentation of the two-party
system has become a reality.

Parties and the electoral system

The demise of the two-party system has been disguised by the lack of
proportionality between seats and votes prompted by Britain’s Single
Member Plurality System (SMPS). Electoral systems have as dramatic an
effect on electoral outcomes as do electoral preferences, and SMPS has
bolstered Labour and the Conservatives by disproportionably allocating
them more seats in the House of Commons. Tony Blair, as did Margaret
Thatcher and John Major before him, led his party to victory under an
electoral system where a party with the largest minority of the votes
cast, some 42–44 per cent, invariably secures a reliable parliamentary
majority, some 54–64 per cent of the seats in the House of Commons.

Were British elections decided by a strictly proportional allocation of
Commons seats according to votes won, Blair-led Labour would not
have formed a single party government in 1997 or in 2001. Most likely,
a Labour–Liberal Democrat coalition government would have been
formed. As Table 7.1 suggests, SMPS still advantages both Labour and
the Conservatives. Although other parties are better represented in
Parliament they are still grossly under-represented. The system under-
pins the relative dominance of Labour and the Conservatives in
Westminster. This is because, as Duverger’s law long ago suggested,
SMPS fashions a ‘two-party’ system in terms of competition for seats,
although electors in Britain have long ago set about creating a ‘two-
party-plus’ system in terms of competition for votes.
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This situation at Westminster can be contrasted to Scotland and
Wales where there are emergent multi-party systems, encouraged by the
Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly being elected under a
broadly proportional electoral system, the Additional Member System
(AMS). At present, under AMS, although Scotland and Wales have been
long dominated by the Labour Party in Westminster elections, Labour
governs the devolved assemblies only in alliance with the third party, the
Liberal Democrats. The Scottish and Welsh party systems are in the
process of diverging from the English party system, and under devolu-
tion it remains to be seen if this will have an impact on the British party
system as a whole. In addition, the British delegation to the European
Parliament is now drawn from seven parties, with the Green Party and
the UK Independence Party winning seats in 1999 along with the
Scottish Nationalists and Plaid Cymru. In 1994, only four parties were
elected. This is because the 1999 election was held under a Proportional
Representation List system, and the 1994 election under SMPS. Of
course, irrespective of whichever electoral system applies, European
elections remain second-order elections of little importance or policy
significance. Obviously, PR list systems proportionally convert votes
cast into seats won, but this does not happen in Westminster elections
under SMPS.

The reform of SMPS in elections to devolved assemblies has consid-
erably altered the dynamic of party competition in Scotland and Wales.
This has more in common with consensus democracies rather than
majoritarian democracies (Lijphart 1999). Party interactions are being
changed as a result, and this has encouraged the emergence of multi-
party systems and coalition governments in Scotland and in Wales. Not
so at Westminster. Although we can clearly see an erosion of the classic
two-party system within the electorate, the continuation of that system
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Table 7.1 Vote and seat share, 1979 and 2001 general elections compared

1979 2001

Vote Seats Vote Seats
(%) (%) (%) (%)

Conservatives 43.9 53.6 32.7 25.2
Labour 36.9 42.4 42.0 62.5
Liberal/ 13.8 1.7 18.8 7.9
Liberal Democrats
Others 5.4 2.3 6.5 4.4



at Westminster owes much to the electoral system in spite of increasing
electoral volatility born of partisan dealignment.

Organizational change: the emergence of the modern
British political party

SMPS and its effects notwithstanding, as Britain’s established electorates
of belonging have shrunk, the ‘two-party-plus’ system has emerged.
Established parties still guide citizens’ political behaviour and encourage
some degree of political loyalty, but such loyalty is undoubtedly weaker
in the modern political world. The ties of attachment binding electors to
parties have become looser and looser, electoral behaviour is much more
volatile, issue voting more prevalent, and parties have had to change
organizationally in order to successfully compete in the electoral
marketplace.

Organizational change in line with electoral demands is not new. The
post-1867 extension of the franchise, finally embracing all men over the
age of 21 in 1918 and all women in 1928, had a dramatic effect on
parties and the role they saw themselves playing. Having to tout for
votes in a much larger electoral marketplace, parties had to reinvent
themselves. The traditional form of organization, the elite based cadre
party, was unable to effectively mobilize citizens as voters or socialize
them into party supporters. The era of the mass party therefore came
into being. Although a social democratic party such as Labour, estab-
lished by the trade unions to provide for the independent representation
of labour within parliament, naturally possessed a mass base, one draw-
ing on both an individual and affiliated membership, the Conservatives
had to acquire one, and did so quickly and successfully.

As ‘mass parties’, both parties organized a large membership base,
pursued firm ties to their key electorates, and continually emphasized
their central ideological traditions. Now, at a time when electors are far
less likely to possess a party identity or vote according to that party
identification, parties have to respond to ‘issue voters’ (Sanders 2002).
While still seeking a broad electoral appeal, one beyond their traditional
electorate, parties have divested themselves of the ‘bureaucratic form’ of
the mass party. Cast adrift within the de-aligned electorate, Britain’s
‘catch-all’ parties have had to become ‘electoral professional’ parties,
altering their organizational form as a result of broadening their elec-
toral base (Panebianco 1988, Webb 2000). They have put in place
campaigning structures that empower the party’s office holders, princi-
pally the parliamentary leadership, and de-emphasize the role of
members and party bureaucrats.
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The historical transformation of parties embraces a transition from
old style pre-democratic ‘cadre parties’ through large membership based
‘mass bureaucratic parties’ to ‘catch all parties’ to ‘electoral professional
parties’ (Wolinetz 2002, Katz and Mair 2002, Webb 2000). In turn,
electoral professional parties are in turn giving way to ‘modern cadre
parties’, such parties being elite driven, top down organizations, and
lacking a genuine mass membership base. Such parties seek to satisfy
their desire for office by maximizing their potential vote. Less reliant on
voter loyalty than before, they hustle for votes, finding ways of selling
their policy preferences by opinion polling and focus groups, projecting
themselves in ways suggested by campaign professionals
(O’Shaughnessy 1990, Scammell 1995, Wring 1996). Here, party office
holders, the senior leaders, seek votes by eschewing a purely sectional
interest or appeal. Whilst having to deploy a programme for govern-
ment, parties no longer tailor their programme to its ‘electorate of
belonging’, but to a broader ‘national interest’.

As such, the rise of the electoral professional party has been accom-
panied by a decline in party membership. Labour membership, having
risen under Tony Blair from 280,000 in 1992 to 420,000 in 1997, fell
to some 280,000 in January 2002. The Conservatives currently claim a
membership of some 318,000, although 256,797 members voted in the
September 2001 leadership ballot between Iain Duncan Smith and
Kenneth Clarke. Trailing the field, as one might imagine, are the Liberal
Democrats with 100,000 members, although only 51,000 members cast
votes in the 1999 leadership contest. Labour’s brief resurgence in the
mid 1990s is seemingly a blip in a spiralling downward trend. The
calamitous collapse in party membership is best evidenced by that of the

126 Richard Heffernan

Box 7.2 The modern electoral professional party

• is dominated by a powerful and predominant leadership,
• has a smaller membership;
• has a very low voter/ member ratio;
• is orientated toward ‘opinion electorates’ rather than ‘electorates of

belonging’;
• emphasizes issues or personalities rather than ideology;
• its campaign professionals supersede members and representative

bureaucrats; and
• it is increasingly reliant on corporations, wealthy individuals or govern-

ment for financial support (Panebianco 1988, Wolinetz 2002, Koole
1996)



Young Conservatives, which had 160,000 members in 1949, a time
when it was a finishing school for thousands of aspirant Tory MPs, but
mustered only 5,000 members in 1994. Such is the parlous state of party
membership, only 12,000 London Labour Party members – in a city
with a population of over 7 million – cast a vote in the November 2002
ballot to select Labour’s 2004 candidate for Mayor. While all parties
would prefer to have a larger membership base, the truth is that they
now have to function without one. In changing from ‘exercises in mass
mobilization toward professionally managed enterprises that sought to
project the best possible image’ (Wolinetz 2002: 160), party campaigns
now appeal beyond committed party supporters to all voters. In this
respect, party members have perhaps become a luxury party leaders
conclude they do not need.

In becoming detached from traditional electorates of belonging and
the members and monies these provided, parties find themselves in
need of alternative resourcing. Corporate funding helps plug the gap,
but modern parties often exploit their relationship with the state,
given the fact that neither executive nor legislative government is
possible without their participation. With dwindling membership
inevitably come cash flow problems. All parties now raise revenue in
fundamentally different ways to how they used to, and are now
predominantly funded by donations, either from wealthy individuals
or from big business.

In Labour’s case 8 per cent of its income currently comes from
members’ subscriptions, 27 per cent from trade union affiliation fees,
and 35 per cent from donations. In the Conservatives’ case around 90
per cent of their funding comes from political donations, and dona-
tions account for 66 per cent of the Liberal Democrats’ funding. In
recent years corporate funding has flooded to Labour. This perhaps
testifies to Tony Blair’s business friendly image and the party changes
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Table 7.2 Contrasting party membership, 1953 to 2002

Notes: Conservative Party membership figures for 1953, 1975 and 1982 are esti-
mates, the party not establishing a national membership roll until 1999.

Conservatives Labour

1953 2,805,000 1,005,000
1975 1,120,000 675,000
1982 1,200,000 420,000
2002 318,000 280,000



he has introduced. Having provided no less than 75 per cent of Labour’s
funding in the early 1980s, trade unions now only provide some 27 per
cent. Indeed, such is the degree of trade union opposition to much of
Labour’s policy, particularly its commitment to a Thatcherite flexible
labour market and the privatization of the public sector, some unions,
particularly the GMB, UNISON and the RMT, have significantly
reduced the monies they provide. There can perhaps be no greater proof
of the organizational transformation of the Labour Party than its vastly
changed financial base. Donations from corporations and wealthy indi-
viduals such as Paul Hamlyn, Michael Ondaatje, and Lord Sainsbury,
Bernie Ecclestone, Lakshmi Mittal, and Richard Desmond, owner of
Express Newspapers and any number of Razzle Magazines, largesse
invariably solicited by Blair’s personal fundraiser, Lord Levy, now help
pay the party’s bills.

The Conservatives have been recently bankrolled by a mere handful
of donors. Under William Hague, party leader 1997–2001, Michael
Ashcroft, the controversial businessman and party treasurer, was its
most high-profile donor. At the 2001 general election, the Tory
campaign was funded by two big donations, from John Paul Getty Jnr
and the bookmaker Stuart Wheeler, who each gave £5m. Such is the
financial pressures currently afflicting all parties, Labour found itself
some £9 million in debt in mid 2002. For some commentators, the crisis
of party funding is such, state funding of political parties may well find
itself slowly creeping up the political agenda as a result. This is particu-
larly so, when parties can spend between £12 and £15 million at a
general election, and when membership subscriptions are likely to
continue to fall.

Intra-party politics: privileging the party in public office

Political parties contain a number of strata, most particularly leaders,
sub-leaders and non-leaders (May, 1973). Located in the extra-parlia-
mentary party, party members are non-leaders, and they may be further
subdivided into active and non-active members. The formal distribu-
tion of power within parties is skewed toward leaders rather than
members, although sub-leaders, MPs not within the leadership, possess
some influence over the party as members of the parliamentary party.
The division between the parliamentary and the extra-parliamentary
party is now more acute then ever, and the ‘party in public office’, the
leadership of the parliamentary party, had become more powerful over
time. Labour Party campaigning has been almost wholly focused on
Blair as Labour leader, and both Iain Duncan Smith and Charles

128 Richard Heffernan



Kennedy (for good or ill) dominate as the public face of their parties.
There is nothing intrinsically new in this, but the political centrality of
the party leader is a key feature of the growing personalization of poli-
tics. While political leaders have always been central to the British polit-
ical process, this owes much to the centrality of the news media in
modern party electioneering. As a result, party leaderships run their
political parties from the centre, and parties are geared to serve first, the
needs of the leader, second, the parliamentary leadership, and only
third, local affiliates.

As the power of the parliamentary party has increased, the degree of
autonomy possessed by its leadership has also increased. Because active
non-leaders are more radical than leaders, leaders therefore prefer non-
leaders not to restrict their autonomy in competing in the electoral
marketplace. Parties therefore institutionally deny non-leaders with the
opportunities and resources that enable them to influence party policy,
so allowing leaders to lead from the front.

Today is certainly the age of the non-mass membership. Yet, however
few in number they are, members provide much needed income and
support. They cheerlead their leaders, certainly, but active members also
run the party at a local level, particularly in local government. They also
provide key personnel from which the national party will draw, specifi-
cally by selecting parliamentary candidates. This is why, while denying
members real power, parties have periodically to consult them and, in
some cases, provide them with certain powers. For example, whereas
MPs used to elect the party leader, members now elect them, the power
of nomination being retained by MPs. The Liberal Democrats have a
members’ ballot, the Labour Party an electoral college comprising MPs,
members and affiliated trade unionists, and the Conservatives Party
allow members to choose between two candidates presented to them by
the parliamentary party.

Recent party reforms, introduced across all parties, have established
mechanisms enabling party members to individually – but not neces-
sarily collectively – express views on matters leaders present to them.
For example, Labour balloted its members in 1995 on reform of its
aims and objectives, Clause Four of its constitution, and in 1997 on its
draft election manifesto, and the Conservatives balloted its members
on organizational reform in 1997 and on its policy on European
Monetary Union in 1998. In each of these cases members were invited
to support or reject proposals presented to them, but not to amend
them, or to substitute proposals of their own. This apparent extension
of a limited democracy allows members to be reactive, not proactive. It
is directed at individual members, not organized active members. This
is because
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the often disorganized and atomised mass membership of the party
. . . is likely to prove more deferential to the party leadership and
more willing to endorse its proposals. It is in this sense that the
empowerment of the party on the ground remains compatible with,
and may actually serve as a strategy for, the privileging of the party
in public office. (Katz and Mair 2002: 129)

Plebiscitory democracy has been encouraged because it empowers
leaders. As a result, older style forms of party democracy that could chal-
lenge them, based around the Annual Conference and the Party
Executive, have been significantly downgraded. For instance, while the
Conservative Party Conference has long been only advisory, its decisions
influential, but never binding, the once powerful Labour Party
Conference has had its role in policy making stripped away. It no longer
can instruct the parliamentary party, and has become to all intents and
purposes a ‘main showcase for the Prime Minister, other members of the
government and for a review of progress and achievements’ (The Labour
Party 1999: 13). When the 2002 Party Conference called for a review of
the government’s Private Finance Initiative by 67.2 per cent to 32.8 per
cent (The Times, 1 October 2002), ministers made it immediately clear
they would ignore the vote. Labour policy deliberation is delegated to a
National Policy Forum, representing ministers, MPs, party members and
trade unionists, but policy formation remains under the direction of the
party leadership and its staffs (see Seyd, 2002). The same may be said, in
different forms, of the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats.

Party leaders, both Conservative and Labour, have long dominated
their parties. As McKenzie famously noted in the 1950s, party leaders
might take note of party opinion, but they have the ultimate power of
decision:

Effective decision-making authority will reside with the leadership
groups thrown up by the parliamentary parties (of whom much the
most important individual is the party leader), and they will exercise
this authority so long as they retain the confidence of their parlia-
mentary parties. (McKenzie 1964: 635)

Never was a truer opinion expressed, and it is one applicable today, and
perhaps now more than ever. Within the modern Labour, Conservative
and Liberal Democrat parties, party elites are increasingly able to set
out their policy stall as the party’s policy stall. Leaders addresses the
electorate – and the party itself – from a distance, making full use of the
news media to frame and disseminate their message, packaging their
appeal, and always seeking favourable media coverage.
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Leadership predominance, political collegiality and the
party in public office

Political differences are often found within the leadership or between
the leadership and elements of its parliamentary party. Since the late
1980s the Conservative Party has been bedevilled by party infighting
among the upper reaches of its parliamentary party, most notably
regarding Europeans and Eurosceptics, and most recently between
traditionalists and modernizers under William Hague and now Iain
Duncan Smith. In contrast, Labour, which attempted to kick itself to
death in the early 1950s and early 1980s, has chosen not to rock the
New Labour boat through infighting. While internal dissension can still
be a feature of party life, party loyalty runs deep among MPs, for
instinctive tribal and partisan reasons as well as for baser careerist ones.

A party may speak with many voices, but it remains the case that
fewer voices than ever seemingly determine its political direction.
Leadership predominance, considerably reinforced by modern ‘catch-
all’ electioneering, encourages the marketing and packaging of the party
leadership, not the wider political party (Swanson and Mancini, 1996,
Scammell 1995, Jones 1993, 1999). Such predominance inevitably
grants power, but only provided the leadership is able to deliver the
public goods the party wants, principally electoral popularity and policy
success. Leaders invariably lead (and may squabble in so doing), and
members usual follow or complain (or else exit the party).

Sub-leaders and non-leaders can criticize, however, and disputes over
policy can and do arise. Attitudes towards European Monetary Union are
one such example. Numerous others may be cited. For example, at the
time of writing, Labour MPs are sharply divided over British support for
a US-led invasion of Iraq, as was demonstrated by the unprecedented
parliamentary revolt in which 139 Labour MPs voted against their
government as the Commons voted for war.  Such disputes are invariably
amplified by a news media always keen to report party divisions. Intra-
party disputes have also been evidenced in the wake of recent moves to
decentralize power. Devolution deepens regional identities among voters,
and may in time encourage party reform, with more power taken from the
national parties and given to their Scottish and Welsh counterparts. There
has been Labour infighting in London, where Ken Livingstone, denied the
Labour nomination for Mayor by a Tony Blair-led fix, romped home as
an independent, and in Wales, where Alun Michael, Blair’s candidate for
leader of the Welsh Assembly, was forced out by his Labour colleagues.
Still, parties are dominated, for good or ill, by their elites.

Of course, when speaking of the party leadership, it should be empha-
sized that a party leadership is to some degree collegial, not individual.
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Tensions and differences are an every day reality within a party’s high
command. Winston Churchill once rightly advised an MP that ‘he
would face his opponents in the House of Commons chamber, but sit
surrounded by his enemies’. Long established, overlapping, multi-focal
enmities within the present Labour elite demonstrate this simple fact.
Tony Blair, Gordon Brown, David Blunkett, John Prescott, Robin Cook,
and Peter Mandelson have all had their differences, many of them being
key players in a number of ‘bad blood’ networks (Rawnsley 2001,
Macintyre 2000).

Although differences can cause significant problems, leaders have to
hang together with their fellow leaders, for fear, as they say, of hanging
separately. This ultimately prevents political disagreements destabilising
a party, but not always. Leaders who do not provide the goods the party
needs inevitably see themselves as surplus to the party’s requirements, as
Michael Foot, Margaret Thatcher and John Major can recently testify.
Current debates about the Conservative Party leadership illustrate the
point. After the Conservative’s 2001 defeat, William Hague, who,
despite impressive parliamentary skills, was a weak leader of a hapless
party, fell on his sword. The election to succeed him, conducted under
new rules whereby MPs select two candidates from which the party
membership in the country choose a winner, attracted five candidates,
the initial frontrunner, Michael Portillo, joined by Kenneth Clarke from
the left, Iain Duncan Smith from the right, and two others, Michael
Ancram and David Davis. In the final parliamentary ballot, the result
was desperately close, with Portillo, long a fixture on the party’s
Thatcherite right, but now a declared ‘moderniser’, being dumped by
MPs by a single vote.

As a result, Clarke and Duncan Smith, candidates perhaps symboliz-
ing the European divide that had rent the post-Thatcher Conservative
Party, went forward to the membership ballot, won by Duncan Smith,
155,933 votes to 100,864. One year on, however, Duncan Smith has yet
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Table 7.3 MPs’ voting in the Conservative leadership race 2001

First Ballot Second Ballot Third Ballot

Michael Ancram 23 17 (eliminated) –
Ken Clarke 36 39 59
David Davis 23 18 (withdrew) –
Iain Duncan Smith 39 42 54
Michael Portillo 50 51 53 (eliminated)



to stamp his authority on a fractious party, and one worried about its
electoral prospects. His personal poll ratings are poor, and even
normally loyal MPs and members of the front bench express deep alarm
at his lack of impact, particularly on the opinion polls, where the Tories
were still marooned at around 30 per cent at the beginning of 2003.
With the present leader unable to dent Labour’s poll lead or mount any
sustained opposition, the Conservative leadership looks anything but
settled. Indeed, such is the crisis of confidence, whispers of plots to
unseat Duncan Smith abound. A Portillo–Clarke axis is said to be eager
to oust him in favour of Clarke, Portillo having claimed he no longer
wishes to be leader. David Davis, sacked by Duncan Smith as Party
Chairman in the summer of 2002, also waits in the wings. Portillo and
Clarke represent the ‘modernising’ wing of the Conservatives, Davis, the
‘traditionalists’. Both are ready to pounce, should the underperforming
leader fall. With the support of only 15 per cent of Conservative MPs
needed to launch a challenge, Duncan Smith’s leadership, already decid-
edly shaky, will most probably be sunk, if he is not able to improve the
Conservatives’ electoral prospects as the 2001 Parliament unfolds.

Even if the leader enjoys considerable personal power by being ‘first
amongst equals’, party leaderships are composed of multiple actors.
Power within the party is not his or her sole prerogative but is shared
among party leaders (and other such power brokers within the party).
No one is indispensable, or ultimately bigger than the party itself. The
post-1994 relationship between Tony Blair and his Chancellor of the
Exchequer, Gordon Brown, clearly demonstrates that a degree of colle-
giality is still to be found within the upper reaches of the party elite
(Rawnsley 2001). Similar obligations to work together bound together
John Major, Michael Heseltine and Ken Clarke in the latter years of the
Major government (Major 1999, Heseltine 2000).

While fewer party members now exercise less and less influence,
extra-parliamentary avenues of resistance to leadership direction have
been steadily closed down. A ‘law of anticipated reactions’ does
however encourage an underperforming leader to ultimately act only
with the support of her or her party. Some leaders, Neville Chamberlain
or Edward Heath, perhaps even Margaret Thatcher at the end of her
leadership, forget this. Of course, successful leaders enjoy the confi-
dence of their parties, and at worst earn their grudging respect. Tony
Blair has commanded substantial support among his Labour MPs, even
when pushing reducing social security payments to single parents or
cutting disability benefits in 1998 and 1999. While careful to manage
the Chancellor, Gordon Brown, Blair enjoys the support of his senior
colleagues. This is not unusual. Only seriously underperforming party
leaders forfeit party support, such as Margaret Thatcher in 1988–90
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and John Major for most of the 1992 Parliament. Leading members of
the Cabinet or the Shadow Cabinet – but by no means not all of them
– can and do check the power of the party leader. He or she can check
theirs. Senior party colleagues offer advice to the leader, object to or
amend their proposals, and in extreme cases, can veto such proposals.

If never entirely masters in their own house, successive party leaders
have drastically reduced the checks and balance their party can bring
to bear against them, therefore making the parliamentary party much
more powerful than the extra-parliamentary party. This is a key feature
of the electoral professional party: ‘[A]s party organizations adapt to
the demands of contemporary democracies, they tend increasingly to
revolve around the needs and incentives of the party in public office’
(Katz and Mair 2002: 130). For good or ill, policy is decided more and
more by the parliamentary leadership and is less and less influenced by
the wider membership (Panebianco 1998, Webb 2000). The leader-
ship’s policy preferences, not those of the wider membership, invari-
ably are the party’s preferences, provided the leadership can carry its
parliamentary party.

Political realignment within the reworked British 
party system

In the golden era of alignment in the 1940s and 1950s, Labour argued
for ‘collectivism’ and ‘socialism’, the Conservatives ‘individualism’ and
‘freedom’. Labour, eager to change the world for the better, was pitted
against the Conservatives, the party ready to prevent the world being
changed for the worst. Labour, the party of the left closely allied to the
trade unions, set about representing working-class interests by advocat-
ing social-democratic politics. The Conservative Party, the party of the
centre right, emphasized patriotism, tradition and stability, appealing to
the middle classes, property owners and the non-radical working
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Box 7.3 The parliamentary party as key leadership
resource

Party leaderships are still collegial to some degree. However, in both
government and opposition, a key resource available to the party leader-
ship is a unitary, centralized, and disciplined parliamentary party; and this
resource enables a party leadership, able to lead its parliamentary party, to
dominate a weak, uninfluential extra-parliamentary party.



classes. Today this distinction between the parties no longer applies, as
a simple comparison between ‘New’ and ‘Old’ Labour attests.

Historically, the British party system was characterized by two broad
families of ideas. One family might be described as

left – a belief in the social, reduction in inequality, the provision of
public services, regulation of enterprise, rehabilitation of criminals,
tolerance and respect for minorities – and another broad family of
ideas that might be called right – an honouring of our institutional
fabric, a respect for order, a belief that private property rights and
profit are essential to the operation of the market economy, a suspi-
cion of workers’ rights, faith in the remedial value of punitive justice
and distrust of the new. (Hutton 2002: 12–14)

Yet, as Hutton rightly suggests, in Britain ‘these distinctions no longer
operate. The senior party of the left does not champion the family of
liberal left values . . . New Labour cherry picks from both traditions. . .
Thus it is the party of both enterprise and regulation, of flexible labour
markets and of trade unions, of repression and rehabilitation, of change
and no-change’ (ibid). Unlike Old Labour, New Labour professes a
belief in ‘a Third Way because it moves decisively beyond an Old Left
preoccupied by state control, high taxes and producer interests’ (Blair
1998: 1).

In programmatic terms this is a classic example of far-reaching party
change within a reformed party system. Labour’s transformation was a
response to a series of interrelated electoral, ideological and organiza-
tional crises (Shaw 1994). Here, electoral objectives – the need to attract
sufficient votes to successfully seek office – dovetailed with dominant
ideological preconceptions – the idea that Old Labour had been wedded
to wrong policies, ‘excessive government spending, high direct taxation,
egalitarianism, excessive nationalization, a politicized trade union
movement associated with Luddism, and an anti-enterprise culture’, a
charge first made by the arch-Thatcherite Keith Joseph in 1979
(Heffernan 2001: 23).

The transition from Old to New Labour was a slow, incremental
process, enacted over time, for a variety of purposes, but primarily for
electoral and ideological reasons. In July 1995, Tony Blair had set out
the principal motivation behind the creation of New Labour. ‘To
become a serious party of government Labour required a quantum leap
. . . [we] had to reconstruct our ideology and organization. . .[marking]
the long march back from the dark days of the early 1980s when,
frankly, we were unelectable’ (Blair 1995). Old style redistributive, tax
and spend statist politics were out. In their place, market enhancing,
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supply-side policies which would bring benefits to ‘haves’ as well as
‘have nots’, appealing to voters who had hitherto provided the core of
the Conservative electoral coalition which propelled Labour into the
wilderness after 1979. Old Labour politics were seen to be part and
parcel of these economic problems, ‘no longer an adequate solution to
the problems of an underperforming market economy which was over-
regulated, over-governed, over-taxed and over-managed’ (Heffernan
2002: 756).

Labour’s 1997 policy prescriptions were therefore markedly different
from those of the past. In the 1980s, opposing the Thatcher government
tooth and nail, the party stood to the left. It now stands to the right,
having embraced many of the policies associated with the Thatcher
governments. Some commentators describe this as the wholesale aban-
donment of Labour’s social democratic traditions (Leys 1996; Panitch
and Leys, 1997). Others suggest Labour has simply modernized its
organization and programme (Blair 1998b, Kenny and Smith 2001;
Driver and Martell 2002). Others still argue Labour has accommodated
its policy and practice to a Britain fundamentally altered by eighteen
years of radical Conservative governments of the New Right (Hay 1999,
Heffernan 2001).

Whatever the explanation for the transformation of the Labour Party,
policy changes brought about under Tony Blair (and his predecessors
Neil Kinnock and John Smith), have helped reform the party system, in
light of the major party of the left having moved to the right. As Labour
has risen and the Conservatives have fallen, the third party, the Liberal
Democrats, have successfully built on a firm electoral base, winning 52
seats in 2001 and consolidating their position as the largest third party
in the House of Commons since 1929. Undoubtedly, Labour’s current
policy stance – and the policy record of the Blair government – reflects
the fact that ideological differences between the parties has narrowed
significantly. All parties are now avowedly post-socialist and pro-
market.

With New Labour straddling the centre ground of politics, the British
party system has been changed radically. While still flanked by the
Conservatives to its right (and so remains the left-placed major party),
Labour now finds the Liberal Democrats, the Scottish Nationalists and
Plaid Cymru placed firmly to its left, together with the much smaller
Greens and such miniscule leftist groupings such as the Socialist
Alliance. In moving to its right, Labour has become a reformed centre
party, pitching its policy to its left and right alike.

Now firmly established as the third party, the Liberal Democrats
continue to present challenges to both Labour and the Conservatives.
During the 1997 Parliament, policy differences between Labour and the
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Liberal Democrats centred on tax and spend. Led by Paddy Ashdown
and then Charles Kennedy, the Liberal Democrats excoriated Labour
for its stewardship of the public services, savaging the government in
language often reminiscent of Labour’s charges against Thatcherite
Conservatives in the 1980s. They claimed ministers had done too little,
too late, and had squandered the opportunity to make lasting reforms.
Proposing a penny increase on income tax to pay for increased spend-
ing in education and social services, the Liberal Democrats firmly placed
themselves to Labour’s left at the 2001 election. Yet, while occupying
this space, they still aspire to displacing the Conservatives as Labour’s
main opponents. This suggests the party should tack to the right, partic-
ularly as its target seats are invariably Conservative held marginals, yet
it is not clear that Charles Kennedy will totally abandon Paddy
Ashdown’s efforts to negotiate some settlement with Labour (Ashdown
2000, Denver 2002).

Such is the weakness of the Conservatives, the Liberal Democrats hope
to replace them as the main opposition party in British politics, but a recent
study shows what is needed is ‘a swing from Tory to Lib Dem comparable
to that from Tory to Labour in 1997 (about 10%), and a further swing of
similar proportions from Conservative to Labour’ (Whiteley 2002).
Currently in second place in 58 Conservative-held seats (and second to
Labour in 51 seats), seats which invariably have large majorities, it is
unlikely the Liberal Democrats can overtake the Conservatives without
Labour making further inroads into the Conservative vote (ibid). Placed to
Labour’s left, yet faced with challenging the Conservatives, not Labour, it
would seem the Liberal Democrats are not best placed to win over
Conservative voters. Such is the political disarray of the Conservatives,
however, that Labour and the Liberal Democrats marching separately
could erode further their remaining support, something that would prompt
a significant reworking of the party system, pushing the Conservatives into
third place, in seats gained, if not votes won. We shall have to see if such a
scenario transpires. In the meantime, having eventually to choose whether
they are more anti-Labour than anti-Conservative, the Liberal Democrats
seem happy to fight on two electoral fronts (particularly in the north of
England where Labour-Liberal Democrat relations remain hostile). Yet, the
party is instinctively closer to Labour than the Conservatives, however, and
both parties are in coalition administrations in the devolved Scottish and
Welsh assemblies. Should parliamentary arithmetic ever require it, a
Labour-Liberal Democrat coalition at Westminster can be quite easily
imagined. Facing the proverbial mountain to climb to claw their way back
into contention at the next election, the Conservatives are still down, but
who can yet say if they are definitely out. Whatever happens, Labour’s
reinvention has itself reformed the party system, indicating the extent of
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the seismic shift witnessed in the left–right location of political parties in
the past twenty or so years.

The end of traditional party politics?

For good or ill, in spite of the rise of new social movements or the emer-
gence of newer forms of direct democracy, representative government in
a liberal democracy can only be facilitated by political parties. The form
of party politics, both the party system and the parties that comprise it,
is therefore changing, not ending. Changes in political parties, expressed
in organizational, institutional and programmatic terms, are far-reaching
and permanent. Although the major parties retain many of the trappings
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Box 7.4 Key features of the modern British
political party

• the party leadership, the party in ‘public office’, is the heart of everything
the electoral professional party does, and this has become the key feature
of contemporary party politics;

• having transformed themselves into less ideologically pure parties,
parties see competence, not ideology, as the key to electoral success,
office seeking being increasingly prized over policy seeking.

• while still possessing certain ideological proclivities, parties are no
longer tied to certain points in the political spectrum thanks to the pref-
erences of their electorates of belonging. They are freer to roam across
that spectrum in their catch-all quest for votes;

• parties compete for votes ‘by marshalling more resources in the national
party office, by hiring more professionalized and technically skilled
staffers, and by maintaining the national party office as the locus for
political control’ (Dalton and Wattenberg 2002: 269);

• party memberships continue to decrease;
• other than choosing between leadership nominees presented by the

parliamentary party, members have nominal consultative, not decisional
rights over policy formation;

• election campaigns are now expensively fought out at the centre, not at
the locality, local campaigns being mere adjuncts of the national
campaign;

• parties now communicate with all of the electorate by means of the news
media, and not directly through the party or its members; and

• party resources at the local level have declined, and those at the centre
have increased, and money is spent at the centre, not at the locality.



of their pasts, not least their names and some of their historical tradi-
tions, they have, in common with parties elsewhere, changed signifi-
cantly over time. Changes in the party system are as far-reaching as
changes in the parties themselves, but it remains to be seen if they are to
be as permanent. The deadening effect of SMPS notwithstanding, the
British party system remains today a work-in-progress. The post-1992
haemorrhaging of electoral support from the Conservatives aside,
British politics has seen party realignment within the existing party
system, not electoral dealignment. Although the electoral fortunes of
Labour and the Conservatives have been reversed since the 1980s, the
ideological conflicts between them now differ fundamentally. In the
1980s the policy programmes of Labour and the Conservatives were
almost diametrically opposed as left and right faced off against one
another, none more so than in the general election of 1983. This is no
longer the case, although each party continues to compete fiercely with
the other for votes.

In light of the calamitous defeats of 1997 and 2001 (and having
trailed in the polls since 1992) it may be expected the Conservatives will
attempt to reform themselves to restore their electoral fortunes. It
remains to be seen whether they will be able to do so in as spectacular
and successful a manner as did Labour. Any Conservative comeback
may not so easily be assumed, particularly in light of the party’s perfor-
mance in 2001. Caution is needed, however. Following successive elec-
tion defeats the political science literature of the 1980s was littered with
books and articles heralding the imminent electoral demise of the
Labour Party. Yet, the party not merely survived, but thrived. Before
second-guessing the future, we should perhaps analyse the present by
looking at the past. Yet, having become catch-all, electoral professional
organizations, British parties are no longer what they used to be. As a
result, the party system, while outwardly looking the same, is not what
it used to be either. Both the system and the parties that comprise it have
changed significantly in the past twenty-five years. It remains to be seen
if they will change further in the future.

Political Parties and the Party System 139



Chapter 8

The Media and Politics

RAYMOND KUHN

The persistent charge of an obsession with spin levelled against the
Labour government by its critics illustrates the extent to which the
media have become fully implicated in the conduct of contemporary
British politics. Such is the everyday interaction of the media and poli-
tics that the professionalization of communications behaviour by polit-
ical actors has become a fact of life. As a result, politicians place great
emphasis on mediated leadership, image projection and marketing
strategies in the making of their political messages. For example,
because policy decisions have to be framed for the media to be sold to
the public, the Labour government’s news management activities are
central to the government’s day-to-day modus operandi. This reflects
the interdependent nature of the relationship between government and
media – and between politicians and political journalists – in the
production of political news. The ensuing contests over the news agenda
illustrates the limits on the power of political actors to structure news
stories and control the framing of issues in the face of a sceptical and
sometimes hostile news media.

The political communications media

Given the pervasive mediatization of politics, it is necessary to establish
a broad overview of the political communications media, the terrain
within which political news is produced, published and broadcast. On
this supply side, the main political communications media in Britain
remain those which have dominated since the late 1950s: television,
national newspapers and, some way behind, radio. Television as a
source of political information has continued to expand in the multi-
channel digital age, with rolling news channels such as BBC News 24
and specialist outlets such as BBC Parliament complementing tradi-
tional news programming on generalist free-to-air channels. The
number of radio stations with a news focus has also grown since the
start of the 1990s, while the total of national newspaper titles – ten

140



dailies and eleven Sunday papers – has gone up as a result of two new
entrants to the Sunday market since the 1997 election, The Business and
the Daily Star Sunday.

In addition, new information and communication technologies such
as the Internet increasingly provide alternative means of information
distribution. Internet websites differ from traditional media in that they
allow a variety of political actors – from mainstream parties to anti-
globalization protestors – the possibility of direct access to the public,
bypassing the gatekeeping and filtering functions traditionally
performed by journalists. At the same time many established media
organizations, such as the BBC and the Guardian, have established a
strong web presence to complement and reinforce news and comment
supplied by their traditional offline outlets (Coleman 2001: 683–4).

The Labour government too has made a huge commitment to use of
the Internet. Under its project UK Online it has a stated objective of
making Britain a fully networked society by 2005 (http://www.
ukonline.gov.uk). This involves widening public access to the Internet
and ensuring that as many government services as possible are available
via web-based technologies. For instance, the Number 10 website, run
by a team of three civil servants, was re-launched in February 2000 to
promote the UK overseas, communicate government news and infor-
mation, explain the role and history of Number 10 as a building and an
institution, and demonstrate the Government’s commitment to new
technology (http://www.number-10.gov.uk). In 2001 the Number 10
website had over 3.2 million visitor sessions and its discussion forums
proved so popular that they outgrew the site and had to be moved to
the Citizens’ Portal. The government’s e-Democracy website provides
information on how citizens may increase their participation in politics
through use of the net, including electronic submission of petitions to
Number 10 and the introduction of electronic voting experiments across
the country (http://www.e-envoy.gov.uk).

It may be that some of this activity smacks of public relations initia-
tives designed to demonstrate Labour’s modernizing credentials through
a high-profile symbolic presence in the use of new technology. It is
certainly too early to make the wide-sweeping claim that ‘one-stop, non-
stop e-Government portals will revolutionize not just the way public
services are delivered but government itself’ (Silcock 2001: 91). Yet it is
also likely that at a more modest level the Internet is changing how citi-
zens interact with government departments and that the public will
expect more services to be delivered online where practicable.

Faced with this overall increase in the supply of news and political
information, one commentator has recently argued that the ‘political
public sphere . . . is larger, denser, and accessible to more people than at
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any previous point in Britain’s cultural history, and it continues to
expand’ (McNair 2000: 39). Moreover, it is not just in terms of the
number of media outlets or the amount of content that the provision of
political information has grown in recent years. It has also expanded in
time, with a 24-hours news culture now firmly part of the mediatized
political environment. This poses organizational and resource problems
for political communication actors in their attempts to keep on top of –
or better still anticipate – fast moving stories. In addition, the supply of
information has extended in space, with the instantaneous availability
of news delivered from anywhere around the globe. The events of 11
September in the United States were a perfect example of this time-space
compression. Within minutes of the terrorist attacks taking place, news
media organizations in Britain were taking ‘live’ feeds from across the
Atlantic and clearing their schedules to keep audiences up to date on
developments as they happened.

On the demand side, it is difficult to make sweeping generalizations
about audience usage of this enlarged political public sphere.
Nonetheless, some broad trends can be identified.

First, television has long been the most important source of political
information for the majority of the population. This seems set to
continue in the near future with the projected growth in the number of
households, already around 50 per cent, receiving multi-channel digital
broadcasting services.

Second, just as there are more opportunities within the expanded media
market for the politically interested citizen to obtain information, there is
also greater freedom for audiences to escape from politics by focusing on
entertainment content. In a zapping culture, both sets of political commu-
nication professionals – sources and journalists – have to compete more
than ever before to gain and retain the audience’s attention.

Third, while total circulation figures for national newspapers have
been on the decline for some time, sales of the elite broadsheet newspa-
pers (such as The Times, the Guardian and the Financial Times) and of
the middle-market Daily Mail have held up reasonably well in compar-
ison to the popular tabloid press (the Sun, Daily Mirror, Daily Star) and
the ailing middle-market Daily Express. A similar trend can also be seen
in the national Sunday market. This suggests that while there is still a
strong demand for print-mediated political journalism, this is largely
confined to readers from the upper social categories A, B and C1.

Finally, the number of people regularly using the Internet for political
communication remains relatively small. This is in part because the
technology has not yet reached the saturation level of television in
British households (in 2001 only 33 per cent of voters had home
Internet access), in part because the web is a ‘pull’ technology where
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consumers actively have to search out information (in contrast to tele-
vision which is a ‘push’ technology) and in part because the Internet has
come into a news and information market which is already highly satu-
rated (Ballinger 2002: 232). Nonetheless, in time the Internet may come
to rival television for some sections of the electorate. For instance,
Coleman argues that for ‘the younger generation, who are the most
turned off by politics, the Internet is already becoming the trusted
source for political information’ (2001: 686, emphasis in the original).

If one aggregates these four demand trends, it is possible to talk,
albeit rather schematically, of an information gap in British society. On
the one side are those – more affluent, more educated, more interested
in politics – who have access to and make selective use of a wide range
of political communications media. On the other are those – less afflu-
ent, less educated, less interested in politics – who tend to rely over-
whelmingly on television, supplemented by the uneven coverage of a
tabloid newspaper. Inequalities of access to the Internet have further
increased this imbalance between information-rich and information-
poor, creating a digital divide which risks further marginalizing already
disadvantaged social groups (Silcock 2001: 94–5).

Public relations politics

The professionalization of political advocacy was highlighted by
Blumler and Gurevitch in the middle of the 1990s as ‘arguably the most
formative development in the political communication process of
present-day democracies’ (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995: 207). The
authors supported this thesis largely with reference to the publicity
activities of political parties during the short period of election
campaigns. There is now a rich academic literature in this field, both
cross-national comparative (LeDuc et al. 1996, Swanson and Mancini
1996) and with particular reference to the British case (Kavanagh 1995,
Norris, 1997b, Crewe et al. 1998, Norris et al. 1999, Butler and
Kavanagh 2002, Geddes and Tonge 2002).

In this context the 2001 election campaign represented more of a
consolidation accompanied by some incremental adjustment in parties’
campaign methods and media coverage rather than a radical or revolu-
tionary shift. There was certainly nothing comparable to the impact of
the arrival of television as an election communications medium in the
1959 contest. It is true that some features of what Norris (1997b) has
called post-modern campaigning have entered British electoral practices
in recent years: the use of focus groups, the targeting of selected
tranches of the electorate and the spread of party websites on the net.
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However, the long-awaited ‘Internet revolution’ has still failed to mate-
rialize, with only 18 per cent of voters with Internet access (6 per cent
of the total electorate) using this technology for political communica-
tion purposes during the campaign (Ballinger 2002: 226).

Essentially the 2001 election was dominated by the traditional mass
media rather than specialist ‘narrowcast’ channels of communication.
Moreover, campaigning innovations – John Prescott’s fight with an elec-
tor aside – had limited impact on what was generally considered by
politicians, media and the public alike to have been a lacklustre contest.
Finally, there was little worthy of note in the coverage of the campaign
by the ‘old’ media: no dramatic swing-back to the Conservatives in
national newspaper partisanship, no face-to-face leadership debate on
television and no really new issues to grab voters’ attention.

Over and above the behaviour of parties in formal election
campaigns, the professionalization of political advocacy has expanded,
first, to incorporate other political actors such as corporate organiza-
tions, pressure groups and new social movements and, second, to cover
the long periods of political communication between elections. As a
result, contemporary British politics is now influenced to a significant
extent by the promotional culture of a ‘public relations democracy’
(Davis 2000 and 2002).

The government and major parties are undoubtedly the most visi-
ble political actors involved in this self-promotional culture. For
example, after its 1997 election victory Labour placed communica-
tion at the heart of its approach to government, with ministers and
their special advisers constantly engaged in harnessing the news
media in the task of promoting Labour’s achievements to the elec-
torate. The political communications approach of Labour in its first
parliamentary term consisted of the following mutually supportive
elements (Kuhn 2002):

• first, clear goals – to drive and shape the news agenda so that this
focused on the ‘big picture’ of policy proposals and achievements
rather than being dominated by events and personalities;

• second, a coherent media management strategy, comprising well-
planned proactive and reactive components (Heffernan and Stanyer
1998);

• third, good organization and resource management, including the
establishment of a Strategic Communications Unit in Downing Street
to plan and coordinate ministerial announcements and the restruc-
turing of the Government Information Service – renamed the
Government Information and Communication Service – to improve
the provision of official information to the media;
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• finally, the use of highly professional personnel, at the heart of the
government’s news media management, symbolized by the contribu-
tion of Alastair Campbell (Oborne,1999), first as the Prime Minister’s
Official Spokesman and later as Number 10’s Director of
Communications and Strategy.

In terms of resource allocation, for example, Labour’s commitment to
the communication aspects of contemporary government can be judged
by the significant increase in the number of civil service information
officers employed in ministerial departments. This amplifies a trend
stretching back to the beginning of the Thatcher premiership in 1979.
For instance, there were 11 information officers employed at the
Cabinet Office in 1987, 14 in 1997 and no fewer than 23 in 1999
(Davis 2002: 21). In addition, according to some critics the Central
Office of Information, set up to disseminate public information of a
non-party political nature, has increasingly become a tool of the govern-
ment. More controversially, under Labour there has been a huge rise in
the total of politically appointed special advisers, several of whom exer-
cise a communications rather than a policy function (Scammell 2001:
520–6). For instance, in 2002 there were 81 special advisers working
across goverment, of whom about half worked on media-related activi-
ties. The BBC political correspondent Nicholas Jones estimated that ‘the
duties of almost half of the twenty-six political appointees assisting Blair
in Downing Street involved briefing the news media, and that for most
of this group it was their primary occupation’ (Jones 2002: 30–1).
Finally, the amount of taxpayers’ money spent on government publicity
and advertising more than doubled between 1997 and 2001–2, rising
from just over £110 million when Labour came to power to over £270
million five years later. In short, just as in opposition the party under
Blair’s leadership had placed a strong emphasis on the importance of
presentation and promotion, so once in power Labour, ‘more than any
of its predecessors, tried to conduct itself as a campaigning government’
(Butler and Kavanagh 2002: 22).

The mediated leadership role of Tony Blair has been vitally important
in this context. For some politicians and commentators, Blair has been
instrumental in providing a presidential dimension to Labour in power
(Foley 2000). Whatever the substantive validity of this claim, there is no
doubt that in media terms Blair strongly personifies the Labour govern-
ment. In part this merely serves to confirm the conventional view that
television tends to personalize political debate and so inevitably rein-
forces the status of the leader at the expense of their immediate
colleagues (Deacon, Golding and Billig 2001: 670). In the 2001
campaign, for example, Blair was quoted in free-to-air national television
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and Radio 4 news programmes almost five times more frequently than
the next Labour politician, Gordon Brown. Indeed, Blair was quoted
more often than all other Labour politicians put together (Harrison
2002: 140). In similar fashion William Hague for the Conservatives
and, even more so, Charles Kennedy for the Liberal Democrats domi-
nated their party’s campaign news coverage. These examples illustrate
the phenomenon which Foley calls ‘leadership stretch’, that is the way
that ‘party leaders have increasingly stretched away from their senior
colleagues in terms of media attention and popular awareness’ (2000:
205).

Yet Blair’s highly personalized leadership style is not confined to elec-
tion campaigns. Nor is the apparent presidentialization of his public
role attributable merely to the automatic impact of television on politi-
cal presentation. Rather Blair has actively and consciously sought to
focus media attention on his own function as leader by deliberately
associating himself with high-profile policy proposals. For example, in
a memo leaked to the media in the spring of 2000, during a period when
the government was going through a bad news trough, ‘he asked his
aides to provide him with “headline grabbing inititiatives” on touch-
stone issues that would change public perceptions of the government’
(Butler and Kavanagh 2002: 27). In the memo Blair tellingly added that
he should be personally associated with as much of this as possible.

Government and political parties are now involved in what has
become a permanent campaign to dominate headlines and drive the
news agenda. Leaders are now selected, in part at least, on the basis of
their capacity to perform well on television. If judged by the public to
be successful in this respect, as shown by Charles Kennedy in the 2001
election, then this can be an electoral asset for the party as a whole.
More important than a leader’s personal telegenic skills, however, is the
ability to convey through the media an image of leadership which is
consonant with public expectations about how a leader should perform.
Party leaders now spend a considerable amount of time appearing in the
media – communicating their policies to the electorate and trying to win
over public support. Since symbolically they embody the values of their
party, leaders need to pay close attention to their media image.

Blair, for example, has tried with considerable success to portray
himself as a combination of strong leader and everyday family man. His
highly proactive stance during the war in Kosovo in 1999 and his
unflinching ‘shoulder to shoulder’ support for President Bush’s ‘war on
terror’ in the aftermath of 11 September were eloquent media manifes-
tations of Blair playing the role of international statesman. Television
news footage of the Prime Minister talking to British troops on active
duty in the Balkans or visiting ‘ground zero’ in New York can be seen
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as created media events where good pictures are the principal object of
the exercise. In addition, Blair has not been averse to displaying a tough
side to his mediated persona in statements on domestic policy issues
such as crime and anti-social behaviour.

Yet he has also cultivated a concerned, emotional side to his image,
evident when he talks about the ‘caring’ issues of education and health.
A complex mix of values, including competence, pragmatism and
personal integrity, has been fused in a coherent media image where the
notion that Blair is a politician the voter can trust is central. If that
image is tarnished in Labour’s second term by the failure of the govern-
ment to deliver on its promises on public services, or by association with
scandal, or by public perceptions of a Prime Minister who is out of
touch with voters’ concerns, then this will have a negative impact on the
electoral popularity of the Labour party as a whole.

While there is no single template for a successful mediated image, one
which is weak or incoherent, such as that of William Hague as
Conservative party leader, is potentially highly damaging. Between the
1997 and 2001 elections Hague projected a confused image: for example,
attending the Notting Hill carnival at the start of his leadership conveyed
a message of multicultural social inclusiveness which was at odds with the
controversial speech in the spring of 2001 where he claimed that a second
term of Labour government would turn Britain ‘into a foreign land’.
While the Conservative leadership claimed that this speech was about
Britain’s relations with Europe, rather than race, this was not how it was
spun by party advisers and subsequently covered in the media (Butler and
Kavanagh 2002: 62). By the end of his four years as party leader, Hague
had failed to project a positive, coherent media image. His successor, Iain
Duncan Smith, has so far been no more successful. In his case the prob-
lem after over a year as party leader was not so much a contradictory
media image as a non-existent one – characterizing himself as ‘the quiet
man’ was one attempt to turn a negative into a positive.

To further a party’s chances in conditions of the permanent election
campaign, leadership image projection may be combined with the
successful political marketing of issues and policies. Lees-Marshment
argues that Labour under Blair became ‘a classic Market-Oriented
Party’ (Lees-Marshment 2001: 181) and that this market-orientation
has continued with Labour in government. From this marketing
perspective, media management activities go beyond trying to obtain
favourable coverage on isolated issues or even dominating the news
agenda. More fundamentally, the Labour government has sought to use
the media to promote the ‘New Labour’ brand in the electoral market-
place, just as private companies, such as Nike and Benetton, do in the
commercial sphere (Klein 2000).
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A key aspect of this has been to associate Labour with certain values
which, although undoubtedly personified by Blair, at the same time go
beyond simple image projection. Here the use of the media – along with
the employment of other techniques such as opinion polls and focus
groups – can be seen as part of a much broader marketing process. The
brand image is designed to create positive feelings in the target market
– the electorate. The leader’s image, the government’s policies and the
party’s values, all contribute to maintaining the integrity of the ‘New
Labour’ brand. In this political market, the great fear is that the brand
may take on negative associations and so become ‘contaminated’, as the
party’s marketing guru, Philip Gould, contended ‘New Labour’s’ had
become in the summer of 2000.

While the government and the main political parties enjoy privileged
status as sources in securing media coverage and access, other political
actors engaged in public relations politics have to strive harder to gain
media recognition. To some extent this is a problem of organization and
financial resources. Resource-poor groups may find it difficult to make
sufficient investment on a routinized basis to maintain an active pres-
ence in a communications environment of many competing sources.
This is a particular problem for minor parties and some small pressure
groups. Conversely, other groups, such as Greenpeace, are well
resourced and can afford to provide the media with well-packaged
material, such as video news releases, and maintain a high quality
website.

Yet under certain circumstances even politically marginal groups can
hope to influence the news agenda and issue framing. This is because the
capacity for political actors to gain access to the media is not deter-
mined by economic resources alone. Even resource-poor groups can
foster ‘exchange relationships’ with journalists (Manning 2001: 178)
and can accumulate what Davis calls ‘media cultural capital’ (2002:
173–7). This involves an understanding of news values as part of an
‘accommodative’ strategy by the group to meet the demands of media
organizations.

Nonetheless, while the media may be more open to alternative sources
than some deterministic analyses allowed for in the past, this does not
mean that there is a level playing-field. Because of their status, expertize
and central position in the political process, some political actors are
more likely than others to enjoy routinized media access as a matter of
course. One of these is clearly the core executive. With a Prime Minister
who constantly tends to his mediated leadership image, a government
which concentrates so much attention on presentation and self-promo-
tion, and a Conservative opposition still rebuilding itself after two
consecutive landslide defeats, Labour in power might reasonably have
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expected to dominate the news agenda and secure favourable coverage.
Focusing on the two years either side of the 2001 election, the follow-
ing section demonstrates that this has not been such a straightforward
task.

Labour and news management

Almost exactly a year before the 2001 general election Tony Blair was
slow hand-clapped by sections of the audience as he was giving a speech
at the annual conference of the Women’s Institute. Television news
coverage that evening showed an obviously embarrassed Prime Minister
failing miserably to get his message across to the representatives in the
conference centre. The story in the next day’s newspapers concentrated
not on the government’s proposed policy initiatives – the formal
substance of the speech, but rather on this very public failure of prime
ministerial communication, the resonance of which was hugely ampli-
fied by being shown on television.

Soon after its election victory the Labour government became
embroiled in a much more serious negative communications story.
When Jo Moore, the special adviser to the Transport Secretary Stephen
Byers, encouraged staff to take advantage of the 11 September events as
a ‘very good day to get out anything we want to bury’, her advice was
made public via an unauthorized leak to the media. This gave rise to a
controversy which ranged from the inappropriateness of her comment
in this particular instance to the ethics of spin-doctoring in general.
While Moore survived the first onslaught of media-led public disap-
proval, her image was irreversibly tarnished and she later resigned from
her position following a highly mediatized dispute with the civil servant
in charge of the department’s communications section (Jones 2002:
271–343). For some critics Moore personified everything that was
wrong with Labour’s approach to communication in government: too
much emphasis on presentation and spin; the short circuiting of official
channels of communication by non-accountable special advisers, always
seeking to secure maximum partisan advantage from every ministerial
announcement; and the amorality of the belief that all is fair in news
management, with the only criterion of success being the quality of the
subsequent media coverage.

In their different ways, these two examples illustrate the downside of
Labour’s constant concern with the communication aspects of contem-
porary governance. A government which devotes so much attention to
news management has made the painful discovery that its spinning
activities may rebound to its disadvantage in the face of dissident
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sources, critical journalists and a sceptical audience. In the months
either side of the 2001 election, Labour’s reputation as a media-savvy
political outfit, if not exactly past its sell-by date, certainly required
some serious qualification.

The apparent turnaround in Labour’s record of news management
was all the more striking in the light of what appeared to be a largely
successful approach in this area of operations after Blair became leader
of the party in 1994. The professionalism of Labour’s news manage-
ment activities in opposition was much commented on, not least by
political journalists who contrasted it with the failed efforts of the
Conservatives during the Major premiership (Jones 1995, 1999 and
2002, Oborne 1999, Johnson, J. 1999).

Once in government Labour continued to cultivate its relations with
leading journalists in the press and broadcasting media, while also
engaging in the use of various techniques to seek to ensure favourable
news coverage (Barnett and Gaber 2001: 106–13). These included:

• firebreaking, whereby a diversion is deliberately constructed to take
journalists off the scent of an embarrassing story. For example, in the
case of the revelation of Robin Cook’s extra-marital relationship with
his secretary in 1997, Labour spin doctors put out two other stories
to divert media attention away from the Cook affair, one regarding a
possible breach of the Official Secrets Act by Chris Patten in his book
about his period as governor of Hong Kong and the other about a
possible reprieve for the royal yacht Britannia;

• pre-empting, as in the case of the government minister Nick Brown,
who in late 1998 admitted that he was gay to minimize the impact of
revelations to this effect which were about to appear in the News of
the World;

• milking a story, whereby advance notice of a governmental initiative
is trailed in various media in a drip-by-drip fashion in advance of the
official announcement so as to obtain the maximum amount of
favourable coverage;

• kite-flying, where controversial proposals are floated via the media to
test public reaction;

• managing expectations, which is particularly evident around the time
of the Budget, when public expectations may be reduced via media
briefings in advance of the Chancellor’s speech, thus giving the
Chancellor more favourable publicity if the formal announcement
contains an unanticipated tax or spend bonus.

In the aftermath of the 1997 victory Labour enjoyed an extended
honeymoon period with much of the news media: the ‘media coverage
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that the Labour government has received, sleaze and scandals aside,
was for its first three years in power mostly positive’ (Barnett and
Gaber 2001: 122). Yet while this assessment is largely true, the situa-
tion which it described was not to last. Why then did Labour increas-
ingly encounter problems with the news media in the months running
up to the 2001 election and after? To answer this question requires a
critical examination of the dynamic, interdependent relationship
between these two sets of political communication actors, going
beyond an approach which is solely source – or media-centred
(Schlesinger 1990).

Government and the news media: differences and
disagreements

The government’s inability to determine the news agenda owes much to
the operationalization of news values by professional media personnel.
In a highly competitive commercial environment, characterized by the
relentless pursuit of audiences and advertisers for market survival, deci-
sion-making in newsrooms focuses attention on those stories which
satisfy criteria of newsworthiness (Tumber 1999). In the period imme-
diately following the 1997 election, the changeover to a Labour govern-
ment after eighteen years of Conservative rule was in itself eminently
newsworthy. The news media wanted to cover the arrival of a fresh
cohort of MPs at Westminster, the appointment of new ministers and
their advisers in Whitehall and, not least, the installation of a charis-
matic incumbent at Number 10. In short, New Labour in government
was the story.

Once the novelty of a Labour administration had worn off, however,
there slowly emerged a tendency towards the re-application of ‘normal’
news values by journalists and editors, with sections of the media adopt-
ing a more critical or even adversarial stance towards the government.
Stories increasingly tended to emphasize conflict and disunity, negative
events and Labour personalities in trouble. Examples included:

• the possible link between large financial donations to the Labour
party by several private individuals and the favours from government
that may have resulted;

• allegations of impropriety and incompetence against a succession of
government ministers, including Geoffrey Robinson, Peter
Mandelson, Keith Vaz and Stephen Byers;

• the London mayoral contest in 2000, where the official Labour candi-
date, Frank Dobson, given the personal endorsement of the Prime
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Minister, suffered a heavy defeat at the hands of the Labour rebel,
Ken Livingstone, standing as an Independent;

• the almost universally critical coverage by newspapers of the
Millennium Dome as a visitor attraction during its financially disas-
trous year of operation in 2000;

• the fuel blockade in the autumn of the same year, where several
tabloid newspapers did not just report and comment on the events,
but gave editorial backing to the demands of the protestors for a cut
in fuel duty;

• the foot and mouth crisis in 2001, where criticism of government
policy from a variety of sources, combined with lurid pictures of
slaughtered animals, secured extensive media coverage. In addition,
the story fitted a pre-established news framework of public concern
about food safety constructed during the previous BSE crisis.

Eminently newsworthy, all of the above were ‘good stories’ in media
terms. However, they often provided negative headlines for the govern-
ment. The relationship between Alastair Campbell and news journalists
in the lobby became increasingly soured. Campbell initially enjoyed
three hugely positive features in carrying out his function as the Prime
Minister’s Official Spokesman. First, the role itself had been clarified at
the very start of the first Labour term to give it a more robustly defined
status. Lobby briefings were put on the record and Campbell was the
first Number 10 press secretary to attend Cabinet meetings on a regular
basis. Second, Campbell was highly valued by journalists as a source
because of his well-known proximity to Blair in the inner circle of key
ministers and top advisers (Hennessy, 2000). In ways comparable to the
role of Bernard Ingham as Number 10 press secretary during the
Thatcher premiership, Campbell was regarded by journalists as speak-
ing with the authority of the Prime Minister in providing the govern-
ment’s line on an issue. The well-publicized closeness of the relationship
between the two was even the subject of frequent satirical sketches on
the Rory Bremner comedy show on television. Third, as a former jour-
nalist and political editor at the two Mirror titles and Today, Campbell
knew the world of the news media, and particularly tabloid journalism,
from the inside. He did not have to second guess what journalists might
do with a lead; he knew from his own experience how a story would
play in different media outlets.

Yet Campbell also had a highly adversarial style in lobby briefings. At
times the very force of his personality and the colourful language he chose
to employ to express his thoughts on a matter exacerbated what of neces-
sity is frequently a tense and conflictual relationship between two sets of
political communication actors. Campbell had opened up the process of
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lobby briefings to the public by putting a summary on the Internet from
the beginning of 2000 (http://www.number-10.gov.uk). He had also
allowed a BBC camera team to film the insider relationship between
Number 10 and lobby journalists in the hope that the programme would
belie the Labour government’s reputation for ‘control freakery’ (Cockerell
2000). Yet there were signs that, as with the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s
former press adviser, Charlie Whelan, in the first eighteen months of the
Labour government, Campbell was in danger of becoming the story
rather than just its source. The centrality of his role, in a government now
subject to increasing criticism for its attempts to spin its way out of trou-
ble, began to devalue his day-to-day credibility in lobby briefings. As a
result, in June 2000, Campbell was moved to a more strategic role in
overseeing government communication, rather than being actively
engaged in the daily struggle to set the next day’s headlines.

Even this move away from the front line did not end the running
battle between Campbell and some news media. In June 2002 stories in
the Spectator magazine, the Evening Standard and the Mail on Sunday
that Number 10 had intervened to try to enhance the Prime Minister’s
role at the funeral ceremony for the Queen Mother led to furious denials
from Downing Street, with Campbell writing formally to the Press
Complaints Commission (PCC). Although in substantive terms the
initial story may not have seemed particularly significant, it played into
a news framework in some papers of an increasingly arrogant Prime
Minister. Downing Street was thrown on to the defensive. Even several
media not involved in the original revelations framed subsequent devel-
opments – Downing Street versus the press – in terms of a government
climbdown, presenting Campbell as one of the ‘losers’ in the affair and
questioning whether he had lost his touch.

Another factor for the media’s increasingly critical coverage of the
Labour government in the two years before and after the 2001 election
is linked to the changed nature of newspaper partisanship over the past
decade (Deacon, Golding and Billig 2001: 673–6). Since the early 1990s
a process of partisan dealignment on the part of several newspapers has
taken place, with newspaper support now frequently more issue-
oriented than party-based (Seymour-Ure 1998). It is true that several
national newspaper titles supported Labour in the 2001 campaign –
even more than in 1997 – giving the impression that press support leant
heavily towards Labour to the detriment of the Conservatives. However,
despite the massive quantitative advantage Labour enjoyed in terms of
both the number of individual titles and the size of their circulation
figures, in qualitative terms newspaper support for Labour during the
2001 campaign ‘was generally subdued, often qualified and sometimes
critical’ (Scammell and Harrop 2002: 156).
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Not even under Blair has Labour been able to turn round the pro-
Conservative editorial views of the Mail and Telegraph titles. Yet even
among those papers which backed the party in 2001, support for
Labour in government has generally been highly conditional. This is a
far cry from the ‘hallelujah chorus’ of pro-Conservative newspapers
which idolized Mrs Thatcher in the 1980s. Whereas Mrs Thatcher
could largely command allegiance from a phalanx of sympathetic press
owners and their editors, the Blair government has had to bargain to
obtain newspaper support.

The Murdoch-owned newspapers, especially the mass-selling tabloid
the Sun, are a good example of this exchange relationship. In opposi-
tion, Labour under Blair courted Rupert Murdoch with considerable
success, evidenced by the Sun supporting a Labour victory in the 1997
election and afterwards in opening up its columns to numerous articles
published under Tony Blair’s byline. In return for its support, the
Labour government offered the paper’s political editor, Trevor
Kavanagh, insider titbits of information – such as the date of the 2001
election – ahead of its being made available to other parliamentary
lobby journalists. Along with the continued repudiation of ‘Old Labour’
style policies, the deal helped ensure that between 1997 and 2001 the
tabloid did not switch sides in the party battle.

Nonetheless, the Sun, never renowned for its positive attitude
towards continental Europe or Brussels, remained a fierce critic of
Labour’s stance on Britain’s relationship with the European Union. In
particular, it has steadfastly criticized the government’s stated policy
of support in principle for British adoption of the single European
currency. In so doing, it is only one of several newspapers which have
participated actively as advocates – for and against – on this issue in
their editorial columns, commentary and news coverage. In recent
years, coverage of Europe by several national newsapers, including
the Mail and Telegraph titles, has been framed from a strongly-held
Eurosceptic position (Wilkes and Wring 1998, Anderson and
Weymouth 1999). Murdoch announced in the summer of 2002 that
his four titles (the Sun, The Times, News of the World and the
Sunday Times) would support a ‘No’ vote – a clear example of the
proprietor laying down the line to be adopted by his papers. In circu-
lation terms the Europhile newspapers are far outsold by the
Eurosceptic press. This raises two issues for the government. First,
will Labour be able to shift some national newspapers round to a
more balanced or even supportive position in the run-up to the refer-
endum campaign? Second, if not, can Labour and the pro-Euro camp
win a referendum in the face of intense opposition from large sections
of the press?
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Process journalism

A further explanatory variable is tied to the importance of process jour-
nalism in contemporary political coverage. Process journalism refers to
stories which comment on and evaluate the behaviour of political actors
(party strategies, leadership tactics, personality rivalries) in contrast to
policy journalism which explains issues and assesses policy proposals
(McNair 2000: 42–60). Process journalism is frequently characterized
by a highly adversarial stance on the part of the news media. In this
context journalists ascribe to themselves the role not of mere reporters
of – or commentators on – the political process, but rather of critics
willing to condemn aspects of its functioning and prepared to engage in
highly personalized attacks against politicians, both individually and as
a group. Scandals are an obvious case in point, with financial wrong-
doings and sexual infidelities given high profile coverage, as in the final
years of the Major government when ‘sleaze’ provided the frame for
many news stories about the Conservatives. In these circumstances the
media, especially national newspapers, can easily fulfil an oppositional
role in news coverage and commentary.

In the case of the Labour government ‘spin’ rather than ‘sleaze’
provided the narrative link for much process-oriented news coverage
either side of the 2001 election, as journalists ‘unpacked’ the govern-
ment’s news management activities. With media attention on the
attempted official spin taking centre stage, government presentation of
an issue rather than the substance of policy became the news frame. For
example, while stories about government spending plans in the early
years of the Labour government tended to be covered as policy stories,
journalists later became wise to the misrepresentation of figures by spin
doctors. As a result, subsequent news stories focused increasingly on the
government’s attempts to manipulate presentation, for instance on NHS
waiting list figures or the number of schoolteacher vacancies. In addi-
tion, the increased prominence of columnist journalism in national
papers provided commentators, such as Richard Littlejohn in the Sun, a
regular platform from which to criticize leading politicians.

There are several reasons for the place accorded process journalism
in the media’s coverage of politics. First, since political actors pay
considerably more attention to public relations and promotional strate-
gies than ever before, this development is a legitimate matter of public
interest for journalistic commentary. Second, journalists enjoy an
‘insider’ position in the political communications environment. They
can write about a political game in which they are perfectly familiar
with the players, rules, strategies and tactics and can communicate that
‘insider information’ to their audiences. Third, writing about process is
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often easier than writing about policy. Process journalism can focus on
human interest stories – who’s in and who’s out of favour in the govern-
mental entourage. When combined with other media coverage such as
the newspaper serialization of a politician’s memoirs and, perhaps, a
television documentary – as in the case of Mo Mowlam’s Cabinet demo-
tion and subsequent resignation from politics (Mowlam 2002) – then
the news story has all the ingredients of a political soap opera, with its
heroes and villains, intrigue and plotting, treachery and deceit. In
contrast, a focus on policy may require knowledge and skills which
many lobby journalists quite simply lack. Finally, process journalism
covers information which audiences can easily understand and situa-
tions with which they can empathize. Conversely, in an age of increas-
ingly technical debates – for example, on the issues of climate change,
genetically modifed food and currency convergence – and a more
complex decision-making process involving largely remote and unfamil-
iar supranational and global actors such as the European Union and the
World Trade Organization, it is more difficult and time consuming for
audiences to grasp the essential features, far less the details, of many
policy issues.

The final factor in this interdependent relationship between govern-
ment and news media relates to an aspect of the way in which journal-
ists behave collectively as ‘competitor–colleagues’ (Tunstall 1971).
Although journalists constantly want to scoop their rivals working for
other media, at the same time they are prone to behaving as a ‘pack’,
often agreeing on the main lines of a story before it goes to their respec-
tive news editors. The ultimate manifestation of this journalistic ‘pack’
behaviour is the ritualistic feeding frenzy which surrounds a metaphor-
ical political ‘kill’. This is the phenomenon known as attack journalism
(Sabato 1991).

Attack journalism

Two notable examples of attack journalism were evident either side of
the 2001 election. The first involved Blair’s confidant, Peter Mandelson,
in a case of alleged involvement in the granting of UK passports to three
wealthy Indian brothers who had given money to the Millennium Dome
project in which the minister had previously been closely involved.
Media coverage of the Hinduja affair focused on both Mandelson’s
actions (what happened?) and his subsequent account of his behaviour
to the media and the Prime Minister (had he told the truth?). Confusion
on both counts led to Mandelson being forced to resign from govern-
ment for a second time at the start of 2001 to jubilant howls from the
baying news hounds (Rawnsley 2000: 210–34; Jones 2002: 237–70).
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The Sun’s leader column was particularly blunt: ‘He is out on his ear
again because he is a lying, manipulative, oily, two-faced, nasty piece of
work who should never have been allowed near the Government in the
first place’ (the Sun, 25 January 2001).

The second example of attack journalism concerned Stephen Byers.
His failure to dismiss Jo Moore over her ‘bury bad news’ e-mail, his
controversial decision to put Railtrack into administration, but most of
all his apparent propensity for prevarication, evasion and economy with
the truth made him into an iconic hate figure for several newspapers.
The news framing of Byers after September 2001 firmly concentrated on
his honesty in his dealings with Parliament and the media more than his
ministerial competence – though that too was called into question by
some journalists. Hunted without mercy, Byers resigned from his minis-
terial position in May 2002. The newspaper headlines (29 May 2002)
which greeted his resignation tell their own story: ‘BYE BYE LIAR’
(Daily Express); ‘Special Notice: We apologise for the late departure of
Stephen Byers from Platform No10. This was due to a signal failure to
realise he was a useless little fibber who should have buried himself
months ago.’ (Daily Mirror); ‘HE’S QUIT (. . .and it’s about time,
Byers) (the Sun); ‘BYE BYE BYERS Disgraced Minister who lied and
lied again finally bows out (still insisting that he doesn’t tell lies)’ (Daily
Mail); ‘A good day to bury Byers’ (Daily Telegraph).

Spin as problem, not solution? How can government
manage news management?

By the end of the first year of its second term Labour had become
acutely aware that its reputation for spin had turned against it and was
being used by sections of the news media as a weapon to attack the
government. Yet Labour seemed confused as to who was primarily
responsible for this degradation in the relationship between government
and media. In an article in The Times the then Labour chairman,
Charles Clarke, accused the media of being ‘pious and hypocritical’ and
of doing their best ‘to bring democratic politics into disrepute’ (12 June
2002), while in contrast the Leader of the House of Commons, Robin
Cook, called on Labour to put its own house in order and end its obses-
sion with spin.

Dissatisfied with much news coverage, Labour introduced a reform
of the lobby briefings, opening up the morning sessions to a wider cross-
section of journalists, including specialist and foreign correspondents,
allowing a journalist to chair the session and permitting ministers who
brief in person to be filmed for television (Guardian, 3 May 2002). The
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government argued that these American-style reforms were a genuine
attempt to be more open with the media and less ‘buttoned up’ about
the next day’s headlines. However, according to leading lobby journal-
ists such as Trevor Kavanagh, political editor of the Sun, and Adam
Boulton, political editor of Sky News, the government’s aim was to
minimize the disruptive potential of the traditional lobby correspon-
dents who were accustomed to ‘grilling’ a government spokesperson on
a particular issue in comparative secrecy. Some lobby correspondents
feared that the new media briefings would become more orchestrated by
government, for example through the choice of journalists invited to ask
questions and in the lack of opportunity to engage in sustained interro-
gation, and so give ministers more power to shape the news agenda.

The Prime Minister’s first monthly televised press conference under
these new arrangements took place on 20 June 2002, with Blair confi-
dently fielding questions on a variety of subjects ‘live’ in front of the
cameras. The press conference in early September was broadcast from
the Prime Minister’s Sedgefield constituency and concentrated on the
issue of a possible military strike against Iraq. These highly mediatized
events, reminiscent of President de Gaulle’s press conferences in France
in the 1960s (Chalaby 2002), may allow the Prime Minister to control
the agenda in a more direct fashion than normally allowed by tradi-
tional lobby briefings. They are also part of a broader strategy to bypass
lobby correspondents, which in the past has included Number 10
targeting regional newspapers, women’s magazines and ethnic minority
publications to get its message across to the electorate. Televised press
conferences may also give the Prime Minister the opportunity to exploit
his presentational skills and have the best soundbites replayed in the
evening television news programmes. However, there is a potential
downside to such an approach. If the government is on the defensive on
an issue, then the Prime Minister is potentially exposed to attack from
journalists without the intervening shield of a government spokesper-
son. Televised prime ministerial press conferences are not a risk-free
option for the Labour leader.

Despite these innovations, there must remain doubts that in the
immediate future at least Labour will be successful in radically chang-
ing its news management relationship with the media. In part this is
because the image of ‘spin’ and ‘control freakery’ has now become so
associated with New Labour that journalists will find it difficult to
believe that the government is committed to changing its ways. Indeed,
perhaps the public call for a cutback on spin by leading Labour sources,
including ironically Campbell and Mandelson, is itself a spin on spin-
ning – the kind of double bluff worthy of inclusion in a Le Carré spy
novel.
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Moreover, even if Labour were committed to radical reform of its
approach to news management, is such a policy feasible? News manage-
ment and self-promotion are an integral part of the way in which
Labour has functioned under Blair’s leadership. Since communication
has been deliberately made integral to its mode of governance, by defi-
nition this cannot be easily excised. While Labour officials may argue
that they are abandoning ‘spin’, not communication, the distinction
may not be so easy to apply in practice. If so, it may well be that Labour
is locked into a spiral of spin.

In any event there are good reasons for Labour to continue to pursue
an active communications strategy. With a 24-hours news culture and a
huge variety of media outlets, there is now a voracious appetite on the
part of journalists for fresh primary material. In these circumstances,
government has to work hard to try to drive and dominate the news
agenda. The alternative would be to risk abandoning this terrain to
other sources, including opposition parties, and to allow journalists
themselves to fill the vacuum with their own speculative commentary.
This is neither a desirable, nor a feasible option for government. News
management is an essential part of contemporary politics. What is at
issue therefore is not whether the Labour government should seek to
influence the news agenda (it has no option), but rather how it should
do so to best effect.

Conclusion

The media play a central role in the process of political communication.
Political actors, therefore, want to use the media for their own purposes:
to recruit members, mobilize supporters, persuade voters, communicate
with citizens, raise issues and influence policy making. Labour under
Blair’s leadership has done more than any other political actor in Britain
in recent years to embrace the concept of public relations politics by
professionalizing its relationship with the news media. Yet as this chap-
ter has shown, it is misleading to present the media in a subordinate
passive role in their relationship with powerful political actors, includ-
ing the government. Instead, the news media are active participants in
the process of political communication. It is true that sometimes they
may seem to act as transmission belts for the dissemination of a message
from politicians to the electorate. Yet it is also the case that the news
media frequently fulfil a watchdog role, serving the interests of the citi-
zenry by making politicians accountable. At other times sections of the
media appear to be following their own agendas, guided by interven-
tionist proprietors and editors. In short, the power relationship between
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politicians and the media is not reducible to a simple model in which
politicians lead and the media follow.

Where does this leave audiences, who themselves are increasingly
presented in academic literature as empowered actors rather than
passive receivers in the process of decoding media texts? It is clear that
the media exercise an important influence on audience attitudes, knowl-
edge and behaviour. Indeed, the alleged power of the media to exert an
influence on the behaviour of audiences in the short term – for instance,
the impact of national newspapers on voting patterns in British general
elections – continues to be an active field of academic research (Newton
and Brynin, 2001). In the longer term, by giving issues more or less
salience in news coverage, the media help to set the political agenda for
audiences, influencing not so much what people think as what they
think about.

In this media age of politics, some commentators see in the expansion
of the public sphere and the semiological sophistication of audiences as
grounds for relative optimism. McNair (2000) and Norris (2000), for
example, are comparatively upbeat in attributing to the media a positive
influence on informing and educating citizens. McNair argues that there
is little evidence of a dumbing-down of political journalism in contem-
porary Britain, while Norris maintains that because of a ‘virtuous
circle’, attention to the news media gradually reinforces civic engage-
ment, just as civic engagement prompts attention to the news. Others
are less convinced. Blumler and Gurevitch (1995: 203) talk about a
crisis of public communication, whereby ‘the political communication
process now tends to strain against rather than with the grain of citi-
zenship’, while Franklin (1997) refers to the triumph of entertainment
values in news production, resulting in a product which he calls
‘newszak’. For proponents of the ‘media malaise’ theory, the media have
made audiences more cynical about politicians and the political process
and turned them away from political participation.

The debate between these cultural optimists and pessimists is set to
run and run. This is not just because of the conceptual and method-
ological difficulties involved in this area of research – for instance, how
does one define and then measure ‘dumbing-down’ in news coverage
over time? More fundamentally it is because the impact of the media on
politics is a matter of huge public interest. At the heart of the ‘media
malaise’ controversy lies a disagreement about norms and values in
determining what properly constitutes political communication in an
information-rich society and mass democratic polity.
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Chapter 9

Politics in Scotland

JAMES MITCHELL

A new orthodoxy has emerged in British politics. Scotland is different
and the United Kingdom is no longer a uniform, unitary state. Media
attention now focuses on the differences that exist within the United
Kingdom and in particular how the Scottish Parliament, elected for the
first time in 1999, has given rise to these differences. It is now generally
accepted that Scottish politics is distinct in a number of ways:

• political institutions;
• public policy;
• party system; and
• public opinion.

The old orthodoxy was that Britain, if not the United Kingdom, was
fairly homogeneous. Central political institutions – the Monarchy,
Parliament at Westminster, Cabinet government – united the country. So
too did the party system especially the dominant two parties within it.
The Labour and Conservative parties carved up Britain between them
leaving the odd scrap to the Liberals. Class determined how people
voted. Policies determined at the centre were, more or less, uniformly
applied throughout Britain, for example, the ‘national’ in the National
Health Service referred to British National. Devolution has been viewed
as a transformative experience for the United Kingdom, undermining
old certainties and creating new territorial divisions.

Devolution has indeed been symbolically significant as much as for
any change in the substance of politics. Devolution signifies the end of
an old orthodoxy that was never very accurate but was widely believed
and in being believed was itself important. Even if factually inaccurate,
when something is believed to be true it can affect political behaviour.
The myth of the ‘one and indivisible’ British nation said much about
Britain’s understanding of itself. Equally, the new myth of Scottish
distinctiveness is just as inaccurate but, again, is important and has
consequences simply because it is believed. To understand contempo-
rary Scottish politics, it is necessary to separate out myth from reality



and to take account of the many continuities as well as the differences
that devolution has brought about.

A Scottish political system?

The unions that created Britain did not result in one uniform nation.
The Union of Crowns in 1603 and the Union of Parliaments of 1707
created one Monarchy for Scotland and England and then one
Parliament in place of two. Much else remained as before, and union
did not entail uniformity and assimilation. The treaty establishing the
common Parliament at Westminster also protected important Scottish
institutions including Scots law and the established Church of
Scotland. Aspects of law rooted in pre-union times, notably criminal
law and legal institutions such as the courts, retain a greater degree of
distinctiveness in Scotland, while newer bodies of law, related to the
welfare state or company law, are more uniform across Britain. Hence,
not all aspects of law are different in Scotland from England. It is
commonly, but mistakenly, assumed that Scottish educational distinc-
tiveness was protected in the Treaty of Union, but education was
largely under the control of the churches, not the state. This ensured a
diverse pattern of educational provision both within Scotland and
England and between Scotland and England. Educational provision
was based on the organization and ethos of the Church of Scotland,
and this prompted the form of state education that emerged in Scotland
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Two myths regarding
Scottish education have had some basis in hard evidence, each existing
as much in the minds of policy makers and the public as in reality. The
first was the national myth: Scotland was quite different from England
in education. The second was the egalitarian myth: Scottish education
was democratic offering opportunities to a wider group of people than
existed in England and Wales. A similar pattern of development
emerged in education as in law. In some respects Scottish education
with its separate roots was different from that in England, but many
post-union developments ensured that the pattern on either side of the
border was broadly the same.

Notably, no effort was ever made by the Westminster Parliament to
impose uniformity across the state. At times, diversity was celebrated,
but more often simply unquestioned, and territorial pluralism was prac-
tised across a wide range of institutions and policies. There was a
common army but Scottish regiments existed within it. Unlike other
European states in the nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries that
attempted to impose uniformity top-down, Westminster’s attitude
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towards Scotland was largely one of pluralistic indifference. This plural-
ism became so ingrained that it was rarely questioned, and having to
take account of some ‘Scottish dimension’ within government caused
occasional irritation but little hostility. This accepted pluralism could be
used by Scots seeking special treatment. It led to calls for the appoint-
ment of a Cabinet Minister to look after Scottish affairs from the middle
of the nineteenth century, culminating in the establishment of the
Scottish Office in 1885. Similarly, almost a century later it led to calls
for a Scottish Parliament. Notably, the nature of the Union agreed
between Scotland and England and its development thereafter ensured
the survival of pre-union Scottish distinctiveness. It provided a base for
a home rule movement that would be almost inconceivable in, for
example the north of England which suffered similar, indeed worse,
economic problems than Scotland.

It would be mistaken, however, to focus exclusively on what made
Scotland different politically from England. There was much in
common between constituent parts of the Union, not least a common
Monarchy, a single Parliament and a vast range of institutions and poli-
cies developed in the twentieth-century, most notably associated with
the welfare state. One of the most intriguing aspects of twentieth-
century Scotland was observed by Paul Scott, an octogenarian former
diplomat and leading figure in the home rule movement: ‘Scotland of
the [19]80s had become more conscious of distinctiveness and more
anxious to preserve it against the pressure for global conformity; but,
paradoxically, it had become markedly less distinctively Scottish in
practice.’ (Scott 2002: 239–40). As a result, over time Scotland has
become less Scottish, at the same time Scots became more Scottish.

A consequence of this Scottish British diversity has been that there is
no agreement on the extent of Scottish distinctiveness. One of the oldest
debates amongst students of Scottish politics has been whether or not a
Scottish political system exists or existed. The debate was first provoked
in 1973 by the publication of James Kellas’s book The Scottish Political
System (Kellas, 1973). While Kellas conceded that the boundary
between a British political system and the Scottish system was not
always clear, he argued that a Scottish political system existed and that
Scotland had many coherent and distinct institutions and organizations
(Kellas 1984: 18). An alternative view, focusing largely on political insti-
tutions, argued Scotland was governed through distinct British based
‘policy networks’ and that the main political institutions operating in
Scotland were British institutions because power was ‘retained and
concentrated at Westminster and Whitehall’ (Keating and Midwinter
1981: 1–2). Others contended that if the term system ‘is to have any
meaning in political science it must relate to a distinctive sovereign and
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autonomous set of political institutions governing within defined terri-
torial boundaries, which clearly Scotland does not have’ (Booth and
Moore 1989: 15). Although they disagreed on the form it took, all writ-
ers did acknowledge that a distinct Scottish dimension to politics existed
pre-devolution.

Because the Anglo-Scottish Union involved compromise it preserved
a degree of Scottish distinctiveness. What emerged was a union, rather
than a unitary state, and this had significant implications for the devel-
opment of the United Kingdom. Jim Bulpitt maintained that a dual
polity operated for much of the twentieth century, between 1926 and
1961, and that the centre allowed Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland, along with English local authorities, a fair degree of autonomy
enabling the centre to concentrate on ‘high politics’. The de facto devo-
lution of ‘low politics’ gave rise to limited interaction between the centre
and the periphery (Bulpitt 1983: 134–63) creating what Bulpitt called
territorial politics, ‘that arena of political activity concerned with the
relations between the central political institutions in the capital city and
those interests, communities, political organizations and governmental
bodies outside the central institutional complex, but within the accepted
boundaries of the state, which possess, or are commonly perceived to
possess, a significant geographical or local/regional character.’ (Bulpitt
1983: 1) In truth, territorial politics were seen by many political scien-
tists as being a peripheral interest in all senses, and most students of
politics and most of the public, focusing on ‘high’ and ‘national’ poli-
tics, had little interest in them. Beyond those studying Scottish or terri-
torial politics, the orthodox view was that Britain was a relatively
homogeneous political community. Political science textbooks asserted
the United Kingdom was a unitary state, not often considering what
that meant, far less considering whether it was accurate. For the most
part, writing on British politics, journalistic as well as academic, would
concentrate on metropolitan politics. At most, they might give passing
acknowledgement to the United Kingdom’s diversity.

Scottish institutions and policies pre-devolution

Distinct Scottish institutions existed before devolution, although many
of these were British institutions. However, the Scottish Office, set up in
1885, had an unusual niche within Whitehall, and over time it began to
accumulate a number of responsibilities. Scottish Office ministers,
appointed by the British Prime Minister, were answerable to the
Westminster Parliament as were all other ministers. Unlike ministers
appointed to the Northern Ireland Office (set up in 1972) or the Welsh
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Office (set up in 1964), Scottish Office ministers traditionally repre-
sented Scottish constituencies in the House of Commons (or had a
Scottish connection when members of the House of Lords). They had
some degree of autonomy in determining public policy, but found them-
selves constrained in a number of ways. First, Scottish policy rarely
diverged dramatically from English policy, not least because political
parties contested elections on a fairly common manifesto across Britain.
Although the main parties in Scotland produced Scottish manifestos,
these were little different in content from the ‘national’ manifesto.
Unsurprisingly, the Secretary of State for Scotland broadly followed the
same policy agenda as his Cabinet colleagues. Second, the Scottish
Office was another spending department (and a fairly weak one, at that)
and it had to negotiate its annual budget with the Treasury or derive
that budget from expenditure formulae based on decisions affecting
other spending departments. In other words, the Scottish Office was not
in any position to develop new expensive policies, but had to work
within tight spending controls determined by the government as a
whole. Again and again, when an imaginative Scottish Secretary, of
whom there were very few, came up with an innovative policy, he would
be told by the Treasury it was unacceptable on the grounds that it would
create a precedent and a similar, much more expensive demand, because
of relative size, from other ministers. For the most part, then, the
Scottish Office followed the lead of English spending departments.
Policy divergence tended to be at the margins. Often it merely involved
differences in emphasis. In addition, the Scottish Office did not spend its
budget allocation directly, but instead allocated it to local government
and numerous other government agencies. It was, to a large extent,
simply Scotland’s Ministry for Local Government.

Despite these constraints, the Scottish Office was able to carve out a
distinct role for itself in policy terms. First, because it allocated budgets
to local authorities it could take important decisions on priorities and
the distribution of resources. Second, although it could not act as the
catalyst for new, innovative policies in Cabinet, the Scottish Office was
able to press for additional sums of money from the Treasury on the
basis of some Scottish claim. Whenever evidence pointed to Scotland
having a pressing case for more resources because, for example, it had
more severe problems, it was possible to win more monies in the
Whitehall spending round. Over time, such small victories accumulated
and the Scottish Office would jealously guard its gains. In housing, for
example, Scotland’s historically poor conditions meant that from the
First World War onward grants to build housing tended to be more
generous in Scotland. Such historic, cumulative decisions account for
Scotland’s generous share of British public spending today. Naturally,
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Scottish ministers came to see their job, in common with other spending
ministers, as defending and increasing their department’s share of public
spending. Third, not all public policies are costly, and it was possible for
the Scottish Office to develop distinctive Scottish policies where cost
was not significant. This was most likely where distinct Scottish prac-
tices already existed, for instance, in education and social policy. Here
Scotland had a long history of distinctiveness that allowed a degree of
separate (or at least parallel) development of policy. In the 1960s, for
example, policy on juvenile crime in Scotland was imaginatively
reformed with the introduction of children’s panels. At the same time,
however, the Scottish Office under a Labour Secretary of State, Willie
Ross, blocked the Home Office’s liberal policies legalizing homosexual-
ity which were introduced in England and Wales. Homosexuality was
only formally decriminalized in Scotland when the Thatcher
Government enacted the Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act in 1980.

In essence, Scottish public policy largely followed that in England and
Wales, but there were differences of emphasis and occasionally of
substance. These have tended to emerge incrementally or because there
already existed separate treatment. The overall trend was towards
greater homogeneity because much policy affecting the lives of people
living in Scotland was not the responsibility of the Scottish Office. For
instance, a pensioner in Glasgow received the same pension as one in
Glossop; social security and unemployment benefits were the same in
Aberdeen as in Aberystwyth; business people operated within the same
framework of company law in Bathgate as in Bath, although different
courts and criminal proceedings would operate in Scotland and England
and Wales should they fail to operate within these same laws.

Other institutions should also be noted. For instance, a distinct
Scottish media has long existed, and the expectations of many social
scientists that the emergence of modern communications would lead to
homogeneity were dashed. Television and radio contributed to a sense of
Britishness but from relatively early on broadcasting acknowledged the
regional dimension and allowed for local outputs. BBC television first
broadcast Scottish programmes in Scotland in 1952 and Scottish
Television was launched in 1955. Other forces accentuated Scottish
distinctiveness and provided a Scottish voice, operating alongside forces
for homogeneity. Scottish newspapers easily outsold London-based
papers and while institutions that in earlier times had helped maintain a
sense of Scottishness – notably the Church of Scotland in the nineteenth
century – were declining in significance, other institutions were taking
their place maintaining a sense of Scottish distinctiveness. State interven-
tion, as we have seen, did not involve homogeneity across Britain. Not
only did the Scottish Office exist, but also state intervention spawned or

166 James Mitchell



augmented the activities of distinct Scottish pressure groups. The educa-
tional lobby in Scotland was emphatically Scottish. The National Union
of Teachers did (and does) not operate north of the border. Instead the
Educational Institute of Scotland (EIS) was the largest teachers union
and would emphasize its Scottishness in its dealings with the Scottish
Office. British-wide pressure groups would generally have Scottish
branches that had a variety of degrees of autonomy from the London
headquarters.

Public opinion and parties pre-devolution

At first glance, public opinion and party politics appear to have been
fairly homogeneous across Britain. Differences existed but, according to
the old orthodoxy, these could be explained not by national differences
but in terms of people’s class location. The same parties dominated
Scottish politics for most of the twentieth century as dominated English
politics, with Labour and the Conservatives taking more than the lion’s
share of votes and seats. In fact, this appearance of homogeneity
masked considerable differences. In much the same way that Christian
missionaries adopted the forms of local customs, folklore and religions
in their proselytizing abroad, British parties adopted local styles in
appealing for the vote in Scotland. The Conservative Party was not, in
fact, known by that name in Scotland for about half of the twentieth
century. Between 1912 and 1965, it was styled the Scottish Unionist
Party. Notably, the Union in the title referred not to the Anglo-Scottish
Union but the British Union with Ireland.

This title gave the Scottish Tories a number of advantages. First, it
allowed it to appear distinctly Scottish and it was not seen simply as a
branch of a London-based party. Second, it allowed it to appeal to
working-class Protestants, a significant part of the electorate that might
otherwise have been unlikely to support it, but who provided much of
its electoral strength. It would be wrong to suggest that this was an
appeal to Orange votes, as its appeal appears to have gone well beyond
sectarian loyalties. It does, however, highlight a significant aspect of
political behaviour that distinguished Scotland from much of England
and Wales. Religion was more important in Scotland and continues to
have a lingering significance in voting behaviour than old British ortho-
doxies about class voting admitted. The decision to change the party’s
name and incorporate ‘Conservative’ into its title has been seen in some
quarters as having contributed to its decline (Seawright 1999: 127–45).
From its highpoint in 1955, when 36 Scottish Tory MPs were elected
compared to 35 Scottish Labour MPs, support for the party fell almost
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continuously thereafter. No Scottish Tory was returned in 1997, an elec-
tion that saw 56 Scottish Labour MPs elected. Being in power in
Westminster with large majorities, while not being the majority party in
Scotland fed perceptions that ‘English Conservatives’ were imposing
their will against Scottish opinion.

Labour in Scotland was the most centrally controlled party during
most of the twentieth century, something reflecting the dominant ideol-
ogy of the party as support for central planning and central govern-
mental decision-making were reflected in the party’s own organization.
A ‘Scottish Council of the Labour Party’ existed and Scottish Party
Conferences were held, although these were only marginally more
powerful than their English regional equivalents. However, Labour was
adept in appealing to voters in Scotland as a party that had Scotland’s
interests at heart. The party’s ability to appeal on the basis of its work-
ing-class credentials combined with a strong Scottish identity proved
electorally successful (Brand et al. 1994: 219–20).

The Scottish National Party (SNP) was the most obvious manifestation
of Scottish distinctiveness, but found itself on the fringes of politics for
most of the twentieth century. Home rule was a fairly marginal issue in
Scottish politics until the latter part of the century. Issues that dominated
Scottish politics tended to be the same as in England and Wales, although
there were differences of emphasis and a few distinct issues would emerge.
Bubbling away under the surface of Scottish politics, home rule only
became a pressing issue in the late 1960s. The Liberals, having dominated
nineteenth-century Scotland, found themselves marginalized in the twen-
tieth century, able to maintain some support in geographically peripheral
regions. In their own different ways, each party highlighted its Scottish
credentials when most electorally successful in Scotland.

Why devolution?

Support for some measure of Scottish self-government existed through-
out most of the twentieth century, but this support, though widespread,
was shallow. Home rule was not a high priority and Scots continued to
vote for parties that opposed home rule. This began to change in the
1960s as Westminster and Whitehall struggled to deal with a variety of
economic and social problems and British nationalism – a political iden-
tification with Britain – became less attractive. The alternative of
Scottish nationalism – a political identification with Scotland – became
more attractive as the former lost much of its appeal. But support for
Scottish devolution, specifically a Scottish Parliament, remained fairly
shallow and reactive and amounted to little more than protest support.
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However, the SNP picked up support in local elections, won famous by-
elections in 1967 and 1973, and did reasonably well in general elec-
tions, especially in October 1974 when it took 11 of Scotland’s 71 seats,
winning 30 per cent of the vote.

The reactions of the other parties to these developments were incon-
sistent, confused and half-hearted in support for devolution. In 1968,
Ted Heath, the then Conservative leader, shocked his party when he
announced the Conservatives would support a limited measure of
Scottish devolution. The following year, Labour, in government at the
time, announced a Royal Commission on the Constitution to investigate
the issue. On coming to power in 1970, Heath failed to deliver on the
promise made in opposition. The SNP’s performance in that year’s
general election, although much better than anything it had previously
achieved, was less than had been anticipated, seemingly signalling that
pressure for change had gone. Conservative support for devolution was
quietly forgotten and once Margaret Thatcher replaced Heath in 1975
the party became hostile.

After 1974, however, Labour moved in the other direction to the
Conservatives. The revival in SNP fortunes prompted Labour to deliver
a measure of devolution. The problem was that the party was deeply
divided on the issue and there were few members who were committed
in principle to the policy. In order for the leadership to win the neces-
sary support for a measure of Scottish (and Welsh) devolution, it had to
promise a referendum on the matter. The referendum was duly held in
March 1979 against a backdrop of falling support for the Labour
Government. Although 52 per cent of Scots voted for devolution, a
requirement had been included in the legislation stipulating that 40 per
cent of the eligible electorate (not just those who voted) had to vote in
favour. Because only 33 per cent of the total electorate supported devo-
lution, the measure was rejected. This created a strong sense of griev-
ance amongst supporters of devolution who felt they had been robbed
of a prize they had actually won majority support for. Conversely, while
such events created considerable disillusionment at the time, over the
longer term they provided Scottish home rulers with some hope.
Margaret Thatcher became Prime Minister in May 1979 and made it
clear that she would not contemplate any measure of devolution. Her
mistake, like that of Ted Heath a decade before, was to misinterpret
Scottish public opinion. She assumed the referendum result showed little
enthusiasm for devolution and, believed that the collapse in support for
the SNP in the 1979 general election amounted to the end of the matter.
It did not, and before too long, through the agency of the SNP, but also
the Labour Party, the issue of Scottish devolution pushed itself to the
forefront of the Scottish political agenda.
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As noted, throughout most of the twentieth century, central govern-
ment in London at Westminster, regardless of which party was in power,
had been sensitive to the Scottish dimension of politics. It may have
been fairly insignificant amongst its concerns, but Westminster was
generally willing to accommodate Scottish distinctiveness. Although
Britain was highly centralized, Westminster had made concessions to
Scottish sensibilities, as indicated by the establishment of the Scottish
Office. Each major party was sensitive to Scottish distinctiveness when
in office, but when in opposition each in turn accused the governing
party of failing Scotland in some way. This may not have been the main
argument deployed by opposition parties against parties in government
but was a recurring theme of Scottish politics. It ensured a continuing
focus, however limited, on the Scottish dimension. One of the most
under-examined aspects of post-war politics was the acceptance of a
measure of territorial pluralism. Most significantly, Scottish public opin-
ion believed that this had changed in 1979 (or was believed to have
changed) with the arrival in Downing Street of Margaret Thatcher.

Thatcher’s political agenda did not include much room for accommo-
dating Scottish sensitivities. From her perspective, the Scots might occa-
sionally vote SNP but in the final analysis they would always be British.
Yet the Scottish public increasingly viewed Thatcher and her government
as not only hostile to devolution but unsympathetic to Scotland. Labour
in opposition, as had opposition parties in the past, were quick to play
the Scottish card. It emphasized its Scottishness and attacked the
Conservatives for being anti-Scottish. For its own reasons, the SNP, natu-
rally, concurred with the latter part of Labour’s strategy in Scotland.
There were, however, some significant differences from the past. First,
between 1979 and 1997 the Conservatives were in office for a long
period of time. With their support declining during this period it became
relatively easy and increasingly attractive for Labour to attack the
Conservatives as anti-Scottish. Second, Margaret Thatcher seemed
unwilling to make any effort to appease the Scots, appearing to be obliv-
ious to the damage done to her party north of the border. From her
perspective the Conservative position in Scotland mattered little so long
as the party won majorities in England that would secure its position
across Britain. The idea that a governing party should seek to command
support from across Britain as a whole had been seemingly abandoned;
although the Conservatives pursued the deliberate strategy of building
support in their heartlands, the Scots damned them for neglecting
Scotland. This had the effect of undermining Conservative support in
Scotland but also fuelling support for Scottish devolution. Third,
whereas support for Scottish devolution had in the past been widespread
and shallow, it now became more deep-rooted and became associated
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with a broader progressive political coalition. This was most evident
amongst Labour supporters and members, and Scottish Labour’s grudg-
ing support for devolution in the 1970s was transformed into a genuine
commitment by the late 1980s (Mitchell 1998).

The change of Prime Minister in 1990 made little difference to the
Conservatives’ standing in Scotland. Being softer on the Scottish ques-
tion, willing to concede and conciliate when necessary, John Major’s
approach was quite different from Margaret Thatcher’s, but he
remained resolutely opposed to devolution, declaring it a ‘threat to the
Union’. A similar approach may have worked in an earlier period, but
by the time Major became Prime Minister the devolution die had been
cast. Although Labour’s political transformation under Tony Blair
involved the party jettisoning many past policy commitments, the policy
of devolution in both Scotland and Wales remained sacrosanct. Blair
might have been ‘least happy about’ the policy (Anderson and Mann
1997: 283), but it was here to stay. Any attempt to undermine the policy
would have provoked divisions that would have seriously damaged the
party and its prospects in Scotland.

By the 1997 general election, Labour was fully committed to both
Scottish and Welsh devolution, so much so the half-hearted commit-
ment evidenced by some Labour MPs in 1979 was a thing of the past.
After 1989, Labour had discussed devolution with Scottish Liberal
Democrats and other interested parties in a ‘Constitutional
Convention’, but its policy remained much the same. That said, Labour
had amended its policy, and it now referred to a Scottish Parliament
where it had previously spoken of a Scottish Assembly, something
symbolising a deepening of support for devolution. Labour had declared
it would grant the parliament tax-raising powers and additional respon-
sibilities long before the Convention, but within the Convention these
commitments were firmed up in terms of level of commitment and
watered down in terms of their content.

However, within the Convention, Labour did evidence a degree of
radicalism in respect to how the Scottish Parliament should be elected.
Labour reached an agreement with Liberal Democrats in favour of a
hybrid electoral system, the Additional Member System (AMS). This
mixed system combined the traditional Single Member Plurality System
(SMPS or First-Past-The-Post) with a more proportional regional list
system. In the 129 Member Parliament, some 73 MSPs were to be
elected directly, and a further 56 ‘top-up’ MSPs would be returned
according to each party’s share of the vote. This electoral system
ensured there would be a more proportional relationship between votes
cast and seats won and it restricted the ability of the party with the
largest minority of the vote from receiving a large majority of seats in
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the Scottish Parliament. In practice this meant that Labour, which domi-
nated Scottish politics under SMPS, winning 56 of the 72 Scottish
Westminster seats in 1997, would be less likely to govern by itself and
would probably have to govern in coalition with others, most likely the
Liberal Democrats. The logic behind Labour’s support for an electoral
system which would prevent Labour dominating Scottish politics, as
SMPS would have ensured, was not altruism on the part of the Labour
Party, nor was it support for greater pluralism and consensus (Brown
2000: 47). It owed everything to rational calculation: discarding the
prospect of governing Scotland on its own was the price Labour was
prepared to pay for preventing the SNP from ever governing on its own.
Jack McConnell, then Labour’s Scottish general secretary, now First
Minister in the Scottish Executive, confirmed in April 1997 that the
electoral system had been devised to prevent the SNP winning an
outright majority. Indeed, after the first elections to the Scottish
Parliament in 1999, Labour formed a coalition with the Liberal
Democrats, as had been widely predicted.

One of the enduring myths of Scottish politics has been the exagger-
ated significance attached to the role of the Constitutional Convention
in the emergence of the Scottish Parliament. This myth, propagated in
part by many of those intimately associated with it, has had the inten-
tion of understating the role played by the SNP in devolution, which
had refused to participate in the Convention. In reality, however,
Scottish devolution owed much more to the work of the Labour govern-
ment elected in 1997 than to the Convention. Ministers sorted out the
fine detail of actually establishing the Scottish Parliament, addressing
trickier matters left un-addressed by the Convention. In addition, devo-
lution owed a great deal to public pressures which culminated in the
overwhelming support recorded in the second referendum held in
September 1997.

The idea of a referendum had not originally featured in Labour’s
plans in the 1980s, nor was it discussed in the Constitutional
Convention, but it was proposed unilaterally by Tony Blair in the
summer of 1996. The referendum took two parts. The first question
asked Scots if they wanted a Parliament and the second asked Scots is
they wanted the Parliament to have tax-varying powers. Though the
dual referendum infuriated the Liberal Democrats, it was to prove a
sensible rational decision. Michael Forsyth, the Conservative Secretary
of State for Scotland in the closing years of the Major government,
frequently argued that only two new additions to Scottish politics
would follow devolution: More politicians and more taxes, the ‘tartan
tax’, as Forsyth persistently referred to the Parliament’s tax-raising
power, charges which helped provoke Labour’s leadership at
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Westminster into proposing the pre-devolution referendums. The small
cost in terms of Labour’s credibility as a consensual partner in the
Convention was compensated for by undermining Conservative attacks
on devolution that focused on the spectre of a tax-raising assembly. The
dual referendum also provided legitimacy to devolution from the outset.
The establishment of the Scottish Parliament was the creation of politi-
cal calculation and political interests. It had little to do with some vague
notion of ‘new politics’, nor did its creation usher in a totally new type
of politics. Finally, the referendums also allowed Labour to detach the
issue of devolution from its 1997 general election campaign. Labour
could argue in favour of devolution, but demonstrate that the decision
would ultimately be made by the voters in a referendum, not by the
government of the day.

Scottish institutions and policies after devolution

The creation of the Scottish Parliament, not least the establishment of a
Scottish Executive exercising powers once held by the Scottish Office,
marked a major change in Scottish politics. With the Parliament having
been first elected in May 1999, the various institutions that have been
established in the wake of devolution will take some time to bed in. An
important development prompted by women’s groups most notably in
the trade unions, was a focus on the representation of women. At the
1999 elections for the Scottish Parliament, the Labour Party adopted
selection procedures resulting in 50 per cent of its MSPs being women,
46 per cent of SNP MSPs were women, but the Liberal Democrats,
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Table 9.1 Results of Scottish devolution referendum, 1997

Source: Adapted from Mitchell (2001).

% of votes cast % of electorate

Q1. Support a Scottish parliament?
Yes 74.3 44.7
No 25.7 15.5

Q2. Support tax-raising powers?
Yes 63.5 38.1
No 36.5 21.9

Turnout 60.4



Labour’s partners in the Convention, returned only three women out of
its seventeen MSPs. The Convention had also sought to encourage more
ethnic-minority representation, but in this it failed completely. Within
the Parliament itself, its committee system has had to evolve, and, most
significantly, its procedures have had to be adapted to take into account
a legislature elected under an electoral system that contains an element
of proportionality. In this regard, particularly within a political system
where SMPS usually ensures single-party government, the current
composition of the Scottish Parliament (and the Labour-Liberal
Democrat coalition Executive) perhaps reflects a significant shift away
from Westminster-style majoritarian politics toward a form of coalition
politics.

Supporters of the Scottish Parliament have emphasized the differences
between it and its Westminster counterpart. David Steel, its Presiding
Officer (the equivalent of the Commons Speaker), for example, set out
twelve differences between the Scottish Parliament and the Westminster
Parliament in a speech in 2001: the Parliament has a fixed term of four
years; there are no annual sessions and legislation can continue through
all four years of the Parliament; the Parliament is elected by a system
with a proportional element making it very unlikely that any one party
would be able to form an Executive on its own; the Parliamentary
chamber is a different shape to the House of Commons, it has a U-
shaped chamber and government and opposition benches adjoin rather
than face one another; more ‘civilised’ hours are kept by the Parliament
with sittings rarely after 6.00 pm; the Parliament has a high percentage
of women members; Bills are scrutinized by relevant committees and
evidence taken from interested bodies before they are debated in the
Parliament; a Petitions Committee receives public petitions; a weekly
public ‘time for reflection’ led by different faiths reflecting their size
instead of Anglican prayers before opening of Parliamentary business at
Westminster; proceedings are webcast; the Parliament attempts to be
more accessible to the public; a new modern Parliament, the Holyrood
Parliament building in Edinburgh is being built (Steel, 2001). Whether
these amount to a radically different form of politics is open to debate,
but a significant number of commentators appear to believe that
together these constitute a new form of politics.

While exclusively Scottish interest groups existed before devolution,
there has been a growth in their number and activities since 1999 and
they now increasingly focus their attention on the Scottish Parliament.
The type of interest group that now has access to the Scottish Executive
may owe much to the fact that Labour and the Liberal Democrats are
in office, than to the creation of the Scottish Parliament itself. Members
of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) encourage interest groups to petition
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the Parliament, but the evidence that this has altered the content of
policy is uncertain. Nonetheless, the refocusing of interest group activ-
ity in the wake of devolution has been reflected in news media attention.
Scottish MPs at Westminster complain that they are increasingly
ignored by a Scottish media that focuses on the Scottish Parliament,
rather than Scottish politics generally. News media coverage of local
government and of extra-parliamentary politics in Scotland can be said
to have suffered as much as the Westminster-based House of Commons
in recent years.

The Conservative charge that the Scottish Parliament would not be
able to do anything that the Scottish Office could already do, except,
should it wish, to raise taxes, proved not entirely correct. The most
significant post-devolution change is that the Scottish Parliament
reflects the wishes of the Scottish electorate, rather than a British elec-
torate. With a Labour government at Westminster and a
Labour–Liberal Democrat Executive in Edinburgh, this change may not
be obvious, but it is likely to become much more evident when different
parties are in office in Westminster and Edinburgh. Even in the context
of the first Scottish Parliament a number of developments have taken
place that would not have been possible had the Scottish Parliament not
existed. First, the quantity of Scottish legislation that has been enacted
has been much greater than in the past. Second, legislation has been
passed that would not have been passed, even if time had been available,
at Westminster.

The pre-devolution Westminster Parliament did make some time
available for some exclusively Scottish pieces of legislation, but a lack of
parliamentary time did prevent many measures, including many non-
controversial measures, from being passed. In its first three years, the
Scottish Parliament enacted over forty pieces of legislation. Most of this
would have been supported by Labour in Westminster had devolution
not existed, but some exclusively Scottish legislation would not have
been passed for lack of parliamentary time. A few measures passed by
the Scottish Parliament would not have been passed by Westminster,
and these proposals did meet opposition from Westminster. Two pieces
of legislation can be highlighted. First, the Liberal Democrats had
campaigned to abolish tuition fees for Scottish university students, a
policy first introduced by the Labour government in 1998. Although a
watered-down policy was eventually passed, it was not one Labour at
Westminster wanted, and it has created pressure in England and Wales
for a similar measure to be introduced there. Second, in the case of free
care for the elderly, Scottish policy had initially been the same as in
England and Wales, but after the death of Donald Dewar, Scotland’s
First Minister (as Scotland’s Prime Minister is called), and the election
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of his successor, Henry McLeish, the policy of the Scottish Executive
changed and a different policy for Scotland emerged. This was opposed
by Westminster, and once again has subsequently led to pressure in
England and Wales to follow Scotland. Most significantly, thanks to
devolution, these examples amount to a reversal of past practice when
Scotland had generally followed England and Wales.

As in the past, however, very real political and constitutional
constraints continue to limit the autonomy of Scottish policy making.
Finance remains the major issue and the Scottish Parliament has only
very limited power to raise its own money. It can only vote to vary, to
raise or reduce, the rate of general taxation by some 3 per cent.
However this is a power, one that is not available to the Welsh
Assembly, which the Scottish Parliament has not used since Labour and
the Liberal Democrats came to form the majority. Labour specifically
gave a campaign pledge that it would not use the parliament’s tax rais-
ing powers. As a result of this self-denying ordinance, the most signifi-
cant power of the Scottish Parliament – as it is guided by the Scottish
Executive – is to decide how to distribute monies voted to Scotland by
the Westminster Parliament. Expensive new policies can only be intro-
duced at the expense of existing policies. The formula used in deter-
mining Scotland’s share of national monies provided by Westminster is
largely based on decisions made affecting English spending priorities. If
more money, say, goes into education in England and Wales, the Scottish
total will increase even though the Scottish Parliament is not obliged to
spend that increase on education.

Many commentaries list the ‘powers’ of the Scottish Parliament as the
functions which have been devolved – including health, education,
training and lifelong learning, local government, social work, housing,
area regeneration, economic development, inward investment, tourism,
transport, prisons, police, agriculture, sport, fisheries. Yet, this gives a
false impression of what the Scottish Parliament can do and of the
nature of post-devolution Scottish politics. There is far more overlap of
responsibilities between Westminster and Edinburgh than this list
implies. Devolution has not resulted in separate institutions determining
policies separately for Scotland, but it has meant that new Scottish insti-
tutions do share some responsibility and power with Westminster-based
institutions for policy-making.

Public opinion and parties after devolution

As noted above, Scottish party politics moved away from being domi-
nated by the two main British parties some time ago. In terms of party
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representation, for some time now Scotland has had one dominant
party, Labour, and three smaller parties, the Conservatives, the SNP and
the Liberal Democrats, who compete for second, third and fourth place.
In the 2001 UK general election, Labour’s share of the Scottish vote was
43.2 per cent, something which under SMPS gave the party 55 MPs,
some 76.4 per cent of Westminster seats. The SNP, by contrast, won
20.1 per cent of the vote but returned only 5 MPs, 6.9 per cent of
Westminster seats. The Conservatives won 15.6 per cent of the vote and
one MP, 1.4 per cent of the seats, and the Liberal Democrats, 16.4 per
cent of the vote and 10 MPs, 13.9 per cent of the seats. As such, the
adoption of AMS for elections to the Scottish Parliament has had a
major impact on political representation in Scotland. That said, SMPS
remains in place in local elections, allowing continued Labour domi-
nance of local government, and in Scottish elections to the Westminster
Parliament. Labour dominance in Scotland has long been evidenced in
the number of MPs and Councillors elected, but this has not accurately
reflected real levels of party support. The composition of the Scottish
Parliament more accurately reflects public support for the parties and
this has significant real (and potential) implications.

The main beneficiary of AMS in elections to the Scottish Parliament
has been the SNP, traditionally the party most disadvantaged by SMPS.
However, AMS also makes it difficult for the SNP to repeat Labour’s
pre-devolution dominance, making it difficult for the party to command
an outright majority at Holyrood. The SNP, for some time Scotland’s
second party in terms of share of the vote, struggled to win seats in the
Commons, but in the Scottish Parliament is now clearly Scotland’s
second party. As a result, the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats now
compete for third place. AMS also enables other parties to emerge, prin-
cipally the Scottish Socialist Party, a radical nationalist party, which has
a Scottish Parliament seat held by its charismatic leader Tommy
Sheridan. The Green Party also has one MSP and Dennis Canavan, a
former Labour MP, was elected as an Independent MSP. Within the
Labour-led Executive the Liberal Democrats have called for AMS to be
extended to Scottish local government, but unremarkably, Labour has
opposed this. Such a reform would undermine Labour’s traditional hold
on much of Scotland, and prompt dramatic changes in party politics.
Hence Labour’s opposition.

Despite these major institutional changes, specifically the Scottish
Parliament and its new electoral system, public opinion in Scotland has
remained fairly constant. According to opinion polls, support for the
different parties fluctuates, but does so within the established usual
parameters. Devolution has not killed off the SNP, as some Labour MPs
claimed it would, but neither has it seen the SNP surge ahead. Public
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opinion on further constitutional change remains fairly constant too.
Support for independence has rarely climbed above 30 per cent, but
polls consistently record strong support for increased powers for the
Parliament (Curtice, 2001) and support for undoing devolution is negli-
gible. So far, then, devolution has not encouraged further changes in
public attitudes north (or south) of the border.

Conclusion

In political terms, pre-devolution Scotland still differed in significant
respects from the rest of Britain, and this was a result of institutional
differences, which had a number of repercussions for public policy.
While Scottish party politics and public opinion echoed those of the
wider Britain, deeper analysis identified many differences, yet such differ-
ences were subsumed beneath the myth of the uniform, unitary state, a
myth which held sway in people’s minds. When compared with other
European countries, territorial political differences within Britain were
fairly unexceptional, but while other countries had long witnessed inter-
nal diversity, what made Scotland’s position within Britain unusual was
the nation’s institutional form. No other region within a liberal democ-
racy had anything like a Scottish Office, a territorial Department of State
discharging a range of responsibilities headed by ministers, appointed by
the Prime Minister, and accountable to a central Parliament. In two
senses, therefore, devolution has normalized Scottish politics. First, there
is now a widespread understanding of Britain as a multi-national politi-
cal community, a union state, not a unitary state, although it can be
argued that the territorial political diversity within that state might now
be overstated where it was previously understated. Second, post-devolu-
tion, this territorially based political diversity within this union state, in
Scotland, in Wales, and in (the particular case of) Northern Ireland, is
reflected in the emergence of elected assemblies and political institutions
below the level of the British central government.

As certain powers to influence particular public policies have passed
from Westminster at the centre to new political institutions at the local-
ity, the new orthodoxy is that devolution has radically changed
Scotland. In some cases, this new orthodoxy reflects for the first time
the awareness of Scottish distinctiveness. Yet, as discussed above, pre-
devolution Scotland was already distinct in a number of respects. The
issue is not whether Scotland is different as a consequence of devolu-
tion, but whether it is more different as a result. The Scottish Parliament
and the Scottish Executive have proved to be major institutional inno-
vations, yet the extent to which Scotland’s relations with Westminster,
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both governmental and non-governmental bodies has changed is
perhaps less clear. If public policy differences between Scotland and
England and Wales are to be judged in terms of legislative output, the
Scottish Parliament has made a significant difference. The party system
has also altered as a consequence of changes in the electoral system,
specifically the shift away from SMPS and the adoption of AMS. There
have also been some changes in public opinion. However, as the one
time Conservative Secretary of State for Scotland, Michael Forsyth,
often stated, a new Scottish Parliament, like the proverbial young
puppy, is ‘not just for Christmas’.

It is difficult to assess the extent to which already existing devolution
will create a dynamic of its own, a ‘widening’ and ‘deepening’ of the
responsibilities granted the new political institutions. The Labour MP
Tam Dalyell, a long established and vehement opponent of devolution,
argued that the whole exercise would put Scotland on a ‘motorway
without an exit’. Devolution would therefore make Scottish indepen-
dence inevitable. This is the principal objective of the SNP, but Labour
expects (perhaps hopes) that devolution will copperfasten Scotland
within the United Kingdom, while granting certain powers and respon-
sibilities that confer a degree of ‘authoritative autonomy’. Time alone
will tell which perspective will prove correct. At present, poll evidence
suggests that Scottish independence is not likely in the near (or distant)
future. Moreover, while polls remain only temporal snapshots of public
opinion (and, as such, they are open to change), they further suggest
that electoral support for Scottish independence has stalled. However,
the SNP has had a devolution dividend with its vote jumping in polls for
the Scottish Parliament though it appears to have been a one-off bene-
fit rather than a springboard to further advances.

So far, the pressure to create a Scottish Parliament consisted of two
elements. First, it drew on a powerful sense of a Scottish identity.
Second, it was encouraged by the dynamic of Scottish opposition to
Scotland being governed by a party, the Thatcher and Major-led
Conservatives, which Scotland did not elect and did not want.
Devolution has considerably strengthened this Scottish distinctiveness.
The degree of political interest in the Scottish Parliament and the
Scottish Executive, fuelled by a news media focus on Scotland and its
politics, has certainly helped promote an increased sense of Scottishness.
While it may be expected that this will continue, there is no obvious
modern equivalent of the Thatcher government around which a pro-
Scottish oppositionalism can be mobilized. That said, it is not incon-
ceivable that some such dynamic will emerge. When allied with the
stronger Scottish base born of a heightened sense of Scottishness owing
much to Scottish devolution, this might one day prompt new demands
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for Scottish independence from Britain. That, at any rate, is the hope of
the SNP.

As the 2003 election looms, the prospect of major change in party
support in the Scottish Parliament seems remote. The most likely
outcome is that Labour will remain the largest party in coalition with
the Liberal Democrats, with the SNP as the main opposition party.
However, the Liberal Democrats appear set to replace the Conservatives
as Scotland’s third party and the Scottish Socialists are likely to pick up
a few seats. Marginal change apart, the 2003 election looks likely to be
similar to that of 1999.
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Chapter 10

Politics in Northern Ireland

JONATHAN TONGE

The 1998 Good Friday Agreement offered the prospect of closure to a
conflict lasting three decades in Northern Ireland. The Agreement
attempted a permanent solution to Britain’s Irish problem, or Ireland’s
British problem, which has endured for several centuries. Although
sceptics continued to view the Agreement as merely a hope against
history, a transition to a relatively peaceful Northern Ireland was
achieved. The Agreement was an attempt to manage, if not resolve,
Northern Ireland’s political faultline, that between British unionists
and Irish nationalists, through an interlocking set of political institu-
tions. Political aspirations remain unaltered: (protestant) unionists
remain committed to the maintenance of Northern Ireland’s place
within the United Kingdom, whilst (catholic) nationalists, although less
unanimous in their constitutional preferences, broadly aspire to a
united Ireland, or greater expressions of their Irish identity. By harness-
ing competing aspirations within a three-stranded framework, based
upon power sharing in Northern Ireland, an all-Ireland dimension and
a confederation of the British Isles, the Good Friday Agreement was an
attempt to embed rivalries within permanently peaceful, constitutional
politics.

The peace process attempted to end the violent pursuit of a united
Ireland by republicans, mainly in the IRA, and to remove loyalist
violence, which had been designed partly to emphasize the human cost
of any British withdrawal from Northern Ireland. Since its creation in
1920, Northern Ireland has been an insecure state. For fifty years,
sectarian discrimination by unionist governments and nationalist
abstention had exacerbated the abnormality of the state, which was
devoid of a proper system of government and opposition. Nationalist
politics moved from abstention to civil rights protests in the 1960s and
finally to armed insurrection in the 1970s. The seeming inability of
Unionists to alter their political agenda led to the suspension of the
devolved unionist government in 1972 and the introduction of direct
rule from Westminster by the British Government. After 1968, 3,600
deaths occurred as a result of political conflict in Northern Ireland. If



placed on a population pro rata basis throughout Britain, this would
have meant a staggering 111,000 deaths, with some 500,000 people
being charged with a terrorist offence (Hayes and McAllister 2000).
Protagonists on all sides suffered losses, although civilians represented
the largest category of deaths.

Political developments in the 1990s were predicated upon the need to
include rather than marginalize the political representatives of paramili-
tary groups. These political and paramilitary organizations are outlined in
Box 10.1. Several events were crucial in developing the peace process but
the largest single factor in furthering the development of a peace process
was the dilution of the agenda of republicans (see below). However, all
sides involved in Northern Ireland also shifted their positions. In fostering
a peace process, the British Government acknowledged that an outright
military defeat of the IRA was impossible. The 1993 Downing Street
Declaration made clear that Britain had ‘no selfish, strategic or economic
interest’ in Northern Ireland and the British Government stressed to
republicans that they were not fighting an anti-colonial war in Northern
Ireland, but were merely upholding the present wishes of the majority of
its population. This assertion of a non-colonial, non-territorial claim to
Northern Ireland sufficiently interested republicans for the IRA to call a
ceasefire in August 1994, reciprocated by loyalist paramilitary groups six
weeks later. After the Conservative Government under John Major,
dependent upon unionist votes in the House of Commons, failed to
include Sinn Fein in multi-party talks in the mid-1990s, the IRA ceasefire
fractured, only to be reinstated upon the election of a Labour Government
in 1997. For its part, the Irish Government used the Downing Street
Declaration to declare its willingness to discard Articles 2 and 3 of its
Constitution, which lay claim to Northern Ireland, something that was
crucial in securing unionist acceptance of the Good Friday Agreement.

The Good Friday Agreement: a new consociational
democracy?

The 1998 Good Friday Agreement established a 108-member Northern
Ireland Assembly and a power-sharing executive, the first elected by
proportional representation under the Single Transferable Vote (STV)
system. Although overly large for a population of 1.6 million, the vast-
ness of the Assembly was justified on the grounds that it ensured the
inclusion of a wide variety of opinion and it was awarded a large range
of competences, including education, health, social services, agriculture
and economic development. At its head lies the Executive, led by the
First and Deputy First Minister, jointly elected to office with the consent
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of a majority of unionist and nationalist Members of the Legislative
Assembly (MLAs), and ten departmental heads reflecting both unionists
and nationalists. This consociational basis was the most important
feature of the Good Friday Agreement (O’Leary 1999), which required
representatives of competitive ethnic blocs to share power. This ‘big
tent’ power sharing was reinforced by the need for parallel consent for
approval of certain legislative measures in the Assembly. Protection for
the nationalist minority was offered through such voting requirements.
The Agreement contained a series of measures designed to achieve
equality and parity of esteem for the two communities.

Within the Assembly, all shades of opinion – loyalist, unionist,
nationalist, republican, are represented. According to the First Minister
and UUP leader, David Trimble, at the first meeting of the Assembly in
1999, this was a ‘pluralist parliament for a pluralist people’, a repudia-
tion of unionism’s pre-1972 protestant parliament for a protestant
people. Each MLA is obliged to designate as unionist, nationalist, or
‘other’. Designations, party strengths and attitudes to the Good Friday
Agreement are indicated in Table 10.1.

One central theme of the Good Friday Agreement, the need for the
consent of Northern Ireland’s peoples for constitutional change,
contains little that is novel. The declaration of the British Government,
that there can be no change in the status of Northern Ireland without
the consent of a majority of its citizens, has been central to all political
experiments since 1973. The ‘green language’, the embracing of nation-
alist aspirations, that was contained in parts of the Good Friday
Agreement was countered by the realpolitik of the maintenance of the
consent principle. Other aspects of the Good Friday Agreement did
contain more novel thinking. The constitutional claim of the Irish
Government to Northern Ireland was withdrawn, a move supported by
the voters of the Irish Republic in a referendum in 1998. Combined with
the referendum in Northern Ireland, a (limited) exercise in co-determi-
nation of the future of the island was initiated.

Previous attempts at power sharing, such as the 1974 Sunningdale
Agreement, offered a coalition of the moderate centre, whereas the Good
Friday Agreement pulled together a wider array of political forces,
including the polar extremes. It brought together political leaders in an
accommodation within political institutions, whilst acknowledging their
competing identities. The desire of nationalists to be Irish and be
awarded political expression of that Irishness was respected; a similar
position was taken on the Britishness of unionists. Although a basic
loyalty to Northern Ireland was encouraged through power sharing and
a stake in the state, the Agreement also emphasized the need for a bi-
national political approach. Strand Two of the Agreement established a
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North–South ministerial council, comprising representatives from the
Irish Dail and the Northern Ireland Executive. The initial role of the
Council was to identify and oversee twelve areas of cross border coop-
eration, six of which were to be new implementation bodies.

Ulster Unionist members of the North-South Council believed the
modest all-island dimension was ringfenced. The North-South Council
did not constitute a dynamic, freestanding body. Further cross-border
implementation bodies could only be introduced with the consent of the
Irish parliament and, more significantly, the Northern Ireland Assembly.
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Box 10.1 Main political and paramilitary
organizations in Northern Ireland

Unionist/Loyalist: Common aim: retention of Northern Ireland’s place
within the United Kingdom

Constitutional organizations

UUP Ulster Unionist Party: largest unionist party, pro-Good Friday
Agreement, but divided on power sharing with Sinn Fein.

DUP Democratic Unionist Party: main unionist rival to UUP, anti-
Agreement.

PUP Progressive Unionist Party: small working-class, socialist, pro-
Agreement party.

UKUP United Kingdom Unionist Party: small anti-Agreement party,
supports full integration of Northern Ireland into the United
Kingdom.

NIUP Northern Ireland Unionist Party: small anti-Agreement party,
broke from the UKUP in 1999.

UUAP United Unionist Assembly Party: small anti-Agreement party.

Paramilitary organizations

UVF Ulster Volunteer Force: pro-Agreement and on ceasefire, repre-
sented politically by the PUP.

UDA Ulster Defence Association.: initially pro-Agreement, but now
anti-Agreement and no longer on ceasefire, represented politically
by the New Ulster Political Research Group.

UFF Ulster Freedom Fighters: essentially the ‘killing wing’ of the
UDA.

RHD Red Hand Defenders: anti-Agreement maverick group, allegedly
linked to the LVF and lacking a political agenda.

LVF Loyalist Volunteer Force. Breakaway from the UVF, anti-
Agreement.



Given a unionist majority in any Assembly, a proliferation of cross
border bodies was unlikely. Nonetheless, the Democratic Unionist Party
saw the North-South Council as a Trojan horse for Irish unity and
declined participation. The limited cross-border bodies fell short of the
joint sovereignty desired by some nationalists.

A further strand of the Agreement was the British–Irish Council,
comprising representatives of the British and Irish Governments and
devolved institutions throughout the United Kingdom. This offers a
mildly confederal element, desired by unionists as a means of shoring
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Centre parties

APNI Alliance Party of Northern Ireland: pro-Agreement, rejects union-
ism and nationalism, mainly middle-class, based in east of
Northern Ireland.

NIWC Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition: offers input from women to
politics, strongly pro-Agreement, neutral on Northern Ireland’s
constitutional future.

Nationalist/Republican: Common aim: establishment of a united Ireland

Constitutional parties
SF Sinn Fein: pro-Agreement, became the largest nationalist party in

2001, still linked to the Provisional IRA, but now the dominant
arm of the republican movement.

SDLP Social Democratic and Labour Party: pro-Agreement main nation-
alist party from formation (1970) until 2001, much of its political
thinking evident in the Good Friday Agreement, but now under
electoral pressure from Sinn Fein.

Paramilitary organizations

PIRA Provisional IRA: on ceasefire since 1994, apart from 1996–97,
represented politically by Sinn Fein, began decommissioning
weapons in 2001.

RIRA Real IRA: tiny hardline breakaway from the Provisional IRA, in
protest at Republican ‘peace strategy’, killed 29 civilians at Omagh
in 1998, 32 County Sovereignty Committee is RIRA’s political
outlet.

CIRA Continuity IRA: tiny hardline breakaway from the Provisional
IRA, represented politically by Republican Sinn Fein, which broke
in 1986 from Provisional Sinn Fein, over the latter’s recognition of
the ‘partitionist’ Irish Republic. Demands British withdrawal.

INLA Irish National Liberation Army: very small anti-Agreement group,
represented politically by far-left Irish Republican Socialist Party.



Northern Ireland’s place within a restructured United Kingdom. Devoid
of formal legislative powers, the British-Irish Council was an agenda-
setting body, offering scope for bilateral or multilateral agreements. The
importance of the second aspect of Strand Three was understated. In
subsuming the Anglo-Irish secretariat loathed by unionists since set up
under the 1985 Anglo–Irish Agreement, the British-Irish
Intergovernmental Conference established under the Good Friday
Agreement nonetheless continued to exercise some similar functions. In
the absence of devolved institutions, the Intergovernmental Conference
offered continuing Anglo-Irish intergovernmentalism.

The true novelty of the Agreement lay in its inclusivity. There was a
deliberate enticement of republican and loyalist paramilitaries.
Sunningdale offered nothing to republicans, beyond a review of
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Table 10.1 Northern Ireland Assembly prior to suspension, 2002

Notes:
+ Peter Weir was expelled and joined the Democratic Unionist Party: see below
++ Total includes Roger Hutchinson, expelled from the Northern Ireland Unionist
Party in December 1999.
# Elected as UK Unionist Party; resigned and formed Northern Ireland Unionist
Party with effect from 15 January 1999
## Elected as Independent candidates; formed United Unionist Assembly Party
with effect from 21 September 1998

Pro-Agreement unionist parties Seats

Ulster Unionist Party+ 26
Progressive Unionist Party 2

Anti-Agreement unionist parties

Democratic Unionist Party 20
Northern Ireland Unionist Party# 3
United Unionist Assembly Party## 3
Independent Unionist++ 3
UK Unionist 1

Nationalist parties (both pro-Agreement)

SDLP 24
Sinn Fein 18

Other parties (both pro-Agreement)

Alliance 6
Women’s Coalition 2



internment. The 1998 Agreement, in contrast, covered a broad range of
human rights and equality issues, with the release of prisoners attractive
to republicans and loyalists. By including parity, prisoners and policing
issues within the Agreement, the widest possible constituency would
enjoy a stake. The use of referendums, north and south, gave the deal
broader legitimacy. Unlike other attempts at settlement, the Good
Friday Agreement enjoyed a popular mandate. The May 1998 referen-
dum on the Agreement produced a narrow majority in favour of the
deal within the unionist community; a substantial majority overall in
Northern Ireland and overwhelming majority support, albeit on a low
turnout, in the Irish Republic.

The most optimistic scenario in respect of the new institutions was that
they would unfreeze Northern Ireland’s sectarian divide. On issues such as
the eleven-plus examination, university tuition fees and healthcare, intra-
party division may be more important than ethnic bloc politics. Cross-
community or class-based alliances could be formed. For example, Sinn
Fein and the PUP both oppose the eleven-plus examination and university
tuition fees. The Agreement offered a potential withering of ethno-national
politics as constitutional issues diminished in salience. Pessimists believed
that the abnormality of Northern Ireland politics, in which national iden-
tity and religious affiliation determine party allegiance, would continue
unabated. The electoral evidence thus far is examined below.

Practical and theoretical problems with the Good
Friday Agreement

Despite its apparent popularity, the Good Friday Agreement was criti-
cized on practical and theoretical grounds. Much early criticism centred
less upon the constitutional architecture than the perceived moral
ambivalence of aspects of the Agreement. Aside from ambiguity over
weapons decommissioning, the micro-agenda of the Agreement included
the release of paramilitary prisoners within two years and the establish-
ment of commissions dealing with policing, human rights and equality.
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Table 10.2 The Good Friday Agreement referendums 1998

Yes % No % Turnout (%)

Northern Ireland 676,966 71.1 274,879 28.9 81.0
Republic of Ireland 1,442,583 94.4 85,748 5.6 55.6



Does consociationalism actually work?

However laudable the attempt to include most shades of opinion in
power-sharing structures, the Good Friday Agreement was clearly a
risky political project. Few divided societies have successfully employed
a similar grand coalition of political rivals to resolve such divisions
(Horowitz, 2001). Never a formal coalition, the Power-Sharing
Executive proved an uneasy collective. It was hampered by the suspen-
sion of devolution on a total of three occasions in 2000 and 2001 over
the lack of paramilitary decommissioning of weapons, before the IRA
finally moved on the issue.

A more serious suspension and return to direct rule from Westminster
occurred in October 2002. The UUP had already announced that its
ministers were withdrawing from the North-South ministerial council,
effectively rendering the body impotent, and said they would withdraw
from the Executive if IRA disbandment was not achieved by January
2003. Following a highly visible police raid upon Sinn Fein’s offices at
Stormont amid allegations of IRA spying, the UUP and DUP served
notice that their ministers would quit the Executive, leaving the British
Government with little option but to suspend the political institutions.
This fourth suspension appeared likely to bring about a longer return to
direct rule from Westminster, pending a review of the Good Friday
Agreement. Meanwhile, pressure increased upon the IRA to disband, in
order that the institutions could be revived. Given the extent of change
within republicanism, disbandment appeared a distinct possibility.

Aside from practical concerns of workability, the main intellectual
criticism of the Good Friday Agreement has been that the designations
of MLAs as unionist, nationalist or other, and the associated parallel
consent rules, legitimize the existing sectarian division in Northern
Ireland and deny a common humanity. Critics claim that a sense of
Northern Irishness will not be developed whilst British unionist and
Irish nationalist identities are encouraged. The need for parallel consent
for measures among unionists and nationalist MLAs diminishes the
importance of ‘other’ parties within the Assembly. According to the
1999 Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey, 30 per cent of Northern
Ireland’s voters do not see themselves as unionist or nationalist, yet this
outlook was given little recognition. Elite accommodation, or consocia-
tion, within the Executive is fragile, whilst electoral polarity is height-
ened. With few incentives for moderation, the parties that do best are
the stoutest defenders of their bloc. An examination of elections results
confirms growing support for the ‘stronger’ green and orange parties, as
Sinn Fein and the DUP have strengthened their positions within their
ethnic bloc (Table 10.3).
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Sinn Fein has also developed its electoral strength in the Irish
Republic. The party had five candidates elected to Dail Eireann (the
Irish Parliament) in the 2002 Irish elections. Its vote share of 6.5 per
cent amounted to a trebling of the party’s 1997 showing. Sinn Fein is
the only significant all-Ireland party and further increases in the party’s
showing could see its elected representatives in government, as a coali-
tion partner, north and south of the border.

With Assembly elections looming in May 2003, there is the prospect
of the DUP and Sinn Fein becoming the largest Assembly parties. Even
in a changed Northern Ireland, many doubted the viability of a DUP
First Minister working with a Sinn Fein Deputy First Minister (or vice
versa). For the DUP, such arrangements could be seen as a betrayal by
its anti-Agreement electorate.

Policing

The Patten Commission on policing led to the change of name from
Royal Ulster Constabulary to Police Service of Northern Ireland. Patten
also demanded changes in recruitment, henceforth to be on a 50–50
Protestant–Catholic basis, to rectify the 88–12 per cent imbalance in
respect of serving officers. Many unionists opposed these changes, and
only 19 per cent of the Ulster Unionist Council, the ruling body of the
UUP, supported the Patten changes. For Sinn Fein, the failure to imple-
ment Patten reforms in their entirety (‘Patten lite’) ensured that the
party declined to support the Policing Board responsible for overseeing
the work of the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI). As a result,
government ministers refused to back the state’s police force, indicating
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Table 10.3 Election results in Northern Ireland 1992–2001

Election UUP DUP SDLP SF Other
(%) (%) (%) (%)

1992 General 34.5 13.1 23.5 10.0 19.9
1993 Local 29.4 17.3 22.0 12.4 18.9
1994 European 23.8 29.2 28.9 9.0 19.1
1996 Forum 24.2 18.8 21.4 15.5 20.1
1997 Local 27.8 15.6 20.7 16.9 19.0
1998 Assembly 21.3 18.1 22.0 17.6 21.0
1999 European 17.7 28.5 28.2 17.4 8.2
2001 General 26.8 22.5 21.0 21.7 8.0
2001 Local 23.0 21.5 19.4 20.7 15.4



the abnormality of politics in Northern Ireland. Given the rapidity of
change within Sinn Fein, however, it would be little surprise to see this
position reversed. In 2002, the new Chief Constable of the PSNI, Hugh
Orde complained that his force was understaffed and suffering low
morale. Rioting and the need to police parades (see below) had
prevented the move towards a normalized society envisaged by the
Patten Commission, when it proposed reductions in the size of the
police service.

Decommissioning

Perhaps even more controversial was the issue of weapons decommis-
sioning by paramilitary organizations. The Agreement insisted merely
that participants to the Agreement must ‘use any influence they may
have, to achieve the decommissioning of paramilitary weapons within
two years’. Accompanying letters from the British Prime Minister to
the UUP leader, David Trimble, insisting that decommissioning was a
necessary part of the process, were the closest that unionists came to
establishing an actual, rather than moral case, in their insistence upon
IRA disarmament. Under the terms of the Agreement, Sinn Fein’s pres-
ence in the Executive was not conditional upon IRA decommissioning,
although unionists argued that the links between party and paramili-
tary group were such that Sinn Fein would have huge influence upon
the IRA and could persuade the organization to put weapons beyond
use.

In 1998, the IRA indicated that ‘voluntary decommissioning’ would
be a natural development of the peace process. The issue was one of
sequencing rather than substance, given that the republican position
had switched from past slogans of ‘Not an ounce [of explosive]; not a
bullet’. The IRA was willing to disarm, but according to its own
timetable. In November 1999, the UUP Council indicated its willing-
ness, narrowly, via a 58 to 42 per cent vote, to allow the UUP into
government with Sinn Fein in advance of IRA decommissioning. The
proviso was that IRA decommissioning had to begin by February 2000.
With no IRA decommissioning having occurred by this stage the first
of three Assembly suspensions occurred before the IRA began to get rid
of its weapons in 2001. This prevented the collapse of the political
process for a time, until allegations of IRA activity resurfaced in 2002.
The role of the IRA appeared increasingly redundant, given the depen-
dence of Sinn Fein’s electoral support upon a non-violent republican
outlook.

190 Jonathan Tonge



Continuing paramilitary activity

Despite the beginning of decommissioning by the IRA, paramilitary
activity was still evident among loyalists and republicans. In 2001 and
2002, parts of Belfast witnessed the worst rioting in years. Republican
and loyalist paramilitaries were involved on occasions, with the UDA
particularly active in attacking nationalist homes in North Belfast. A
dispute over the route of schoolchildren to the Holy Cross Catholic
School, located in a Protestant area, descended into violence in 2001,
illuminating the ability of sectarian territorial disputes to stir animosity,
even after a political settlement. As sectarian violence and paramilitary
punishment beatings continued, support for the Agreement declined in
the Unionist community. This erosion of support was heightened by the
discovery of three IRA personnel in Colombia, allegedly assisting the
revolutionary FARC movement. The British Government announced
that it would increase the monitoring of paramilitary ceasefires.
Dissident republicans not on ceasefire also claimed a number of mainly
low level attacks.

Parades

Sectarian tensions were also evident in controversies over the routes of
unionist Orange Order parades skirting nationalist areas. The number
of parades has increased in recent years, from 3,000 in the mid-1990s
to approximately 3,500 annually by 2002. The number of contested
parades has also increased, marches where nationalists have appealed to
the Parades Commission for a rerouting of the march away from
nationalist areas. The Parades Commission was established in 1997 to
adjudicate on controversial parades, after the Orange Order’s Drumcree
parade led to violent protests from hostile nationalists and, subse-
quently, violence from loyalists angered at the rerouting of the parade.
The increased controversy over parades reflects the downside of the
stress upon expressions of identity favoured under the Good Friday
Agreement. Natural expressions of identity for Orangemen are viewed
as hostile actions by nationalists.

Ethnic bloc politics: the party system in Northern
Ireland

Northern Ireland’s party system remains confessional. The link between
religion and voting (and party membership) remains the strongest in
Western Europe. The UUP and DUP draw almost exclusively upon
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Protestant support, as do fringe loyalist parties. The nationalist SDLP
and Sinn Fein draw support from catholics. Cross-community vote
transfers remain rare, but are nonetheless significant. The 1998
Assembly STV elections saw 34 per cent of final UUP vote transfers
going to the SDLP (Mitchell 2001b: p. 44). More generally, final vote
transfers across the divide amounted to 25 per cent from nationalists to
Pro-Agreement unionists and 17 per cent of pro-Agreement unionists to
nationalists (ibid.).

Most lower-preference vote transfers nonetheless take place within an
ethnic bloc. The new moderation of Sinn Fein means that SDLP voters
are increasingly disposed towards lower-preference vote transfers to
their nationalist rival. Two-thirds of SDLP members did so in the 1998
assembly contest, a figure likely to rise. The willingness of voters to
transfer within their ethnic bloc means that even those candidates
attracting low support on a first count can still be elected. Forty-two per
cent of DUP voters transferred to the UUP in 1998 (Mitchell, 2001b:
43).

There appeared to be electoral gain for the DUP in opposing the
Good Friday Agreement, evidenced by the party’s improved perfor-
mance in the 2001 general and local elections. Optimists point to the
fact that much of the DUP’s campaign of opposition was based upon
short-term ‘side effects’ of the Agreement, notably prisoner releases and
policing reforms and the disinclination of the IRA, at the time, to
decommission weapons. Increasingly, the DUP may have difficulty in
sustaining the argument that the Provisional IRA’s war is merely on
hold, rather than abandoned in favour of politics.

Party memberships are drawn from a similarly exclusive religious
base. Catholic membership of the UUP is less than 1 per cent. Fifty per
cent of the party are members of the Orange Order, an organization
that forbids its members to marry Catholics or attend Catholic Church
services. The DUP has a high number of activists within the funda-
mentalist Free Presbyterian Church (Bruce 1986). Only two per cent of
the SDLP’s members are protestant (Murray and Tonge forthcoming).
The tiny Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition draws support from
both sides of the religious divide. The Alliance Party, seemingly in
terminal decline, also draws support from both communities, although
only 20 per cent of party members are Catholic (Evans and Tonge
2001: 111).

Nonetheless, the Agreement offers fewer incentives to moderation for
unionists than nationalists. For Sinn Fein, a return to violence by the
Provisional IRA, a most unlikely prospect, would surely be disastrous
for the party’s electoral support. Admittedly, Sinn Fein’s vote rose in the
1996 Forum elections, a period during which the IRA fractured its
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ceasefire. However, during that period, the exclusion of Sinn Fein from
multi-party talks was seen as unjust by many nationalist voters. IRA
violence was seen as a necessary means of forcing the entry of Sinn Fein
into negotiations. There is little evidence indicating tolerance of any
renewed campaign. According to a Belfast Telegraph/Ulster Marketing
Surveys poll conducted in May 2001, 44 per cent of Sinn Fein support-
ers believe that the IRA should decommission all its weapons, with a
further 28 per cent supporting some decommissioning. In 2001, Sinn
Fein became the larger nationalist party, in terms of first preference
votes in the local elections and single preference votes in the general
election.

For unionist parties, however, the rewards of participation in the
Agreement were less clear. The deal was, in the word of David Trimble,
the UUP leader, ‘as good as it gets’, an appraisal which, whatever its
realism, was hardly a great electoral rallying cry. Within unionism, there
has been an anti-Agreement electoral constituency to be farmed. Many
‘no’ unionists adopted such a position not merely on the basis that
hundreds of paramilitary prisoners were released and the police force
revamped, but also because they feared that the Agreement represented
a transition to a united Ireland, a view also offered by Sinn Fein to
republican doubters.

Inter-bloc rivalries persisted within the new institutions, although
many of the decisions confronting the Executive and Assembly did not
lend themselves to a unionist or nationalist standpoint. With most
voters being allied to an ethnic segment and few located in the centre
ground, intra-bloc contests to mobilize a particular ethnic pillar have
become even more acute. Even as violence has ceased, rivalries within
nationalist and unionist blocs have increased.

Nationalist and republican politics

Competition between the SDLP and Sinn Fein for the nationalist vote
has intensified, although both parties are staunchly pro-Agreement.
Although much of the Agreement reflected SDLP thinking, Sinn Fein
captured the electoral spoils. The subsequent peace process was
constructed upon many pillars, but the largest single influence was the
softening of Sinn Fein and the IRA’s political agenda. In 1988, the
SDLP formally put the argument for an agreed Ireland to Sinn Fein, via
the Hume–Adams talks. Hume wished to persuade Adams that the
IRA’s campaign of violence was futile, as a united Ireland could not be
achieved by force. The SDLP leader argued that the British
Government was now neutral on the future of Northern Ireland. As
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such, it was the one million protestant unionists who would need to be
persuaded of the merits of Irish unity, not the British Government.
Hume also argued that violence was morally wrong, a position
supported by the Catholic Church, which dismissed the idea that the
IRA was fighting a ‘just war’. Furthermore, the SDLP leader insisted
that violence was counter-productive for Sinn Fein, with many nation-
alist voters inhibited from voting for the party because of its support
for the IRA’s campaign.

The Hume–Adams talks paid dividends in helping move Sinn Fein
from its unreconstructed ‘Brits out’ position. The path from republican
fundamentalism had already begun in 1986, when abstention from the
Irish Parliament, claiming jurisdiction over the 26 County Irish
Republic, was dropped as party policy. From here on, the party would
be prepared to enter partitionist parliaments. Diehard republicans
opposed the change, arguing (correctly) that the change might be later
extended to allow entry to a parliament in Northern Ireland. These
fundamentalists left to form Republican Sinn Fein, giving Adams a freer
hand in the modernization of Sinn Fein. Although still dismissive of the
SDLP’s view that the British Government was neutral on the future of
Ireland, Sinn Fein acknowledged the need to persuade unionists, who
republicans now accepted as British, of the merits of a united Ireland.
Sinn Fein leaders now spoke less of a united Ireland and more of the
need for self determination for all the people of the island, echoing
SDLP ideas. Such language appeared in the Downing Street Declaration,
issued by the British and Irish Governments in 1993 and designed to
interest republicans. Although Irish self-determination was to be highly
qualified, being based upon the North and South of Ireland co-deter-
mining their own futures, the Downing Street Declaration created space
for the IRA ceasefire of 1994. This ceasefire was broken in 1996 but
resumed in 1997, which led to Sinn Fein entering into talks leading up
to the Good Friday Agreement.

Whatever the claims of the Sinn Fein leadership that it was entering
the talks to negotiate for a united Ireland, there was no prospect of
this outcome. According to the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair,
speaking in 1997:

My agenda is not a united Ireland and I wonder just how many see it
as a realistic possibility for the foreseeable future. Northern Ireland
will remain part of the United Kingdom as long as a majority here
wish . . . Unionists have nothing to fear from a new Labour
Government. A political settlement is not a slippery slope to a united
Ireland. The Government will not be persuaders for unity. (quoted in
Tonge 2002: 179)
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Enmeshed in the political process and anxious not to collapse the peace
process, the Sinn Fein leadership nonetheless found itself signing up to
an Agreement in April 1998, even though it reconstituted a power-shar-
ing Executive and Assembly, something it had previously opposed, with
Sinn Fein enjoying representation within both. At the Sinn Fein Ard
Fheis in 1998, there was overwhelming (97 per cent) support for the
Good Friday Agreement as skilful party management marginalized
republican dissidents. Nonetheless, a split in the IRA did occur in 1997,
over whether the organization’s ceasefire should be renewed. A small
number of volunteers left to form the Real IRA, whose bombing of
Omagh in August 1998 caused the worst atrocity in Northern Ireland
of the entire troubles, leaving 29 dead. The bombing appeared to stem
the trickle towards republican ultras, represented politically by the 32
County Sovereignty Committee.

Sinn Fein now offers a revisionist republicanism, which, whilst still
striving for Irish unity, has abandoned the old abstentionist approach
in favour of a participatory form of politics. A party that sought to
destroy the state of Northern Ireland possessed ministers managing its
health and education services. Sinn Fein hopes that a logic for Irish
unity will be created through the peace process and by the development
of cross-border bodies. Against this, however, lies the stark reality that
an increase in the number of such bodies is conditional upon (unlikely)
unionist acquiescence in any Northern Ireland Assembly. Furthermore,
the principle of consent for constitutional change within the Agreement
means that nationalists are reliant upon substantial demographic
change (i.e. a large rise in the number of catholics) to achieve a united
Ireland. There is no demographic ‘timebomb’ confronting unionists.
Differences between catholic and protestant birthrates are marginal
and a significant minority of catholics are indifferent to the possibility
of a united Ireland.

The severity of the electoral rivalry between Sinn Fein and the SDLP
has undermined the concept of pan-nationalism developed during the
early stages of the peace process. During that phase, the two parties
cooperated in framing agreement over the need for Irish self-determina-
tion. With that phase over, following the referendum on the Good
Friday Agreement, intra-bloc competition for nationalist votes was
heightened. For the SDLP, often seen as an ageing, middle-class party,
the repositioning of Sinn Fein has proved problematic. The party relied
heavily upon the charisma of its former leader, John Hume, whilst party
organization was sometimes neglected (Murray 1998). A majority of the
party’s members describe themselves as ‘inactive’. The party’s previous
reliance upon the moral virtue of constitutional politics was rethought,
as Sinn Fein distanced itself from violence. The SDLP nonetheless
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believes it is better placed to offer a form of civic nationalism acceptable
to the unionist community, contrasting with the ethnic form maintained
by Sinn Fein. Furthermore, the SDLP believes it is better placed to
campaign on ordinary issues, due to its longstanding concern with
‘normal’ politics. However, the evidence suggests that the nationalist
electorate view Sinn Fein as the stouter defender of their electoral bloc.
Actual policy differences are nonetheless scarce, although Sinn Fein’s
refusal to join the board of the Policing Service of Northern Ireland
remains one marker. The SDLP sees itself as a ‘post-nationalist’ party,
while Sinn Fein continues to hold out the possibility of the construction
of a distinctive Irish nation state.

Accounts of the rationale behind the changed politics of Sinn Fein
vary. External factors are offered by Cox (2000), who suggests that the
end of the Cold War meant that republicans shifted from their leftist,
revolutionary rhetoric. Furthermore, the British and American
Governments softened their approach, no longer fearing the establish-
ment of a Cuban style regime on Britain’s doorstep. This view finds
some echo in the writings of Ryan (1994). These external referents may
exaggerate the strength and the left-wing dimension to the Provisional
IRA, an organization mixing leftist rhetoric with catholic piety accord-
ing to its audience.

For some, the Provisional IRA was always a movement rooted in the
defence of northern nationalists, rather than the promotion of purist
republican ideals of a united Ireland. The politics of 1969 rather than
the 1916 Easter Rising dominated the republican movement (McIntyre
2001). Internal explanations point to the changes within republicanism
prior to the collapse of the Berlin Wall. The movement was already
moving towards a more pragmatic republicanism. Sinn Fein was
already engaged in electoral politics; abstention in the Irish Republic
had been ended and the party had switched from an ‘ourselves alone’
approach towards a search for dialogues with other nationalists. As the
republican movement sought an exit strategy from a war it could not
win, it required confirmation from the British Government that
Northern Ireland’s place in the United Kingdom was not based upon
colonial factors. The 1990 assertion by the Secretary of State for
Northern Ireland that Britain had ‘no selfish, strategic or economic
interest’ in Northern Ireland allowed republicans to hasten the pace of
change and participate in a political process. Maloney (2002) suggests
that Sinn Fein President Gerry Adams realized the IRA’s war was
unwinnable at a very early stage. An alternative explanation is offered
by loyalists, who claim that the targeting of Sinn Fein and the IRA in
the early 1990s by revived loyalist paramilitary groups impacted upon
the republican movement.
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Unionist and loyalist politics

Divisions within unionism have been greatly exacerbated by the Good
Friday Agreement. The narrow (53–47 per cent) margin of support for
the Agreement displayed within the unionist community in the 1998
referendum on the Agreement was followed by heightened competition
between the pro-Agreement UUP and anti-Agreement DUP. This intra-
bloc division was complicated by the opposition to the Agreement
found within sections of the UUP. Whilst the UUP maintained its share
of the vote, the DUP substantially improved its performance, gaining an
extra 9 per cent of the vote in the 2001 general election, compared to
its 1997 performance.

For a majority within the UUP, the Good Friday Agreement met the
basic objective of the party by securing Northern Ireland’s place within
the United Kingdom. The constitutional claim of the Irish Republic to
Northern Ireland has been withdrawn and the 1998 Northern Ireland
Act in effect updates the 1920 Government of Ireland Act, ensuring that
Northern Ireland remains part of the United Kingdom for so long as this
is the will of the majority. Devolved government is desired by most
unionists, notwithstanding the strong integrationist tendency within the
UUP. Whilst acknowledging the imperfections of the deal, the pro-
Agreement section of the UUP supported the assertion of successive
Secretaries of State that the Good Friday Agreement is the ‘only show in
town’.

The pro-Agreement section of the UUP was engaged in a process of
modernization, moving towards a civic unionism (Porter 1996). This
form still has as its core the maintenance of the union, but is also one in
which the Irishness of the minority nationalist community is recognized,
legitimized and even encouraged. Politically, this is reflected in the
acceptance of a limited all-Ireland dimension to political and economic
arrangements. The crucial aspect for the UUP is to ensure control over
cross-border bodies and the North–South Council, by locating the
power of expansion within a northern Assembly in which unionists still
enjoy a majority. With Strand One of the Agreement the dominant
element, movement towards bi-national governance of Northern
Ireland is only slight. Liberal and cultural unionists offer a less sanguine
view of the impact of the Agreement. Liberal unionists believe in the
superiority of the political system of the United Kingdom over that
offered by the Irish Republic. As such, major concessions of sovereignty
to the Irish Government are unacceptable. Although the project of the
UUP leader, David Trimble, has been to modernize unionism and recog-
nize the legitimate interests of the Irish Republic in the affairs of
Northern Ireland, a belief in the innate superiority of the political order
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in the United Kingdom may still be apparent. This was illuminated by
the UUP leader’s speech to the Ulster Unionist Council General Meeting
in March 2002, in which he urged delegates to ‘contrast the United
Kingdom state – a vibrant, multi-ethnic, multi-national liberal democ-
racy . . . with the pathetic, sectarian, mono-ethnic, mono-cultural state
to our South’.

In that same speech, however, Trimble also acknowledged, however,
‘that a retreat into a sectarian laager would be a disaster’. Particular
forms of cultural unionism, based upon an exaggerated sense of
Orangeism, Protestantism and Britishness, are regarded with hostility
by some nationalists. Cultural unionism remains strong, however, in
both the UUP and DUP. Within the UUP, the Orange Order retains
voting rights on the Ulster Unionist Council (the UUC), the ruling body
of a party which has historically been more of a movement than a
tightly bound organization. Membership of the Order, committed to the
maintenance of the protestant ascendancy, remains important to many
UUP members. More significantly, in terms of the modern debate within
unionism, Orange Order membership has been an important variable in
determining support for the Good Friday Agreement and for the UUP
leader. Divisions within the UUP between pro- and anti- Agreement
factions have been played out regularly in meetings of the UUC. Anti-
agreement Unionists mobilized on a ‘no guns, no government’ platform,
opposing Sinn Fein’s presence in the Executive in advance of the IRA
decommissioning some of its weapons.

For some members, divisions within the UUP are more tactical than
substantial, mere devices to ensure movement from Sinn Fein and the
IRA. However, the party also contains a sizeable minority who oppose
the Agreement. The lack of unity was highlighted by the leadership
contest within the UUP in 2000, when David Trimble was challenged by
the Reverend Martin Smyth, an opponent of the Good Friday
Agreement, who described himself as ‘an Orangeman first and a politi-
cian second’. The contest displayed the faultline between ethnic union-
ism, centred upon Protestant-Britishness and concern over the ultimate
destination of the Good Friday Agreement and a civic, more pluralist
version of unionism, supportive of the Good Friday Agreement and
devolved power sharing as the best means of avoiding the imposition of
British-Irish joint authority over Northern Ireland. Slightly more than
half of the UUC are also members of the Orange Order. Among such
members, Smyth enjoyed the upper hand (51–48 per cent) of the votes
in the leadership contest (Tonge and Evans 2001). Among non-Orange
Order members, Trimble gathered two-thirds of the votes. The UUP
leader has pledged to examine whether the Order should continue to
enjoy voting rights within the ruling body of unionism’s largest party.
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Unsurprisingly, support for the retention of such rights is stronger
among members of the Order than non-members.

Perhaps a more worrying variable for pro-Agreement unionists,
however, is that of age. Extensive hostility to the Good Friday
Agreement and the Trimble leadership is found among younger UUC
delegates, notably those under 35 years of age. Older delegates are
much more pro-Agreement. Occupation and income are also important.
With the exception of a cluster of professionals, those in better paid,
middle-class jobs tend to favour the Agreement.

The divisions within unionism have prompted discussions of a crisis
of unionist identity. However, in terms of identity, unionists are rela-
tively homogeneous, certainly more so than the nationalist or ‘other’
bloc. Unionists appear to know what they are; it is where they are going
that divides them. Different interpretations of the political direction of
the Good Friday Agreement, allied to distaste for some of its micro-
agenda, created division within the UUP. Within the DUP, there was
unremitting criticism of the Agreement, but the party does support
devolution and power-sharing, albeit not with Sinn Fein. The DUP
enjoys support from the loyalist urban working class and rural, church-
going protestants. A fusion of secular populism and religious values has
sustained the party, although its working-class base has been challenged
in parts of Belfast by the pro-Agreement Progressive Unionist Party (the
PUP), instrumental in developing a peace process within the loyalist
community.

Other sections of working-class unionism were rapidly disillusioned
by the Good Friday Agreement. The Ulster Democratic Party, linked to
the paramilitary Ulster Defence Association (UDA) and Ulster Freedom
Fighters (UFF) folded three years after the party failed to gain seats in
the Northern Ireland Assembly. By 2002, the UDA and UFF were
viewed as no longer being on ceasefire by the Secretary of State for
Northern Ireland, John Reid, having been involved in a series of sectar-
ian confrontations. For such working-class loyalists, the Good Friday
Agreement is viewed as part of a continual process of gains for nation-
alists. For such loyalists, politics are still seen as part of a zero-sum
game, in which progress for the ‘other’ community is viewed with suspi-
cion. Continuing sectarian disturbances in parts of Belfast have empha-
sized the limits of the Agreement as a means of societal reconciliation.
As the Agreement attempts to manage, rather than necessarily heal divi-
sion within an institutional framework, those outside political institu-
tions could maintain traditional hostilities. Physical separation of the
communities in Belfast remains stark. Within the city, 35 of the 52
census wards are drawn almost entirely from a single religious denomi-
nation (Coulter 1999: 39).
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Defending a consociational deal

The attempt at a consociational political deal in Northern Ireland can
be defended. The Good Friday Agreement remains the political frame-
work within which political divisions may be accommodated. It
harnesses pre-existing political rivalries within a peaceful framework.
Increased electoral support for Sinn Fein was a product of the party’s
new moderation rather than a mandate for militant republicanism. The
DUP offered a voice for critics of aspects of the Agreement particularly
painful to unionists. Its politics changed far less than those offered by
Sinn Fein. Nonetheless, the DUP no longer viewed power sharing as
essentially undemocratic, Furthermore, the party seeks a reworking of
the Good Friday Agreement, rather than its entire destruction. The
party participated in the Assembly and Executive, drawing salaries and
expenses. Those seeing consociationalism as a causal factor in fostering
sectarianism deny the prior state of Northern Ireland politics, in which
ethnic bloc divisions persisted under a variety of regime types. What
remains to be seen is whether the Agreement, renegotiated or otherwise,
can turn a chilly peace into a process of political reconciliation. In this
respect, the ambitions of the Agreement are modest. It seeks the
management of difference rather than its eradication. Constitutional
preferences remain divergent according to religious affiliation, as Table
10.4 indicates.

Northern Ireland has moved slowly into a post-conflict era. Despite
various initial crises and the scepticism, the post-Agreement polity was
characterized by relative tranquillity and, within the new political insti-
tutions, dull civility. The political institutions were dogged by instabil-
ity, enduring four suspensions in their first four years. The inclusivity of
the power-sharing deal, embracing historic enemies within the same
government, was risky. This fragility was exacerbated by reluctance
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Table 10.4 Preferred long-term policy for Northern Ireland, 2001

Source: Adapted from Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (2001)

Protestant RC No religion
(%) (%) (%)

To remain part of the UK 79 15 46
Reunify with rest of the island 5 59 16
Become independent 5 6 10
Other/Don’t know 10 17 23



among unionists to accept that ‘armed struggle’ had run its course for
the IRA and Sinn Fein.

The transformation of Sinn Fein from supporters of armed struggle to
constitutional politicians created space for the embedding of a set of
institutions in which ethno-national division could be managed. Sinn
Fein took most of its constituency on this journey, although the presence
in prison of several dozen dissident republicans, members of the
Continuity or Real IRA, illustrates that, for a small minority, an ‘anti-
colonial’ struggle remains their preferred route. The least likely of possi-
ble scenarios, however, is a return to violence on the scale witnessed
before the paramilitary ceasefires.

Devolved power sharing, linked to a modest all-Ireland ministerial
council and cross-border bodies, has been accepted by most of the
major political parties in Northern Ireland and the Agreement retains
the support of a majority of the electorate, albeit not among union-
ists. Cooperative political relationships were beginning to emerge
within the Assembly and its committees usually enjoyed unanimity,
prior to the collapse (yet again) of the institutions in Autumn 2002.
Devolved power sharing remains the goal of all parties and if such
cooperative arrangements have a spillover effect upon the electorate,
it is just possible to envisage an optimistic post-nationalist and post-
unionist scenario developing, with a new focus upon social and
economic agendas.

Perhaps the most realistic scenario in the short-term is that of contin-
uing inter-ethnic rivalry alongside increased party competition within
blocs. The bi-communality of the Agreement rendered it fragile, as both
communities needed to feel they were gaining from its workings. Only
the nationalist community gained in confidence, even though the consti-
tutional provisions of the Agreement ought to have reassured unionists.
A loss of confidence among the unionist community since the
Agreement increased support for the anti-Agreement position of the
DUP. The shift in the electorate raised the possibility of DUP-Sinn Fein
First and Deputy First Ministers, a scenario to test the permanency of
any power-sharing agreement.

Overall, the restructured Northern Ireland emerging from a
protracted peace process is prospering. Economic regeneration is
evident and political divisions are played out in a largely peaceful frame-
work. An unthreatening role for the Irish Republic is accepted by many
unionists and the Northern Ireland state is accepted, for the foreseeable
future, by a nationalist population which has long abandoned the mori-
bund abstentionism or paramilitary cheerleading which characterized
part of its politics in earlier decades. Some nationalists hope that chang-
ing demographics, with the percentage of catholics among Northern
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Ireland’s population growing rapidly, will create pressure for union with
the Irish Republic. This, however, may remain a distant prospect, given
the diversity of constitutional preferences among Catholics. The real test
for the Good Friday Agreement, renegotiated or otherwise, is whether it
will ever create a sufficient sense of Northern Irishness, beyond the Irish
nationalist versus British unionist political faultline, a division still
played out in the continuing forms of societal sectarianism still evident
in Northern Ireland.
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Chapter 11

Politics in England and Wales

GILLIAN PEELE

The United Kingdom has traditionally been a heavily centralized state
in which local government has enjoyed no constitutional indepen-
dence and concern for efficient service delivery has outweighed inter-
est in fostering a genuine arena of local democracy. Labour’s
post-1997 constitutional reforms radically changed the distribution
of powers and the process of policy making within the United
Kingdom. In addition to creating a separate Parliament for Scotland
and an Assembly for Wales, the government established a new
authority for London and promoted initiatives in regional govern-
ment. These measures generated new patterns of intergovernmental
relations and changed the context in which local government has to
operate. English local government itself was profoundly affected by a
series of modernizing reforms promulgated by Labour (especially by
John Prescott from the office of the Deputy Prime Minister). These
reforms were accompanied by rhetoric which promised a renewal of
local democracy, partnership and greater freedoms for local authori-
ties. The important analytic question, however, is the character of
this ‘new localism’. How far does Labour’s apparent commitment to
decentralization go? And how far does it conflict with Labour’s other
public policy objectives? Can we yet see the framework of a new
structure of decentralized politics emerging across the United
Kingdom?

Devolution and decentralization

Labour’s devolution legislation is marked by two features that makes it
inherently unstable. First it is asymmetrical in that, although wide-rang-
ing powers over primary legislation were given to the Scottish
Parliament, Wales was given an Assembly with much more limited power
and no authority to make its own laws or to vary taxes. (Northern
Ireland’s distinctive problems mean that it was treated as a special case.)
Second, there was little agreement about how to decentralize power in



England. Changes to the territorial management of the United Kingdom
were thus made as much in terms of a pragmatic political adjustment as
of a logical constitutional settlement. This approach may have its
merits; but it means that there is likely to be continuing debate about
the scope of the devolution arrangements and about their implications
for the rest of the United Kingdom.

Developments in Wales underlined the extent to which the asym-
metrical nature of the devolution settlement would keep the debate
about powers and structures open. Wales also underlines the diffi-
culty of developing a new style of politics to match new institutional
arrangements. The first watershed in the Welsh system of devolution
was the point at which Rhodri Morgan replaced Alun Michael as
First Minister, following a no-confidence vote in Michael in January
2000. Morgan was seen as very much more independent of Whitehall
and more responsive to Welsh sentiment than Michael had been.
Michael’s administration had been a minority Labour one; but
Morgan entered a Partnership Agreement with the Liberal
Democrats, an arrangement which had the advantage of providing
greater security in relation to the Assembly Coalition but created its
own tensions as a result of inter-party differences on policy. It also
meant that the administration in Wales was more likely to develop a
more distinctive policy agenda, which risked conflict with Whitehall.
Indeed, one example of a major policy clash between Cardiff and
Whitehall came in mid-2002 when the Welsh Assembly unanimously
voted to follow the Scottish example and fund free personal care for
the elderly out of taxation. Wales has also taken a very different line
from England on such issues as student grants, tests for seven-year
olds and league tables.

The coalition agreement between Labour and the Liberal Democrats
in Wales had been obtained by a commitment to an independent review
of the Assembly’s powers and by an examination of the local govern-
ment electoral system in Wales. (This Commission – the Sunderland
Commission – reported in July 2002.) Both inquiries were potentially
explosive. The independent review of powers, established under the
Chairmanship of Lord Richard of Ammanford, although not due to
report until 2003, has clearly placed the whole operation of the Welsh
system of devolution on the political agenda. Specifically, it is expected
that the Welsh Assembly’s lack of primary law-making powers and tax-
varying authority will be re-examined in a way which exposes the
fragility of the argument for denying Cardiff what has been given to
Edinburgh. The problems with the Sunderland Commission relate more
directly to party interest and the eroding position of Labour in Wales.
The Commission took a broad view of its mandate to examine the
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working of local democracy and was especially concerned about the
high number of uncontested local elections in Wales, arguing that
uncontested seats meant that, in 1999, 13 per cent of the Welsh popu-
lation had no opportunity to vote. The Commission also found low
levels of interest in, and information about, local government in Wales.
To cure this situation, a majority of the Commission recommendations
included lowering the voting age to sixteen and a switch from an elec-
toral system based on Single Member Plurality System to one based on
proportional representation, the Single Transferable Vote, in time for
the local elections of 2008 (Commission on Local Government
Arrangements in Wales 2002). This recommendation of a switch to
proportional representation at the local level was bound to be highly
controversial because it further threatened Labour’s crumbling hege-
mony in Wales. The electoral system used for the Assembly (the
Additional Member System) was blamed for weakening Labour’s posi-
tion in Wales, although Labour had undoubtedly also been damaged by
the perceptions of a leadership ‘stitch-up’ to impose Alun Michael as
leader (Flynn 1999). Labour’s 2002 Spring Conference unanimously
adopted a report rejecting any change to the local government electoral
system. Morgan himself incurred hostility from his Labour supporters
in the Assembly by proceeding with consultations on the Report.

Westminster’s caution in relation to Welsh devolution had been partly
caused by uncertainty about the depth of support for devolution there.
That uncertainty reflected the potentially divisive character of Welsh
nationalism, a potential highlighted by a series of inflammatory debates
about the Welsh language and immigration into Welsh-speaking areas.
In an attempt to circumvent the issues of cultural nationalism and Welsh
identity, the Assembly has committed itself to a bilingual Wales.
Nevertheless for Plaid Cymru’s leader Iuean Wyn Jones the whole devo-
lution scheme was inadequate. He branded the Assembly a failure and
attacked Labour for trying to run Wales like a County Council
(Guardian, 20 September 2002). Jones demanded enhanced powers for
the Assembly by the time of the 2007 election. Indeed Rhodri Morgan
in October 2002 himself admitted that many voters were still cynical
about the Assembly and that it was hard to sell its achievements to the
public. (Guardian, 14 October 2002).

Regionalism

It was noted at the beginning of this chapter that one of the destabiliz-
ing elements of Labour’s approach to decentralization was the absence
of any consensus about how to deal with the question of England. The
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Conservatives had set up a system of government offices for the regions
in the 1990s, but this was very much a question of decentralizing
administration rather than in any way introducing a regional level of
representation to government. Labour’s manifesto in 1997 committed
the Party to a modest expansion of regional government and in 1998 a
bill to create Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) in each of eight
English regions reached the statute book. These RDAs were to be
‘economic powerhouses’ in each region, and were generally promoted as
instruments for improving the coordination of government policy, espe-
cially planning. Although the RDAs were initially to be scrutinized by
non-elected bodies consisting of chambers of local representatives and
there was a proclaimed intention to strengthen the regional input into
policy-making, the legislation looked weak by comparison with the
government’s strategies for Scotland, Wales and indeed London.
London had had its regional tier (in the form of a directly elected mayor
and Greater London Authority) added in Labour’s first term (see
below). Three factors, however, ensured that regional issue did not
disappear from view as many commentators had anticipated: first, the
issue of English regionalism now had added salience. Second, John
Prescott’s own role as an advocate for regionalism. Third, the mobiliza-
tion of support for regionalism in the regions themselves. The English
issue had acquired a higher profile in response to devolution and
Labour gave a much stronger commitment to regional government,
enunciated with the publication of the White Paper, Your Region-Your
Choice: Revitalizing the English Regions in May 2002. William Hague,
leader of the Conservative Party until 2001, took up the idea (developed
by the Conservative Peer and academic Lord Norton) of having special
procedures within Parliament to confine voting on English issues to
English MPs. Others argued for an independent English Parliament. For
Labour, this appeal to English national identity was worrying intellec-
tually and dangerous politically. One obvious way to deflect it was
through a determined strategy to recast the devolution debate, at least
as it applied to England, in terms which emphasized the decentralization
of power, rather than any system of quasi-federalism for the component
parts of the United Kingdom.

John Prescott himself has a long history of support for regionalism.
Early in the 2001 Parliament it became apparent that Prescott supported
by the then Secretary of State for Transport, Local Government and the
Regions, Stephen Byers, was involved in a major Whitehall battle to
promote regionalism. But Prescott and his allies had to overcome scep-
ticism, not least from the Department of Trade and Industry, which
wished to control RDAs, the Confederation of British Industry, which
opposed elective regional authorities, and some chairmen of the RDAs
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themselves (Constitution Unit 2001). Prescott’s personal enthusiasm for
regional devolution was made clear in a speech announcing the new
initiative, which would be ‘the conclusion of a political dream I have
held for decades. Giving the regions their own democratic voice and the
chance to improve their economic performance, delivering jobs, pros-
perity and better public services’ (Prescott, 2002).

The movement towards a bolder regional initiative was bolstered by
emergent campaigns for democratically elected regional government in
several parts of England. One of the earliest areas to mobilize support
for regional reform was the North East, which organized a Campaign
for a Northern Assembly as early as 1992. In 1998, in an imitation of
the Scottish Constitutional Convention, a North East Constitutional
Convention had been launched. Early in the 2001 Parliament it was
noted that backbenchers, especially from the North East were raising
the issue of regional devolution (Constitution Unit Bulletin, December
2001). The Campaign for Yorkshire also imitated the Scottish campaign
by issuing a ‘Claim of Right’ in 1999, following this in 2000 with its
own Constitutional Convention, and similar campaigns were launched
in the West Midlands, the South West and the North West. All these
campaigns claimed to have broad-based support in their areas. In order
to coordinate these regional campaigns an umbrella group ‘Campaign
for the English Regions’ (CFER) was founded in 2000 with financial
support from the Joseph Rowntree Trust and from the trade union
UNISON.

The 2002 White Paper itself acknowledged that support for develop-
ing the regional tier was not uniform across England. It argued that elec-
tive regional government would be introduced only where there was
sufficient interest in the idea and when that interest had been tested in a
referendum. Areas which did not want elective regional government
(presumably areas such as the South East) would be free not to have it.
Where an area did want an elective assembly, however, the government
would be supportive because such a regional assembly could improve
accountability, bring decision making closer to the people, revitalizing
democracy by giving a new voice to the regions both within the United
Kingdom and within Europe. Precisely what these regional assemblies
would do was defined somewhat vaguely in terms of developing a strate-
gic vision, setting regional priorities and integrating policy. Regions were
promised more specific responsibilities, such as economic development,
skills, housing, sport, culture and tourism, transport, land use and
regional planning, environmental protection, bio-diversity and waste and
public health. Democracy would be enhanced by giving these regional
bodies powers to allocate funding and extensive scrutiny powers over
quangos. The regional assemblies envisaged would be relatively small
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(between 25 and 35 members) and would have a leader and cabinet
chosen by and fully accountable to the assembly. And they would be
based on existing administrative boundaries used by the Government
Offices and RDAs.

Although the government stated that most of the powers would come
down from central government, rather than being removed from local
authorities, the regional initiative is inevitably destabilizing for local
government. Because it would be wasteful and confusing to combine
regional government with the two-tier system of local government, in an
area opting for an elective regional tier local authorities would have to
move towards single tier unitary authorities. Thus the government
proposes that in any region where there is sufficient interest to have a
referendum on the issue, the Boundary Committee for England will first
recommend a form of unitary local government for the region. If the
referendum results in a yes vote the new structure of local authorities
will come into being; if not, the status quo will be maintained.
Consequently, the issue of structure in English local government is once
more back on the agenda. This is not because of a direct determination
to confront the issue, but as a by-product of regional policy. (Wales, like
Scotland, had already been restructured on a single tier basis with 22
unitary authorities for Wales and 32 for Scotland.)

London

One regional government – that of London – was already up and work-
ing by 2002. The establishment of a directly elected Mayor for London
and a new Greater London Authority (GLA) was a high profile part of
Labour’s first term programme and was presented as an important part
of the general effort to modernize and decentralize British government.
Unfortunately the wrangling over who would be the Labour candidate
and the ultimate triumph of Labour MP Ken Livingstone, the former
GLC leader, as an Independent, soured the initiative for many observers.
Once Livingstone was elected, London’s new political structure contin-
ued to backfire on the government. The electoral fiasco of 2000 was
succeeded by a series of quarrels between Livingstone and the govern-
ment, most notably over the best way of financing the modernization of
London’s Underground, where Livingstone, supported by the rail
unions, opposed the government’s preferred scheme of a Public Private
Partnership (PPP). Ultimately, the case was taken to court and the
government’s position was upheld. PPP was to be revised to meet safety
concerns. But the conflict underlined the difficult position of the mayor
who, although ostensibly responsible for transport strategy, was subject
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to severe constraints on his policies from the centre. As two authorities
put it, The Mayor’s Transport Strategy, published immediately before
the court case, was effectively nullified (Pimlott and Rao 2002).

Experience of London’s government since 2000 raises more general
doubts about the structure of the reform. The Mayor and GLA were
superimposed upon a structure of local government in which the 32
boroughs (and the Corporation of London) continue to exercise most
local government powers. The new directly elected Mayor’s primary
role is to devise strategies for cross-cutting policy areas such as trans-
port, culture and the environment, as well as for the police and fire
services. He is not responsible for service delivery. The 32 boroughs
(whose number Livingstone would like to reduce) had become increas-
ingly self-sufficient since the mid-1980s and following the abolition of
the old Greater London Council (the GLC) they had developed new
habits of working through administering the bodies which replaced
GLC structures. For many boroughs the new Mayor and GLA were an
expensive irrelevance, especially given the length of time it took to put
comprehensive strategies in place. (In addition to delivering most of the
key services of local government in London, the boroughs also exercised
important responsibilities such as housing, which impinged on the
Mayor’s strategic portfolio.) Equally, there appeared to be a flaw at the
centre of the reform in that the relationship between the Mayor and the
GLA was blurred from the beginning. The directly elected Mayor was
clearly intended to have his own legitimacy and provide high-profile
leadership. He was to be able to appoint his own advisers from beyond
the Assembly, although his so-called Cabinet is advisory and does not
operate collective responsibility. The Assembly was intended to exercise
broad scrutiny over the mayor, to which end it had been given some
powers – notably the power to block the budget which it could do by a
two-thirds majority, and the GLA members were also expected to act as
representatives. It had been hoped that the GLA would be able to avoid
the traditional style of party confrontation found at Westminster and
would work more on a cross-party and functional basis. However, the
fact that the highly controversial Livingstone was elected as an inde-
pendent candidate against the manifest wishes of his former party and
the Labour government put him in an extremely awkward situation. It
was inevitable that in these circumstances he should attempt to build
personal rather than policy or party coalitions. As Pimlott and Rao
suggest, Livingstone tried to counter his isolation by using his patron-
age powers to draw in Labour members of the GLA, by giving them jobs
running the many functional bodies or bringing them into his cabinet.
Not only does this mean that the Conservative members are effectively
frozen out (Pimlott and Rao, 2002), but it also dilutes the scrutiny role
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of the GLA. Instead of a new style of inclusive politics, Livingstone
appears to have adopted a highly personalized style, one that is based to
a large extent on patronage.

General dissatisfaction with the way in which the scrutiny process
was operating and indeed more broadly with the relationship between
the Mayor and the GLA was expressed in a document published by the
Reaching Out Investigative Committee, chaired by Sally Hamwee, a
Liberal Democrat. This Committee criticized the way in which
Livingstone had failed to take notice of the consultation processes initi-
ated by GLA officers and argued that this was making it difficult for the
GLA to hold the mayor to account for his policies. It may be that some
of these problems reflect the personality of Livingstone himself and that,
if he were to be replaced by a more orthodox party politician, the struc-
tures (which depend so much on cooperation) would operate differently.
It might be that London presents peculiar problems of governance. But
at present, the London model underlines the difficulty of grafting new
constitutional models onto an existing system and places a question
mark over whether there is really scope for genuine regional government
in England. It also undermines such support as there was for the intro-
duction of directly elected mayors into local government (see below).

Local government

When it came to power in 1997 Labour expressed a highly positive view
of local government, emphasizing its desire to modernize local govern-
ment by giving local authorities greater freedom and removing some of
the controls put in place by the Conservatives between 1979 and 1997.
By contrast with the Conservatives’ evident political suspicion of local
government, Labour apparently saw it as an essential element in the
polity. It committed itself to strengthening local democracy and reform-
ing the internal structures and management processes of local govern-
ment. But Labour’s emphasis on public service delivery and
performance, and its own distinctive approach to public sector manage-
ment, has placed other constraints on local government. Thus Labour,
while encouraging a greater role for local authorities as partners of
central government, made it very clear that the framework of that part-
nership would reflect central values and that greater local authority
autonomy would depend on achieving nationally set performance
targets. Labour, although it made much of the fact that it had aban-
doned the pressure to test local provision against the market through
compulsory competitive tendering (CCT) regime introduced by the
Conservatives and rejected universal capping, nevertheless introduced
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its own more rigorous techniques for improving efficiency in local
government. The Best Value (BV) framework (introduced in 1999), the
Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA), Local Partnership
Agreements and Beacon Councils all underlined Labour’s desire to use
new management techniques to drive up the quality of service delivery
and council performance. And it was enthusiastic about raising new
money for capital spending through Public Private Partnerships (PPP)
and the Private Finance Initiative (PFI).

Of course, Labour had inherited a system of local government that
had been extensively altered by Conservative policies. The strategic or
enabling authority that increasingly replaced the traditional local
authority could be seen as a way of shrinking the role of local govern-
ment’s presence in the community. Labour, by contrast, wanted to
heighten the local authority role as the focus of the neighbourhood or
community, giving local government a new leadership mission and
requiring extensive interaction with a range of local stakeholders.
Labour’s White Paper, Modern Local Government: In Touch with the
People, published in 1998, set out a radical vision of local government,
one which attempted to create a new role for local government by
making them ‘outward looking and responsive’ to their local communi-
ties. In addition, the White Paper undertook to make a comprehensive
change in the internal structures of local government, to improve the
decision-making process at the local level, and to enhance democracy.

The role of local government

Labour’s stated vision of local government involved a cultural change.
Instead of maintaining local authorities in their traditional form as
rather cautious, legally-constrained organizations whose primary
responsibility was to provide services for their residents, the government
wanted councils to develop a much more entrepreneurial and proactive
role as community leaders. The government wanted councils to become
‘community leaders’ and ‘advocates of their constituents’, being respon-
sible for and able to respond to the needs of their communities. Part of
the reason for local government’s restricted role within the British
system had been the constraints placed on local government by legal
rules which confined almost all local government action to the provision
of services for which there was statutory authority. Local authority
action for which there was no legal authority could be challenged as
being ultra vires; spending for which there no legal justification could
also be challenged and councillors could be surcharged for any misuse
of funds. Local authorities were used to seeing their role in terms of
duties laid on them by central government. The Local Government Act
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of 2000 attempted to change this reactive conception of local govern-
ment’s role by placing an obligation on local authorities to develop a
strategy to promote the well-being of their area, largely through reach-
ing out to various local pressure groups and voluntary associations, as
well as to other public bodies and to the business community. The legis-
lation also introduced a new general power to do anything a local
authority considered likely to promote the economic, social or environ-
mental well-being of the area. The intention appears to be to promote
the use of strategic partnerships and to provide new opportunities for
people to become involved in decision making at the local level. The use
of this power is itself subject to constraints, and some councils have
pointed out the self-evident conflict between the creation of a broad
power and the detailed regulations and prescriptions for local manage-
ment issuing from London. Yet, although this new general power does
not compare with the general legal competence enjoyed by local govern-
ment in many other democratic systems, it does seem to indicate a desire
to make councils more imaginative and creative. The 2000 Local
Government Act also abolished the surcharge mechanism.

The representativeness of local councillors

Renewing local democracy was also a major theme of Labour’s
approach to local government, especially as Labour was forced to
address a series of interlocking questions about the vitality of the local
system and the people who ran it. Who were the councillors who ran
the various local authorities? How far were their ways of working and
their perceptions of their role appropriate to the needs of the twenty-
first century? Were the structures of local authorities sufficiently geared
to providing leadership and effective decision making? And could any
structural changes be made to enhance the working of local democracy
and enhance interest in local elections?

Recruitment of candidates to stand for local authorities has long been
a problem for local government. Not surprisingly, local councillors
differ in many ways from the population at large. One of the most
comprehensive surveys of the 21,000 or so councillors taken in 2001
gives a good picture of local councillors. (Improvement and
Development Agency 2001) It showed that councillors in office in May
2001 were predominantly male – 71 per cent – a figure that was very
similar to that in 1997 when 72.6 per cent of councillors were men.
Representation of female councillors was highest in the Liberal
Democrat Party – 34.4 per cent – with Plaid Cymru scoring the lowest
percentage of female representation. Female councillors were more
evident in shire districts, London boroughs and unitary authorities.
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Representation of female councillors was highest in the South East,
South West and North West, and extremely low in Wales, a point also
underlined by the Sunderland Commission. The vast majority of coun-
cillors in 1997 were aged over 45 – 86 per cent – with an average age
of 57 years, an increase from the 1997 average of 55.6. Councillors
from the shire counties and Wales tended to be slightly older than aver-
age; those from London boroughs and the metropolitan districts were
slightly younger than average. A mere 2.5 per cent of councillors were
of ethnic minority background, a decline from 1997. Labour had the
highest proportion of ethnic minority councillors – 5.6 per cent – and
representation of ethnic minority councillors was highest in London and
the South East – 4.2 per cent. The employment status of councillors was
also atypical of the population as a whole. Only 36.2 per cent of coun-
cillors were employees either full time – 26.8 per cent – or part time –
9.4 per cent – and self-employed councillors constituted 15.9 per cent of
the total. A greater percentage of councillors were retired – 37.5 per
cent – than were in full time employment. And there were significant
differences between types of authority with only 17.4 per cent of coun-
cillors in the shire counties being in full time employment compared to
40.2 per cent of councillors in the London boroughs. Among the 52 per
cent of all councillors in employment the majority – 61 per cent – were
in the private sector and over half – 65 per cent – were in managerial,
professional technical or executive jobs.

Thus the picture of the typical councillor suggests that council service
is still as something for those who in the upper age groups and who are
not in full time employment. Put slightly differently, those heavily
affected by council policies, ethnic minorities, parents of young children
and employees who have to travel to work, are not well-represented in
the ranks of existing councillors.

Internal structures

One of Labour’s major themes in its approach to local government after
1997 was that local government required strong leadership, which
could only be achieved if there was a fundamental reform of the tradi-
tional internal structures of local government. Specifically, the Labour
government wanted a clearer separation of the roles of executive and
legislature within local government and the end of the blurring of deci-
sion making and representation processes entailed by the committee
system. The traditional committee system was seen as slow and lacking
in transparency. In order to effect a reform of local government struc-
tures Labour prescribed a massive reorganization of council constitu-
tions and decision-making processes. The Local Government Act 2000
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required that each local council undertake a consultation exercise to
ascertain which of three acceptable models the local public wanted: a
leader and cabinet; an elected mayor and cabinet; or an elected mayor
and council manager, although some small district councils were
allowed to retain a modified form of the old committee system. The
overwhelming majority of the local authorities who undertook consul-
tations opted for the form of governance which was most like the status
quo, a council leader and cabinet. The new structures, although viewed
sceptically by many observers, have sharpened the leadership provided
by councils. There is a danger of allowing ‘backbench’ councillors to
feel shut out of the policy process, a danger which can be partially over-
come by sensitive use of group meetings.

Directly elected mayors had been urged by reformers of local govern-
ment before Labour returned to office, specifically by Michael Heseltine
when he was Secretary of State for the Environment in the Major
government, and also by the 1995 Commission on Local Democracy.
After 1997, the idea was taken up by Tony Blair and promoted by a
number of modernizers within Labour ranks (Blair, 1998). Pressure
groups such the New Local Government Network were also supportive
of the idea. However, the idea of directly elected mayors also had formi-
dable opponents, including John Prescott and most existing councillors.
By the end of 2002 there had been at least 18 referendums on the intro-
duction of a directly elected mayor, some of them forced by local peti-
tion against the wishes of the council; but only eleven local authorities
had voted in favour. Thus, as of October 2002, the Local Government
Association, the reorganized pressure group representing local govern-
ment, calculated that the distribution of council constitutions (Table
11.1) contained only 11 directly elected mayors.

Moreover, when the votes to elect those mayors took place, many of
the worst fears of traditionalists were realized. Five of the eleven
directly-elected mayors currently in post have no conventional party
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Table 11.1 The constitutions of local authorities in England

Source: Local Government Association (2002).

Constitution Councils

Leader and cabinet 316
Mayor and cabinet 10
Mayor and council manager 1
Alternative arrangements 59



affiliation. In May 2002, independents were elected as mayor in North
Tyneside, in Hartlepool and in Middlesbrough, despite these areas
usually being Labour strongholds. The platforms of these directly-
elected mayors differed, but all had an anti-establishment tinge. In
North Tyneside a Conservative, Chris Morgan, was elected, and in
Middlesbrough, Raymond Mallon, a former police chief known as
‘Robocop’ was elected on an anti-crime ticket. In Hartlepool, Stuart
Drummond was elected after campaigning as ‘Angus the Monkey’, the
mascot of the local football team, on a platform offering free bananas.
In Watford, where Labour’s Vincent Muspratt had been a strong advo-
cate of directly elected mayors, the Liberal Democrat took the seat. The
areas which voted for directly-elected mayors in October 2002 delivered
similarly unpalatable verdicts to the major parties. In Bedford, indepen-
dent Frank Branston defeated his more orthodox party rivals, while in
Mansfield and Stoke, also Labour strongholds, two independents, Tony
Egginton and Mike Wolfe, won. However, Labour did retain control of
the London Borough of Hackney, one of the poorest local authorities in
the country, when Jules Pipe succeeded in his bid to become mayor in a
high-profile contest against the liberal Conservative Andrew Boff and
hard left icon, Paul Foot.

How these independents will work out their own modus vivendi with
their councils remains to be seen. What is clear is that the experiment
has thus far not delivered the benefits which its advocates hoped for and
that those who saw the opportunity to move to directly elected mayors
as an encouragement for personality politics and populism have been
proved to have a case. Certainly the Select Committee examining the
workings of the 2000 local government legislation found that the
concentration on the issue of internal structure had been a distraction
for councils struggling to develop a new management agenda. And it
commented acidly that the evidence suggested that electors had rela-
tively little interest in the structures of local authorities as opposed to
the services that they might obtain. Not surprisingly, the government
distanced itself from the mayoral initiative, although in some ways
moving towards the new form of government was made easier when in
June 2002 it announced that local authorities would be able to choose
whether to hold a referendum or not.

Local democracy

Arguments for local democracy have frequently been undermined by
low turnouts at local elections and by public detachment from local
government. Indeed, the Audit Commission makes explicit the link
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between low turnout and national intervention, and central government
argues that its national mandate gives it a duty to address failures in
priority services. Commercial and academic opinion research frequently
reveals high proportions of citizens being unable to name a local coun-
cillor and large numbers, usually a majority, claiming to have had no
contact with local representatives.

Low participation in local elections has recently generated concern in
a number of quarters, including the Electoral Commission. Over the
past twenty years, turnout at local level averaged around 40 per cent,
but the last few years have seen turnout fall even lower. (Curtice 1999)
In May 2002, turnout at the English local elections was 32.8 per cent.
The introduction of directly elected mayors was intended to stimulate
public interest, but many of these elections also recorded very low
turnouts. Indeed, low turnouts in some areas were seen by many
observers as contributing to victories by maverick candidates and inde-
pendents. For example, the mayoral poll in which an independent won
Mansfield in 2002 recorded a turnout of 17.9 per cent.

Young people and black and minority ethnic groups are particularly
likely to be non-voters at local elections. Opinion poll material
conducted by NOP for the Electoral Commission probed the reasons for
public apathy in local elections and found a majority of the public
expressed little belief that local elections would make much of a differ-
ence (Electoral Commission 2002). The majority thought local elections
were not interesting and believed it was less important to vote at a local
than at a general election. The same research also found 60 per cent of
the public would be encouraged to vote at local elections if councils had
decision-making scope, more taxing and spending powers and they had
greater opportunities to participate between elections. It also found an
information deficit, not least as a result of a reduction in local
campaigning from the parties.

During the 2000 local elections there were some pilot schemes at the
local level where it was found that easier postal voting had an impact
on turnout. In 2002 there were many different experiments including
electronic and Internet voting, all-postal voting, electronic counting and
online registration. All postal ballots seemed to raise turnout signifi-
cantly. In September 2002, the government invited councils to submit
bids for further pilot projects for the 2003 elections so that there will be
more experiments with Internet voting and voting by phone as well as
by interactive television and by post.

How far the party system affects interest in local democracy is a moot
point. In some areas there is very little party competition. However, in
many parts of England competition is vigorous and Liberal Democrats,
Greens and independents are able to secure representation in local
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government. Indeed, of the total number of councillors in England and
Wales, the combined totals of Liberal Democrats and Independents
almost equal the number of Conservative councillors. And one of the
most marked developments within local politics in recent years has been
the growth in the number of councils with no overall party control – a
larger number than councils controlled either by Labour or the
Conservatives in 2002 (see Table 11.2).

Control of local government by central government

One of the causes most frequently given for lack of interest in local
government is the sense that there is little genuinely local about the
system in Britain where central government holds such strong powers
in relation to finance, inspection and audit and setting policy priorities.
Finance is at the heart of the central–local relationship and local
authorities had very much hoped that after the Thatcher/ Major years
a Labour government would loosen some of the controls on local
authorities. But although there were a series of promises to review both
the balance between central and local taxation and to reform some
aspects of local government finance, change was slow in coming.
Pressure groups such as the Local Government Association (LGA),
while welcoming the government’s proposals in relation to capital
finance (which gave local authorities greater freedom to borrow),
regretted that these had been balanced by provisions for additional
financial management. These additional restrictions include new
powers for the Secretary of State to specify the level of reserves for the
local authority. Government proposals also involve new duties being
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Table 11.2 Council results Enland and Wales, 2002

Source: Local Government Association (2002).

Councillors Councils

Conservative 7067 109
Labour 7576 122
Liberal Democrat 4223 27
Independent 2064 17
Plaid Cymru 207 3
No overall control . . . 132
Total 21137 410



imposed on finance officers to report on the adequacy of the author-
ity’s reserves, report on the robustness of budget figures and to moni-
tor their budgets, all of which appeared to involve more regulation and
the possibility of central intervention. The LGA is also unhappy with
government proposals to merge business rates and the grant. But it
welcomed the reforms scheduled for the council tax which provides
about 20% of the average local authority budget. Although the coun-
cil tax suffers from fewer defects than the poll tax or rates, it has been
subject to extensive criticism because of its regressive nature and the
banding structure which had been seriously affected by changes in
property values. The government is now pledged to introduce a statu-
tory revaluation and make the banding system more flexible. Although
government no longer routinely sets a cap or ceiling for each council,
central government has not given up its powers to cap council budgets.
The Local Government Act of 1999 gave the government reserve
powers if it thinks either tax or budgets have gone up too much.
Moreover this is a more flexible power than before because central
government can order cuts to take place in the following year as well
as the current one.

Labour is also reviewing the way the government grant to local
authorities is distributed, although the political implications of changes
to the formula make radical change in this direction very unlikely. Grant
is the major method of funding local authority services and amounts to
about £47 billion per annum in England alone. The way the general
grant is calculated is open to criticism because the formula takes into
account past spending and therefore perpetuates inequalities. However
any change in the formula (currently the Standard Spending
Assessment) by which grant is assessed could create controversy by
altering the extent to which such factors as deprivation are taken into
account. What does seem likely to change is the management of ring-
fenced grants (which currently amounts to about 14 per cent of council
budgets). These grants are resented by councils because they are tightly
targeted to particular services. Labour’s reforms of ring-fence grants are
however tied to a more general process of distinguishing between high-
performing and poorly performing councils which perhaps more than
any other aspect of its approach to local government reflects its
approach to decentralization.

Inspection and audit

Any loosening of the reins of central control of finance (in so far as it
has occurred) has been more than offset by the range of central
government initiatives designed to give Whitehall greater powers of
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intervention. This provides central government with leverage over the
local delivery of services and the operation of local councils generally.
These initiatives aim to change the culture of local government, not
least to make it more customer-focused. As such, they represent an
ambitious and unprecedented attempt to reshape the structures,
processes and strategic thinking of local government to bring them
into line with central government’s approach to public administration
and management. These reforms have established increasingly exact-
ing systems for improving the quality of locally delivered services and
local authority performance. Prominent amongst these initiatives is
Best Value, the replacement for the much disliked CCT. Best Value is
the name of the regime that was established under the 1999 Local
Government Act and introduced in April 2000. It has subsequently
been reviewed and modified. This regime required all local authorities
to develop a corporate strategy defining their overall goals and a
programme of measuring performance for all local authority functions
over a five-year period. In conducting these reviews, authorities and
services were required to address what became known as the ‘four
C’s’: To challenge whether a service was necessary, to compare the
performance of alternative providers, to consult local taxpayers, and
to compete by demonstrating that the chosen method of service deliv-
ery was the most effective. It was a crucial part of this new regime that
local authorities publish plans about how they would meet their
targets for improving services. The legislation made services subject to
inspection and made provision for direct central intervention where
local authorities were failing to deliver adequate services. Part of Best
Value’s aims was to change the internal relationships within an
authority, making them more flexible and encouraging both a clearer
central strategy and the decentralization of authority to service offi-
cers. How far this has been achieved is open to doubt, though service
officers themselves are more likely to perceive a change than top
managers and members.

From 2002 local authorities are subject to a new framework of
assessment, the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA),
which was outlined in Strong Local Leadership – Quality Public
Services. CPA followed the publication of two documents on the need
for a fuller audit regime to improve service delivery, Changing Gear
(2001) and a report by Sir Ian Byatt and Sir Michael Lyons. The Audit
Commission is now assuming an evolving role in the improvements in
council performance across the board. This framework involves exter-
nal assessment of all local authority services and the ranking of all
single tier and county authorities in ‘balanced scorecards’ and ‘league
tables’. These tables for the first 150 councils were made public by the
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end of 2002. The CPA brings together judgments about core services
(such as education, social services, housing and the environment), an
assessment of the financial management of an authority, and grading of
the council’s leadership. Taken together these scores will enable an
authority to be branded excellent, good, fair, weak and poor, a catego-
rization which itself caused considerable hostility in councils. The use of
league tables for councils is key to a new regime of central government
intervention in local authority affairs, although it is an approach which
is seen as heavy handed by many local authorities and their representa-
tives.

How local authorities are ranked in the CPA will have an extensive
impact on the freedoms and powers of the local authority, as well of
course as having an impact on the council’s image. Local authorities
ranked ‘excellent’ will gain additional freedoms, be subject to fewer
inspections and enjoy greater financial flexibility. In particular, it is
envisaged that a local government bill (announced in the autumn of
2002) will give ‘excellent’ authorities greater freedoms in relation to
ring-fenced grants, capital borrowing and the ability to set up trading
groups. By contrast, where councils are rated poorly, there will be exten-
sive central intervention and sanctions. As the government put it in its
2001 consultation paper, Tackling Poor Performance in Local
Government, ‘where a council or service is poor or failing we will
expect councils to act to put things right and where necessary we will
take decisive and tough action’. What this intervention could mean in
practice could be anything from outsourcing of services, allowing one
authority to run services for another or stricter central supervision.
Central government intervention in council affairs is hardly novel:
inspections, especially of education, police and social services, have long
been a regular form of central control. But the expansion of inspection,
the changing performance indicators and the emergence of new agencies
of inspection and audit such as the Improvement and Development
Agency have changed the character of the inspection process, and with
it the relationship between central and local government. The Audit
Commission has become a key player in the new world of local govern-
ment, providing effective if uncomfortable scrutiny (and publicity) for
weak councils such Hull and Walsall. It is as yet too early to assess fully
the impact of these initiatives but certainly officers now see central
government intervention as the primary force driving the modernizing
agenda. However, for many officers costs associated with inspection
outweigh the benefits because of the level of bureaucracy and regulation
involved. Such burdens are likely to prove especially heavy for smaller
councils.
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Conclusion

There is little doubt that Labour has introduced a radical agenda of
decentralization. Yet that agenda displays enormous contradictions and
tensions. The tension between the urge to control policy outputs and to
create vigorous new arenas of democratic activity or to breathe life into
old ones runs through the approach to devolution, regional and local
government. A new localism, at least as far as English local government
is concerned is, is likely to prove more new than local and to remain
highly regulated from the centre. Of course it may be that the popula-
tion cares more about the quality of services than about democratic
choice, and to that extent the government may be correct in placing
such emphasis on performance. However, the weakness of genuine
decentralization at the local level and of vigorous local democracy sets
Britain apart from most of its European neighbours. Most particularly,
however, it also places a question mark over claims that Britain has
genuinely become a multilevel polity.
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Chapter 12

Asymmetric Devolution: Toward
a Quasi-Federal Constitution?

VERNON BOGDANOR

The four component parts of the United Kingdom are now governed in
four different ways. Three of the component parts – Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland – have devolved bodies, while England does not.
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, moreover, have devolved bodies
of quite different types. Scotland enjoys a Parliament with legislative
powers, but the National Assembly of Wales enjoys powers only over
secondary and not primary legislation. Northern Ireland enjoys an
Assembly with legislative powers, but the provisions of the Northern
Ireland Act of 1998 require the executive to contain representatives of
both of the two warring communities in the province, and the Assembly
is to operate in a consociational rather than a majoritarian fashion.
England, the largest component of the United Kingdom, containing
around 85% of the population, has no devolved body to represent her
interests, and calls for an English Parliament enjoy little resonance.

These variations between different parts of the United Kingdom have
been defended as a justified response to dissimilar conditions in differ-
ent parts of the country. Yet, the outcome is, as Douglas Hurd has
pointed out, ‘a system of amazing untidiness . . . a Kingdom of four
parts, of three Secretaries of State, each with different powers, of two
Assemblies and one Parliament, each different in composition and
powers from the others, (Hurd 2001).

Devolution and the United Kingdom

Devolution poses two fundamental constitutional issues. The first, raised
many years ago by Dicey (1959) is whether there is such a constitutional
category at all, whether there can be a via media between the unitary
state and separatism, other than federalism. Devolution, (or Home Rule,
as it used to be known), would inevitably, so Dicey believed, lead to
break-up. But, for the Blair government, the fundamental purpose of
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devolution was to avoid break-up and to hold the United Kingdom
together, by containing the centrifugal forces of nationalism in Scotland
and Wales, and providing a guaranteed role in government for the
minority, nationalist, community in Northern Ireland. In Scotland,
however, the nationalists welcomed devolution because they believed
that it would encourage break-up rather than avert it; while, in
Northern Ireland, Sinn Fein welcomed devolution as a step towards
detaching the province from the rest of the United Kingdom. Opponents
of devolution, therefore, maintained that it was a policy which, far from
holding the kingdom together, would disrupt it by creating friction
between London and Edinburgh, and a deadlocked form of government
in Northern Ireland which, unable to operate effectively, would encour-
age the men of violence. The first issue then is whether devolution is a
genuine via media between a unitary state and a federal one.

The second issue is whether asymmetrical devolution, a form of
government which breaches the principle of equal rights for citizens
living in different parts of the kingdom, is likely to prove stable; or
whether it will prove a mere provocation to fresh demands. Already in
Wales there is pressure for the Assembly to be given the same powers
over primary legislation that the Scottish Parliament enjoys, and the
Assembly has set up a Commission under the Labour peer, Lord
Richard, to consider the reform of the Government of Wales Act. In the
North of England there is pressure for a regional assembly which could
compete with the Scottish Parliament in bidding for funds from central
government. Thus, the second issue posed by devolution is whether an
asymmetrical structure can yield a stable settlement.

Popular commentators and even some academics have not hesitated
to rush to judgment on these matters, and, their judgments have been,
on the whole, pessimistic. Indeed, they have tended to diagnose Britain
as now in a state of terminal decline. Tom Nairn in his book, After
Britain, insists that ‘Britain has already broken up in spirit and the fact
will soon follow’, while Andrew Marr labels devolution as The Day
Britain Died. Commentators from the right have been equally apoca-
lyptic, with Peter Hitchens, for example, foreseeing The Abolition of
Britain, while John Redwood, as befits a former Fellow of All Souls,
shows a sense of scholarly caution in adding a question mark to the
otherwise lurid title of his book, The Death of Britain? (Nairn 2000,
Marr 2000, Hitchens 2000, Redwood 1999)

Those who believe that Britain will be no more are particularly afraid
of an imbalance between a Scotland straining to burst the bounds of the
devolution settlement and an England unable to express its nationalism
for fear of disrupting the kingdom. The left tends to emphasize the first,
the right the second. Perhaps the fears of both are exaggerated. They are
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certainly wildly premature. For the answer to the two questions posed
above must be, in the words of the famous Chinese proverb, that it is
far too early to tell.

In the second edition of his book, The English Constitution (sic),
published in 1872, Walter Bagehot wisely remarked that it was

too soon as yet to attempt to estimate the effect of the Reform Act
in 1867. The people enfranchised under it do not yet know their
own power . . . A new constitution does not produce its full effect as
long as all its subjects were reared under an old constitution, as long
as its statesmen were trained by that old constitution. It is not really
tested till it comes to be worked by statesmen and among a people
neither of whom are guided by a different experience. (Bagehot
1963).

It is perhaps natural to seek a verdict on whether devolution has
‘worked’ or not, just four years after the first Scottish Parliament and
the first National Assembly of Wales were elected. Yet, any judgments
as to the effectiveness or success of devolution can, at the present time,
be no more than highly tentative. It would be very dangerous indeed to
make rash generalizations about the workings of a new constitutional
settlement, based on just four years’ experience. For new institutions
and organizational structures take at least ten years, and perhaps longer,
to establish their own distinctive patterns. Thus any judgment of the
consequences of the Great Reform Act of 1832 made in 1836, or the
Government of Ireland Act of 1920 made in 1924, or the Life Peerages
Act of 1958 made in 1962, would almost certainly have been falsified
by later events.

Devolution, moreover, is more than a mere institutional or organiza-
tional change. It is a very radical constitutional reform, creating a form
of government hitherto unknown in the United Kingdom, with the
exception of the de minimis experiment in Northern Ireland between
1921 and 1972. The experience of Northern Ireland was of course
deeply influenced by the religious-cum-tribal conflict in the province
and by the electoral system, which allowed for the permanent domi-
nance of one political party, the Unionists, who enjoyed an overall
majority in the Parliament throughout its existence. Experience in
Scotland and Wales is likely to be influenced by the evolution of party
politics not only in Edinburgh and in Cardiff, but also at Westminster.
From this point of a view, the relationship between Westminster and the
devolved bodies since 1999 has been, in a sense, artificial in that a
Labour government in London has been complemented by
Labour/Liberal Democrat administrations in Edinburgh, and, since
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autumn 2000, in Cardiff also. No true test of whether devolution is
‘working’ or not will be possible until the majorities in Edinburgh and
Cardiff find themselves in conflict with, rather than complementary to,
the majority at Westminster.

Devolution and the Westminster Parliament

Devolution establishes new constitutional relationships between the
different parts of the United Kingdom, relationships familiar perhaps in
federal states, but wholly new in Britain, with the very limited exception
of the 1921–72 Northern Ireland experience.

Devolution can of course be differentiated from federalism, in that it
delegates sovereignty rather than dividing it. But this may be a differ-
ence of form rather than substance. Admittedly, the Blair government,
in devolving power to Scotland, was anxious to stress that the sover-
eignty of Parliament was being retained at Westminster. The White
Paper, Scotland’s Parliament, declared in stern Diceyan tones in para-
graph 42, that ‘The United Kingdom Parliament is and will remain
sovereign in all matters’ (HMSO 1997). Section 28(7) of the Scotland
Act, 1998, repeated this claim, declaring that, ‘This section’, which
provided for the Scottish Parliament to make laws, ‘does not affect the
power of the Parliament of the United Kingdom to make laws for
Scotland’ (HMSO 1999).

In practice, however, it can already be seen that the sovereignty of
Parliament has been limited by devolution. Westminster has agreed, by
convention, that it will not normally legislate on matters devolved to
Scotland without the consent of the Scottish Parliament. Scottish minis-
ters at Westminster – the Secretary of State and her team – no longer
accept questions on Scottish domestic affairs, since they are no longer
responsible for them.

Even on Welsh matters, despite the fact that powers over only
secondary and not primary legislation have been devolved to the
National Assembly of Wales, ministers refused at the first Welsh ques-
tion time after devolution, to accept questions on Welsh domestic
affairs:

In reply to a question on tourism, Peter Hain, Under-Secretary at the
Welsh Office, replied, ‘I had responsibility for this matter until 1
July.’

The Speaker then interjected, ‘If it is a devolved matter, we must pass
on.’
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Later, having been asked a question on the problems of the beef
industry, Alun Michael, the Welsh Secretary, replied, ‘This is a matter
for the National Assembly for Wales.’

The Speaker interjected again. ‘If the Minister announces that it is a
matter for the National Assembly for Wales, I cannot allow the
House to trespass on these responsibilities. [ Interruption ] If the
Minister tells me that it is a matter for the Assembly, it cannot be a
matter for the House, correct?’

Alun Michael: ‘Correct.’

A question was then put to Welsh Office Under-Secretary, Jon Owen
Jones, concerning abbatoirs in Wales. He replied, ‘This is a matter for
my Right Hon. Friend, the Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and
Food, or in Wales, for the National Assembly.’

The Speaker interjected yet again. ‘Order. In that case, it is a matter
for the Welsh Assembly. It cannot be the responsibility of both this
House and the Assembly.’ (Hansard 1999)

This was a remarkable decision, since the Government of Wales Act
devolves to the National Assembly of Wales, not particular subject
areas, as with the Scotland Act, but powers. Statutorily, every area of
policy still remains with Westminster. It may be objected against the
argument that Westminster has lost sovereignty, that ministers do not
answer questions on matters which are the responsibility of local
authorities, and yet it is not argued that Parliament is no longer sover-
eign over local authorities.

The Scottish Parliament and the National Assembly of Wales,
however, are not local authorities, but bodies with powers to legislate
over a wide range of domestic activity, and bodies which represent
national feeling in Scotland and Wales. While it is normally a fairly easy
matter for Parliament to assert its will over local authorities against
their wishes, and even, as in 1985, to abolish a whole tier of local
government – the metropolitan authorities and the GLC – that will
hardly be the case with the devolved bodies. Admittedly, Westminster
was able to prorogue, and in effect abolish, the Northern Ireland
Parliament in 1972; but that, too, is hardly relevant, since the Northern
Ireland Parliament was not set up to placate a centrifugal nationalism,
but, on the contrary, to make it easier for ministers to cede a part of the
United Kingdom for which they had no particular love. Political author-
ity, moreover, depends upon its regular and continuous exercise; it must
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mean something more than the mere incursion of legislative authority
during a pathological crisis. Moreover, the Scottish Parliament and the
National Assembly of Wales, by contrast with the Northern Ireland
Parliament set up in 1921, were established only after they had been
validated by their respective electorates through referendums. It would
not be easy to abolish them without securing approval for their aboli-
tion in further referendums.

It will not even be easy for Westminster unilaterally to alter the devo-
lution settlement to Scotland’s disadvantage. There is currently much
discussion of revising the Barnett formula or the needs assessment
formula determining the block grant going to Scotland, which is based
on the Barnett formula. For, so it is alleged, these formulae are unduly
favourable to Scotland. The White Paper, Scotland’s Parliament
declares, however, that

Substantial revision [of the Barnett formula] would need to be
preceded by an in depth study of relative spending requirements and
would be the subject of full consultation between the Scottish
Executive and the Government. (HMSO 1997).

It is not perhaps being too speculative to suppose that ‘full consultation’
will in practice mean that the Scottish Executive comes to enjoy a prac-
tical veto on proposals to revise the formulae to the disadvantage of the
Scots. On such matters, therefore, the supreme body with the power to
alter the provisions of the devolution settlement may well be, not
Westminster alone, but Westminster together with the Scottish
Parliament.

It is therefore difficult to resist the conclusion that Westminster is in
practice no longer sovereign over the domestic affairs of Scotland and
Wales; or that, at the very least, the sovereignty of Parliament means
something very different in Scotland, and to some extent in Wales from
what it means in England. In England, the sovereignty of the Westminster
Parliament corresponds to a genuine supremacy over ‘all persons, matters
and things’. In Scotland, by contrast, it seems to mean little more than a
vague right of supervision over the Scottish Parliament, together perhaps
with a power in some pathological situation, such as afflicted Northern
Ireland in 1972, to abolish that Parliament. Parliament’s sovereignty over
England still corresponds to a real power to make laws affecting every
aspect of England’s domestic affairs. In Scotland, by contrast, it no longer
corresponds to such a real power, but to a power – fairly nebulous in prac-
tice, one may suspect – to supervise another legislative body which enjoys
the real power to make laws over a wide area of public policy. Thus,
except perhaps during periods of pathological crisis, the formal assertion
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of parliamentary supremacy will become empty since it will no longer be
accompanied by a real political supremacy.

The term ‘devolution’, then, is highly misleading. It seems to imply a
mere delegation of powers. But, in practice, it does far more than dele-
gate powers. It divides the power to legislate for Scotland between
Westminster and Edinburgh, creating a quasi-federal relationship
between the two parliaments.

Perhaps the logic of devolution implies that, if it is to rest upon an
enduring constitutional foundation, the distribution of powers should
not be revocable at will by Westminster. At present, the Judicial
Committee of the Privy Council can pronounce on the constitutionality
of legislation emanating from the Scottish Parliament, but not upon
Westminster legislation – although, in practice, were the Judicial
Committee to pronounce that a particular statute deriving from the
Scottish Parliament lay within its powers, it would be difficult for
Westminster to override it. If that is the case, then Westminster would
lose another of the characteristics of a supreme parliament, the power
to make laws from which there is no appeal; for in practice both
Westminster and the Scottish Parliament will have come to depend upon
the decisions of a court for the protection of their sphere of action, a
condition characteristic of a a federal system of government.

In his Introduction to the Study of the Law of the Constitution, Dicey
detected ‘three leading characteristics of completely developed federal-
ism – the supremacy of the constitution – the distribution among bodies
with limited and co-ordinate authority of the different powers of
government – the authority of the courts to act as interpreters of the
constitution’ (Dicey 1959: 144). Were it ever to be recognized that devo-
lution in fact implies an abdication of Westminster’s ability to alter the
settlement at will, and the transfer of powers to adjudicate the settle-
ment to a court, then it will also have been recognized that the logic of
devolution points to a constitution, a constitution, moreover that bears
strong resemblances to the constitution of a federal state.

Already, however, devolution has introduced into Westminster a
federal element, which has been absent from it throughout British
history except, once again, for the de minimis exception of Northern
Ireland between 1921 and 1972. With this exception, Westminster has
always been characterized by the complete absence of the federal prin-
ciple. Every Member of Parliament enjoyed similar rights and duties,
and there were no territorial differences in the responsibilities of MPs
from different parts of the United Kingdom, since every Member of
Parliament was equally responsible for scrutinizing both the domestic
and non-domestic affairs of every part of the United Kingdom. Since
1999, however, Members of Parliament have been able to play no part
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in legislating for the domestic affairs of Scotland or Northern Ireland,
and no part in drawing up secondary legislation for the domestic affairs
of Wales. Only with regard to England do Members of Parliament
continue to enjoy the power which hitherto they have enjoyed for the
whole of the United Kingdom, of scrutinizing both primary and
secondary legislation. Thus, Westminster is no longer a Parliament for
the domestic and non-domestic affairs of the whole of the United
Kingdom. It has been transformed into a parliament for England, a
federal parliament for Scotland and Northern Ireland, and a parliament
for primary legislation for Wales. Westminster has become a quasi-
federal parliament.

There is a further consequence, namely that MPs for Scotland and
Northern Ireland have been deprived of most of their constituency
duties. For most of the matters on which constituencies contact their
Member of Parliament, matters such as housing and education, are now
in the hands of the devolved bodies. MPs for Scotland and Northern
Ireland are responsible primarily for foreign affairs, defence and macro-
economic policy. There are thus MPs from England with constituency
responsibilities and MPs from Scotland and Northern Ireland with no
constituency responsibilities, and MPs from Wales with much reduced
constituency responsibilities.

In June 1999, the Scottish Parliament proposed that reduced
allowances be paid for ‘additional’ members elected under the list on the
grounds that they had fewer constituency responsibilities than those
elected in constituencies. In the Commons, shortly afterwards, a
Conservative MP proposed a similar reduction in the allowances of MPs
representing Scottish and Northern Ireland constituencies. To this
request, the then Leader of the House, Margaret Beckett responded, ‘I
strongly hold the view . . . that there is not and should not be such a
thing as two different kinds of Members of Parliament’ (Hansard
1999a). Mrs Beckett thus turned a Nelsonian blind eye to the problem.
Her answer had no basis in logic. For the first time in its history, with
the exception of Northern Ireland between 1921 and 1972, there were
in fact two kinds of Members of Parliament at Westminster – or three if
the unique position of Welsh MPs were to be taken into account. So it
was that, for the first time in British history, the general election of 2001
did not decide domestic policy for Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland.
Of New Labour’s five policy pledges in 1997, at least two – the pledge
to reduce class sizes and the pledge to reduce NHS waiting lists – now
lay beyond the government’s control outside England. The Scottish
Parliament, indeed, could, if it so wished, abolish the National Health
Service entirely. Thus, in England, voters were still electing a Parliament
which would be responsible for their domestic affairs. In Scotland,
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Wales and Northern Ireland, by contrast, the voters were electing a
Parliament for a quasi-federal state.

Devolution for England?

England is of course the anomaly in the devolution settlement. It is by
far the largest and most populous part of the United Kingdom, yet it is
the only part of the United Kingdom without a Parliament or Assembly
of its own. England indeed has always resisted federalism, but it has also
resisted, in the twentieth century at least, the integration of the non-
English parts of the United Kingdom, preferring a system of indirect
rule, which allowed the indigenous institutions of the non-English parts
of the United Kingdom to be preserved. Nor has English nationalism
been a particularly strong force for much of the twentieth century. Part
of the reason for this no doubt is that, with a characteristic lack of logic,
many in England have failed to recognize the distinction between being
English and being British, treating the two as interchangeable. In 1924,
Stanley Baldwin, speaking at the annual dinner of the Royal Society of
St George, was able to confess to ‘a feeling of satisfaction and profound
thankfulness that I may use the word ‘England’ without some fellow at
the back of the room shouting out ‘Britain’ (quoted in Aughey 2001).
Because so many used ‘English’ and ‘British’ as interchangeable terms,
English nationalism found itself without any obviously recognizably
patriotic symbols of its own.

If, however, the English were to seek to express their Englishness to
the full, they could easily, as the dominant nation in the United
Kingdom, threaten the unity of the country. Some commentators indeed,
primarily on the right, such as the journalist, Simon Heffer, in his book,
Nor Shall my Sword: The Reinvention of England, argue that devolu-
tion imposes such injustices upon the English that they should do
precisely that (Heffer 1999). For it is, according to this viewpoint, no
longer reasonable to expect the English to submerge their identity solely
in order to hold the United Kingdom together. The English can become
truly English only if they are willing to burst the bounds of union.

Survey evidence enables us to cast considerable light upon the reality
of English attitudes, as opposed to the claims of the commentators as to
what they are or ought to be. The options in Box 12.1 were put before
English respondents for the Social Attitudes Survey in 1997 and 1999.

The same survey also showed that 65 per cent of the English believed
that ‘the government should do everything it can to keep all parts of
Britain together in a single state’, but that 54 per cent of the English
believed that it would be in the long-term interests of Northern Ireland
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to join with the Irish Republic rather than remain within the United
Kingdom. There has in fact been majority backing in England for Irish
unity in opinion polls since the first British Election Survey in 1983
(Curtice and Heath, 2000).

The answers given to these survey questions seem to indicate that the
English have come to accept devolution in Scotland and Wales. Indeed,
there seems now to be a majority amongst English voters for devolution
in Scotland and Wales. But the English do not want devolution for
themselves. The late Donald Dewar, Scottish Secretary of State and then
Scotland’s First Minister, once said that devolution was the ‘settled will’
of the Scottish people. Devolution to Scotland and Wales, but not to
England, now appears as the settled will of the English people too. The
English have adjusted to the new status quo, but are uninterested in
further constitutional change. They seek, not to become lions, but to
remain ostriches, preferring, as Disraeli once put it, to be governed not
by logic but by Parliament.

Perhaps there has been too much emphasis by political scientists upon
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Box 12.1 Social attitudes survey, 1997 and 1999

Scotland should have 1997 1999

Independence 14 24
Devolution, with some taxation powers 38 44
Devolution, with no taxation powers 17 10
No devolution 23 13

Wales should have 1997 1999

Independence 13 20
Devolution, with law-making and taxation
powers 37 34
Devolution, with limited law-making powers,
and no taxation powers 18 22
No devolution 25 15

England should have 1999

A Parliament 18
Regional assemblies 15
No change 62

Note: These results reflect the views of English respondents only (Curtice
and Heath 2000: 162–6).



the factors tending towards the break-up of the United Kingdom and too
much historical discussion of the United Kingdom as an artificial
construct, an ‘invented nation’, held together by essentially ephemeral
factors (Colley 1992). The Scottish National Party (SNP), after all,
achieved its highest vote in a general election, 30 per cent, over 27 years
ago, in October 1974. Its vote in the most recent general election, in
2001, was 20 per cent. This means that 80 per cent of Scottish voters
voted for unionist parties and that the SNP has lost one-third of its vote
over the last quarter-century. There can be little comparison with the
Irish situation in the nineteenth century where, outside Ulster, all but two
of the Irish constituencies were won, after 1885, by the Home Rule party.
If to be British is to wish to continue to be represented at Westminster,
then there can be little doubt that there is a majority in each of the
component parts of the United Kingdom for remaining British.

Perhaps there has been too little analysis of the factors which hold the
United Kingdom together. In his somewhat underestimated book,
Understanding the United Kingdom, Richard Rose suggested that too
much had been written explaining what had not happened, i.e. the
break-up of the United Kingdom, with the consequence that historians
and political scientists had spent too little time analysing the factors
which held Britain together (Rose 1982). Britain, Rose suggested, was
united by functional issues and by common economic and social
concerns. Paradoxically, the referendum in Scotland in 1997 which
showed massive support for devolution, confirmed rather than refuted
Rose’s argument. For, the ‘Yes’ majority seems to have been founded
primarily on instrumental reasons, rather than upon nationalism. Voters
believed that a Scottish Parliament would improve the quality of public
welfare, especially health and education. They regarded constitutional
reform as a means rather than an end in itself. In the words of two
psephologists who analysed the election, ‘Most have expectations that
[the Parliament] will make a difference to their lives in terms of the
services they want it to provide. Those are the grounds on which its
effectiveness is likely to be judged, rather than as an affective expression
of nationhood’ (Surridge and McCrone 1999: 52). If this view is correct,
devolution will be seen to have renegotiated the Union between England
and Scotland, rather than to have destroyed it.

England, however, does not seek a parliament of her own. When,
during the 1997–2001 Parliament, William Hague, the Conservative
leader, sought to put himself at the head of an English army by propos-
ing one, he found himself bereft of followers. The Blair government,
therefore, took the view that devolution in England should take the
form, not of an English Parliament, but of devolution to the English
regions. Such a policy is Gladstonian in nature. For, in 1879, during his

232 Vernon Bogdanor



Midlothian campaign, Gladstone had declared, ‘If we can make
arrangements under which Ireland, Scotland, Wales, portions of
England can deal with questions of local and special interest to them-
selves more efficiently than Parliament now can, that, I say, will be the
attainment of a great national good’ (Jenkins 1995: 432). It took nearly
120 years for a government of the Left to begin the fulfillment of this
‘great national good’. By the millennium, however, Northern Ireland,
Scotland and Wales enjoyed institutions through which they could ‘deal
with questions of local and special interest to themselves’. The unfin-
ished business that remained concerned the ‘portions of England’ which
alone lacked ‘arrangements’ by which they could deal with such ques-
tions.

In 1997, however, the government had established, as a first step
towards devolution, regional development agencies and it had also
provided for indirectly elected regional chambers to scrutinize them. In
2002, the government issued a White Paper, Your Region, Your Choice:
Revitalizing the United Kingdom, (DLTR 2002), providing for, but not
requiring, directly elected regional assemblies. The government’s policy
on English devolution, then, was permissive rather than mandatory.

The reason for this is of course that regional consciousness differs so
greatly in intensity in different parts of England, being strong no doubt
in the North, but weak or perhaps non-existent in the South East. The
government proposed, therefore, that assemblies would be established
only where favoured by a majority in a region in a referendum; and it
would be for the government to gauge whether there was sufficient
public interest in a particular region to justify holding such a referen-
dum.

But there is a further difficulty with regional devolution. For, in
England, devolution would add a third tier to sub-national government,
since it would co-exist with a two-tier rather than, as in Scotland and
Wales, with a one-tier system of local authorities. This is because local
government had been reorganized into a system of unitary authorities in
Scotland and Wales by John Major’s administration in 1994, but no
such reorganization had been completed in England. Thus the White
Paper proposed that, in areas where a referendum was to be held, there
would first be an independent review of local government structure by
the Boundary Commission for England, which would recommend the
most effective unitary structure for the region. A unitary system of local
government would be a precondition for regional devolution in
England. The problem of securing a unitary system of local government
would, however, be less difficult in the three northern regions, since a
substantial proportion of the population of the North East, North West
and Yorkshire and Humberside already live under unitary authorities.
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Elsewhere, however, the counties would almost certainly resist local
government reorganization, since the county tier would probably be the
one to be abolished.

The assemblies would be elected by the Additional Member System,
already used for elections to the Scottish Parliament and the National
Assembly of Wales. They would, like the National Assembly of Wales,
enjoy no revenue-raising powers of their own, but would be funded
primarily from a single government grant. They would, however, be
able to raise additional funds through precepting the council tax,
which would be collected on their behalf by local authorities in the
region. This power would, however, be limited by arrangements
comparable to the current local authority capping regime, and the
assemblies would have no power to alter the non-domestic business
rate. The assemblies would acquire powers from central government
primarily over economic development, transport, land use and
regional planning, and environmental protection and public health.
They would not, however, enjoy powers over the politically sensitive
areas of the National Health Service or education (except possibly
further education). It is possible, of course, that the powers of the
regional assemblies would be expanded in the long run and that devo-
lution in England might become, as the former Welsh Secretary, Ron
Davies, predicted would be the case in Wales, a process rather than an
event.

Beyond the unitary state: devolution and its impacts

Devolution to the English regions would be a major step towards
completing a radical constitutional reform which could, in the process of
time, transform the United Kingdom, almost by stealth, from a unitary
state into a quasi-federal one. The establishment of such a state would,
however, threaten one fundamental principle which has lain at the basis
of British politics from the time of the Attlee government, if not from the
era of Lloyd George. It is that the benefits which the individual derives
from the state, and the burdens imposed upon the him should depend,
not upon geography, but upon need. Devolution, however, now allows
the non-English parts of the kingdom to develop their own distinctive
priorities in public policy. Yet the Welfare State was founded on the prin-
ciple that the needs of citizens should be determined not locally but by
central government, which alone could balance the requirements of
different parts of the kingdom. The alternative would be what is now
contemptuously called a postcode lottery. Perhaps it was for this reason
that Neil Kinnock, then a rebellious backbencher, declared in 1976, that
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devolution ‘could be an obituary notice for [the Labour] movement’
(quoted in Taylor 2000: 180). For those Labour MPs, primarily but not
wholly from the left of the party, who opposed devolution in the 1970s
and 1990s were concerned less with the argument over sovereignty, that
devolution would prove the slippery slope leading to the break-up of the
kingdom, but, with a quite different argument, that from power, since
they believed that with devolution, Westminster would lose the power
to correct territorial disparities.

Devolution, then, threatens a fundamental principle of the welfare
state and of social democracy. Already, after only four years, important
divergencies have appeared in welfare benefits between Scotland and the
rest of the United Kingdom. For the Scottish Parliament has decided to
provide for the finance of university students, the salaries of teachers,
and the needs of those in residential care, in a more generous way from
that adopted by Westminster. As devolution progresses, it is likely that
the non-English parts of the United Kingdom will continue to establish
priorities of their own, distinct from those of Westminster. With devolu-
tion to the English regions, the discrepancies could become even larger.
It is not clear how far that process can go within a single state. Perhaps
a new definition of what social and economic rights are fundamental and
should remain uniform throughout the kingdom would be helpful. What
cannot be denied is that devolution threatens the power of the govern-
ment of the United Kingdom to secure equal social and economic rights
for all of its citizens. It is perhaps ironic that it has been a Labour govern-
ment which has been so enthusiastic to promote devolution. For devolu-
tion conflicts profoundly with the traditional aim of social democrats,
reiterated as recently as 1998 by Tony Blair in his Fabian pamphlet, The
Third Way, as the promotion of ‘social justice with the state as its main
agent’ (Blair 1998b). It is difficult to see how the state can promote social
justice if it has been fragmented and cut into pieces by devolution.

Wherever a government is composed of more than one tier, whether
it is federal in nature, or whether the lower tier is constitutionally subor-
dinate, as in the United Kingdom, there needs to be communication
between the various layers of government. The Blair government, in
order to achieve, this, published in 1998 a Memorandum of
Understanding (HMSO, 1999) and established a Joint Ministerial
Committee comprising ministers of the Westminster government and
the devolved administrations. Various concordats, which are not legally
binding, but in the nature of statements of political intent, have also
been issued to assist communication between the government and the
devolved administrations. In addition, the Cabinet Office established a
Constitution Secretariat in May 1997, in part no doubt to consider
devolution issues.
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These arrangements, experimental though they may be, are similar
to, although of course they do not precisely mirror, those established in
Canada, whose system of inter-governmental relations is perhaps the
most highly developed and sophisticated amongst federal states. The
dangers of these arrangements are also perhaps similar to those that
have been noticed in Canada by many commentators.

The prime danger is that inter-governmental institutions create a
third and unaccountable layer of government. The inter-governmental
layer will in theory be accountable to Westminster and the devolved
bodies, but in practice there is likely to be buck passing, with each side
blaming the other for unpalatable decisions. Moreover, the public are,
inevitably perhaps, excluded from this process of inter-governmental
negotiations, which take place mainly in private. There are restrictions
on the extent to which the information divulged in inter-governmental
negotiations can be made available to the public. The Memorandum of
Understanding proclaims that:

Each administration will wish to ensure that the information it
supplies to others is subject to appropriate safeguards in order to
avoid prejudicing its interests . . . Each administration can only
expect to receive information if it treats such information with appro-
priate discretion. (HMSO 1999; cf. Rawlings 2000)

The danger, then, is that parliament and people will be presented with
various faits accomplis, deals negotiated behind closed doors, which
cannot be unpacked, and which reinforce the dominance of the execu-
tive both at Westminster and in Edinburgh and Cardiff. At a time when
there are worries about parliamentary accountability and when elec-
toral participation rates are declining, this exclusion of parliament and
the public from the inter-governmental process must be a matter of
some concern. Moreover, one of the aims of devolution was to lessen the
load on central government and to relieve it of responsibilities. This
purpose would be defeated if a new complex inter-governmental layer
of government were introduced, with its accompanying bureaucratic
load. There are perhaps no obvious ways of averting these dangers. It is
possible, however, that accountability might be increased were the vari-
ous legislatures and assemblies within the United Kingdom to become
involved in the process in addition to their governments so that the
views of the devolved bodies could be, as it were, built into the struc-
tures within which the key decisions are taken.

In my book, Devolution in the United Kingdom, I proposed that this
be achieved by transforming the House of Lords into an indirectly
elected chamber, modelled on the German Bundesrat, as a method of
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‘giving the devolved governments formal access to the legislative powers
in a reformed second chamber’ (Bogdanor 1999: 285).The central
government would then need to secure the consent of representatives of
the devolved bodies in the reformed second chamber. In Britain, such a
chamber might, it was suggested, be composed of delegates from the
devolved executives in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and from
local authorities in England. The English representatives would be dele-
gates from the London authority and the regional chambers, themselves
elected in large part from local authorities. Were devolution to come
about in the English regions, however, it would be natural to replace this
form of representation with representation from the executives of the
English regional authorities themselves.

Further reflection, however, and also consideration of the criticisms
contained in the book by Ivor Richard, formerly Leader of the House
of Lords, and Damien Welfare, Unfinished Business (1999), have
served to convince me that the Bundesrat model cannot be applied to
Britain. Part of the reason for this is that Britain has not yet become,
as Germany already is, a federal state. Rather, devolution has so far
created a form of asymmetric quasi-federalism in the United Kingdom.
For the regional chambers in England do not as yet enjoy anything like
the electoral legitimacy of the German Länder. They are non-statutory
indirectly elected bodies, containing, in addition to local councillors,
non-elected people such as business representatives. Thus, English
representation in an indirectly elected second chamber would be a form
of indirect election at two removes, by those originally elected to local
authorities and then seconded to the regional chambers. Such supposed
‘representatives’ would hardly enjoy the legitimacy of those represent-
ing the directly elected devolved bodies in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland.

Moreover, in England, elections for local authorities would then
become, in effect, invisible elections for the new second chamber. This
would make it less likely that local elections would be decided by local
issues, and more likely that they would come to depend upon the vicis-
situdes of national party politics. Instead of being asked to vote for a
party pursuing policies in the interests of a locality, electors would be
asked to vote for a party which would support or oppose the govern-
ment in the new second chamber. Local elections would thus become
bound more tightly into the Westminster system, and local and regional
autonomy, far from being strengthened, might well come to be weak-
ened.

The qualifications for local councillors would also alter. Instead of
being chosen primarily for their ability to formulate policies for their
locality, they would also need to be able to scrutinize the working of
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central government and to hold it to account in the new second cham-
ber. That is a very different requirement, and it is by no means clear that
one person could do both tasks effectively; nor that either of these tasks
could be undertaken on a part-time basis. Most probably, some coun-
cillors would concentrate on the one task, and some on the other. This
division of labour, however, could well weaken local government rather
than strengthening it, by depriving it of a cadre of able councillors.

Moreover, in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, an indirectly
elected chamber, modelled on the Bundesrat, would have the effect of
re-opening many of the contentious features of the devolution settle-
ment. Scottish members of the second chamber, for example, would be
able to scrutinize legislation emanating from the Scottish Parliament as
well as government legislation (excluding financial legislation). This
would give them a wider remit than is enjoyed by Scottish MPs, who,
following devolution, are no longer in practice in a position to scruti-
nize Scottish domestic legislation emanating from the Scottish
Parliament. Thus an indirectly elected second chamber would raise
anew the West Lothian Question in a different and unpalatable form.
Far from being the coping-stone to the devolution settlement, therefore,
such a reformed second chamber could well re-open it, re-kindling
English resentment at its inequity.

Britain as a multi-national state

The legislation providing for devolution to Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland, establishes a new constitutional settlement amongst
the nations comprizing the United Kingdom. Northern Ireland is,
however, once again an exception since neither of the two communities
in Northern Ireland see themselves as a nation; for the Unionists see
themselves as part of the British nation, while the Nationalists see them-
selves as part of the Irish nation. Nevertheless, the United Kingdom is,
as a result of devolution, in the process of becoming a new union of
nations, each with its own identity and institutions – a multi-national
state rather than, as the English have traditionally seen it, a homoge-
neous British nation containing a variety of people.

Moreover, it seems to have become implicitly accepted that the vari-
ous nations comprizing the United Kingdom enjoy the right of self-
determination, and that this includes the right of secession. Since the
time of the Northern Ireland Constitution Act of 1973, it has become
accepted that the constitutional status of Northern Ireland cannot be
changed without the consent of the people of Northern Ireland; if,
however, a majority in Northern Ireland seeks to leave the United
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Kingdom and join with the Republic of Ireland, that wish will be
accepted by the British government, which will indeed facilitate the
transfer.

In Scotland in 1988, the Claim of Right, the foundation document of
the Scottish Constitutional Convention, declared that ‘We, gathered as
the Scottish Constitutional Convention, do hereby acknowledge the
sovereign right of the Scottish people to determine the form of
Government suited to their needs’. On this view, sovereignty lay with
the people of Scotland, not with Westminster, a claim implicitly
accepted by the Blair government, which, in drawing up its proposals
for devolution in Scotland followed closely the ideas of the Convention,
and resisted departures from them on the grounds that they did not
represent the wishes of the Scottish people. Significantly, the Claim of
Right was ceremonially handed over to the Presiding Officer of the new
Scottish Parliament just prior to its opening on 1 July 1999. So it is that,
‘The legal doctrine of Westminster’s sovereignty meets its limits in the
assertion of popular sovereignty. Crucially, the source of the Scottish
Constitution becomes rooted in the people as well as in the Westminster
Parliament’ (Hadfield, 2003). From this point of view, the Scotland Act
represents a self-generated or autochthonous constitution, a constitu-
tion rooted, as it were, in Scottish soil, rather than, as the term ‘devolu-
tion’ implies, one imposed by Westminster (cf. Wheare 1960, Hadfield
2003). There can be little doubt that if, at some time in the future, it
became the ‘settled will’ of the Scottish people to break the link with
Westminster, the British government of the day would respect that wish,
rather than, as it did in the 19th century in the case of Ireland, resist it.
Thus, in both Northern Ireland and Scotland, it has come to be accepted
that their constitutional status depends not only upon the decisions of a
supposedly sovereign Parliament at Westminster but upon the wishes of
their people.

The unitary British state was the expression of a belief that the non-
English sections of the United Kingdom formed part of a single British
nation. Devolution, by contrast, is the expression of a belief that the
non-English parts represent separate nations which, nevertheless,
choose to remain within the larger multi-national framework of the
United Kingdom. But, as well as providing for a new constitutional
settlement amongst the nations comprizing the United Kingdom, the
devolution legislation of 1998 establishes a constitutional settlement
between the nations comprizing the United Kingdom, and the other
nation sharing these islands, namely the Irish nation – for the interna-
tional treaty which gave legislative expression to the bulk of the
Belfast Agreement, signed on Good Friday 1998, created a
British–Irish Council whose role it would be, in the words of the
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Belfast Agreement, ‘to promote the harmonious and mutually benefi-
cial development of the totality of relationships among the people of
these islands’.

The British-Irish Council was modelled in large part upon the Nordic
Council (Bogdanor, 1999). As with the Nordic Council, membership of
the British-Irish Council is not confined to nations. The members of the
Council will be Britain and Ireland, the devolved bodies in Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland, and, ‘when established, and if appropriate,
elsewhere in the United Kingdom’, but also representatives of three
British Crown dependencies which are not part of the United Kingdom,
the Isle of Man, Guernsey and Jersey. These dependencies do not of
course regard themselves as separate nations. The Council is to meet at
summit level, twice a year, and in specific sectoral formats, on a regular
basis, with each of the participants being represented by an appropriate
minister. It is primarily consultative and will consider such issues as
transport links, agriculture, environment and culture, health, education
and approaches to the European Union. It can agree upon common
policies, but has no power to bind individual members, who can choose
to opt out or not to participate in common policies.

Conclusion

The creation of devolved bodies in Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland, together with the British-Irish Council, not only transform a
unitary state into a quasi-federal one; they also provide for a confederal
link between the United Kingdom as a multinational state and the Irish
Republic. These arrangements constitute a remarkable attempt to real-
ize the underlying theme of Gladstonian thinking, which implies recog-
nition of the various and distinctive national identities of the peoples
living in these islands, and also of the close and complex links between
them. They offer a return to the Gladstonian conception of Home Rule
in a form suited to twentieth century conditions. It took indeed almost
the whole of the twentieth century for British politicians painfully to
rediscover the essential truth of the Gladstonian proposition that neither
the unitary state nor separation could yield solutions to the complex
problems posed by the multinational nature of the United Kingdom.
The devolution legislation and the British-Irish Council propose a solu-
tion which both recognizes and yet seeks to transcend nationalism
through institutions which express not only the separate national iden-
tities of the components making up the United Kingdom and the
Republic of Ireland, but also their underlying unity.

To give effect to and yet to seek to transcend nationalism may seem
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contradictory aims. Yet that, after all, is the logic of federalism, and also
the logic of the peculiar quasi-federal system with confederal elements
that makes up the new British constitution. The sociologist, Karl
Mannheim once said that the British had ‘a peculiar genius for working
out in practice the correlation of principles which seem to be logically
opposed to each other’. That genius will certainly be needed if the devo-
lution settlement is to prove a success. The Russian painter, Wassily
Kandinsky, predicted that the twentieth century would see the triumph
of ‘and’ over ‘either/or (quoted in Aughey 2001: 152–6). The history of
the twentieth century refuted this prediction. It is just possible, however,
that the evolution of the British state in the twenty-first century could
prove him to have been right before his time.
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Chapter 13

Ideas and Policy Agendas in
Contemporary Politics

PAUL KELLY

Following the election victory of 1997, New Labour explicitly took up
the idea of a Third Way between old-style social democracy and the neo-
liberalism of Thatcher and Reagan as its preferred ideological agenda.
This change of language was reinforced by Tony Blair’s Fabian
Pamphlet on The Third Way (Blair 1998b) and a series of seminars held
with US President Bill Clinton. These occasions included the leading
theorist of the Third Way, the sociologist Anthony Giddens, as well as
academics such as Bill Galston and Benjamin Barber, who sought to
provide a similar Third Way for the American ‘new’ Democrats (Barber,
2001). Clinton remains avowedly Third Way, and in a speech to the
2002 Labour Party Conference he drew strong links between the
current Labour government and the Clinton administration as the two
main pillars of Third Way politics (Clinton 2002). Giddens has become
one of the most articulate and passionate advocates of Third Way poli-
tics, publishing three books on the subject over five years (Giddens
1998, 2000, 2001). His most recent Fabian/ Policy-Network pamphlet
urged New Labour not to abandon the analysis and policy prescriptions
of the Third Way in its second term in office, in particular by avoiding
any returning to being a ‘tax and spend’ party (Giddens 2002). Giddens
is not the only major theorist of the Third Way, but as his original book
has been translated into 25 languages he remains the most prominent
exponent of Third Way thinking in the world.

But while the language and policy agenda of the Third Way remain
live, the New Labour government has become less inclined to speak in
these terms. There are a number of reasons for this apparent change of
heart. The most obvious is that in Britain the language of the Third Way
was widely seen not as a renewal of social democracy but as an excuse
and cover for its abandonment. Many traditional Labour supporters crit-
icized the Third Way as either a betrayal of the core values and commit-
ments of social democracy or as an attempt to incorporate a variant of
neo-liberalism, with its preference for markets over government, into the
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heart of New Labour policy making (Heffernan 2001). This latter
charge was easy to make because both Blair and Giddens are quite
explicit about the role of market solutions within Third Way thinking
and New Labour policy making.

A further significant problem for the advocates of the Third Way is
that despite all the rhetoric around it, there does not seem to be much
of a theory at its heart. In a political culture such as Britain’s, which is
traditionally unsympathetic to either ‘theory’ or intellectual gurus, it is
hardly surprising that Third Way thinking has suffered from hostile crit-
icism to the effect that it does not actually have a theoretical core.
Unlike traditional democratic socialism with its various historical
commitments to equality, public ownership and redistribution, or
conservatism with its commitments to limited government, hostility to
change and endorsement of social inequality, the Third Way can only
offer an eclectic mix of policy suggestions that seems to borrow from
rival ideological and philosophical traditions. Even those not unsympa-
thetic to the New Labour project tended to see the whole approach as
the elevation of political pragmatism to a philosophical theory.

Giddens’ own approach seems to support this view since all of his
Third Way books appear to concentrate on the minutiae of policy
suggestions rather than the broad principles and distinctive values of a
new ideological or philosophical tradition. Where major organizing
concepts do feature in Third Way thinking they are usually ambiguous
and indeterminate concepts such as responsibility, opportunity and
community, rather than animating core values such as equality, free-
dom, social justice, nation or tradition. This has led one influential
political theorist to describe the Third Way as not really a concept or a
theory but a ‘rhetorically defined space’ (Lukes 1999), determined by
values and policy instruments and strategies, such as a preference for the
market over government control of industries. Yet this preference for
markets is based on pragmatism and a judgment of what works, rather
than an explicit endorsement of markets as part of a ‘spontaneous
order’. Inevitably, as Lukes acknowledges, this space is very expansive
indeed, and this no doubt helps explain why so many critics see it as
being without content.

In response to this charge sympathetic political theorists such as
Stuart White have suggested that the language of the Third Way should
be abandoned in order to liberate the ideas and theoretical aspirations
that underpin it (White 2001). White’s claim is that the language of the
Third Way has become a liability, which obscures the fundamental
analysis and ideological realignment that Third Way thinking was
supposed to promise its defenders. This fact is perhaps illustrated best
by Giddens’ most recent pamphlet which continues to endorse his
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familiar analysis but revealingly does not use the phrase Third Way in
its title (Giddens 2002).

Abandoning the headline discourse of the Third Way is helpful in clar-
ifying precisely that the key theorists of the Third Way are primarily
concerned with the substance and not the name of this new approach. At
one level, Third Way discourse suggests a middle path between old-style
social democracy with its commitments to demand management, deficit
funding and the mixed economy, and neo-liberalism with its commit-
ment to supply-side solutions in public policy and unlimited faith in
markets as the best means of delivering higher living standards and
economic growth. Somewhere between these two positions is the Third
Way – one more ideological perspective to be contrasted with its discred-
ited rivals. Yet when examined closely the Third Way prescriptions of
Giddens or Blair tend to celebrate markets, entrepreneurship and all the
other key phrases of neo-liberalism. Although Giddens and others have
sometimes tended to characterize the Third Way in such terms, this is not
the only or most important way of approaching it. Thinking of the Third
Way as simply a further discrete ideology in competition with others is
to misapprehend the fundamental point of Third Way thinking. But
equally clearly the Third Way is not simply a feature of the morphology
of traditional social democracy, for it does indeed incorporate ideas and
strategies that have a place in neo-liberalism and which challenge some
of the presumptions of European social democracy (Vandenbroucke
2001). This tendency appears to present the new policy language of the
New Labour government as at best eclectic and plural and at worst
opportunistic. But is that all there is to it? To answer that question we
need to look deeper into what the theorists of the Third Way are saying
about the nature of current politics and the language we use about it.

Ideological disaggregation and modern politics

There is a phenomenon, best described as ideological disaggregation,
which lies at the heart of Third Way discourse. The language of policy
making and justification used by Labour’s leaders demonstrates some
association between New Labour’s progressive agenda and revisionist
social democracy and post-Thatcherite neo-liberalism. Here, New
Labour has sought to construct a new language for its progressive aspi-
rations, in an effort to shape the ideological and theoretical agenda of
British politics. Theorists of ideology give accounts of distinct ideologies
in terms of the language of politics employed by recognizable social
groups containing core and peripheral concepts and value terms
(Freeden 1996, 1998). These groups are composed of theorists or
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philosophers, policy advocates and those who are motivated to act by
them. What is important about ideologies (as opposed to academic or
philosophical theories) is that they are not primarily concerned with
issues of truth and right, but rather with mobilization and legitimation.
This is not to deny that truth and right might be relevant to mobilizing
and legitimating political actions and policy. But it is to place their
significance in context alongside other ends. Consequently, it is the case
that philosophical theories can be ideological at the same time. To
describe a form of political discourse as ideological in this sense is to
describe its function and not to play down its cognitive significance
(Freeden, 1996). Is then the Third Way a new ideology to rank along-
side social democracy or neo-liberalism? Or is it an eclectic mix of exist-
ing ideological forms, concepts and policies?

One of the hardest tasks for New Labour’s theoreticians has been to
provide a simple answer to both of these questions. White and Lukes
suggest that New Labour’s progressive agenda is not really a distinct
new ideology to rank alongside traditional social democracy or neo-
liberalism. But does that mean the Third Way, or however else we wish
to identify New Labour’s progressive agenda, is merely an eclectic mix
and match of concepts and policies from other ideologies? The problem
facing the theoreticians of New Labour’s progressive agenda is that they
deny that we are faced with this simple choice.

Why? Third Way thinkers such as Giddens have been important to
renewing the theoretical agenda of progressive politics because they
have set out to show that the changes in the world economy and the
aspirations of citizens in modern democratic societies have significantly
transformed the world in which our traditional ideological structures
and traditions function. Unlike earlier social and political theorists of
the 1950s and 1960s who preached the end of ideology (Bell 1962), or
their later successors such as Francis Fukuyama (Fukuyama 1992) who
preached the end of ideology because of the apparent triumph of a
particular ideology, theorists of Third Way or progressive alternatives to
existing ideologies have not claimed that social and political transfor-
mation has rendered ideology redundant. What they have suggested is
that these broader social, political and economic changes have trans-
formed the ideological discourse by challenging the priorities and
targets of previous ideological discourse. Yet for such theorists politics
continues to be ‘ideas’ driven, at least in the realm of policy making and
legitimation. But the ideas that drive the new agendas and policy frame-
works are derived not from the re-interpretation of traditional ideolog-
ical forms but from the disaggregation of those traditions and the
reintegration of fundamental ideas from these different theoretical
discourses and political contexts.
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This move involves a new emphasis on ‘values’ which are seen to be
of continuing relevance, and which are claimed to be resilient to social
and political changes, whilst some of the core features of institutional
analysis are abandoned as outdated or redundant in the face of phenom-
ena such as globalization (Held et al. 1999). In part the change here
explains the prevalence of a moralized politics on the part of New
Labour, which seeks to focus its agenda more on the ‘goods’ or ‘ends’
that policy should deliver than on the mechanism through which those
‘goods’ are distributed. As we will see later it also helps explain the near
total indifference to traditional social democratic questions of owner-
ship of sectors of the economy and civil society. But even where some
basic values are retained in reconstructing the agenda of progressive
politics, the contexts within which they are interpreted and used are
themselves new.

Policy agendas and the language of progressive politics

The problem facing Third Way theorists is that they cannot simply rely
on the received ideological traditions of either social democracy or neo-
liberalism, as these no longer fit the changed circumstances within which
New Labour must explain its progressive agenda. But these wider social
and economic changes not only render existing ideological traditions
redundant, they also place constraints on the way in which new
discourses can be developed to replace them. Whereas all previous ideo-
logical forms have both pragmatic and utopian components in a contin-
uous state of dynamic conflict, the transformations that Third Way
thinkers identify in late modernity renders this utopian element deeply
problematic. Progressive theorists therefore tend to cash-out the new
directions for progressive politics in terms of specific policy measures and
issues and reconfigurations of values, rather than in terms of some grand
vision. It was the absence of a coherent grand vision that was claimed to
undermine the Third Way as an appropriate discourse for progressive
politics, yet it was precisely the inability to construct or sustain such
grand visions that initiated the turn to Third Way thinking in the first
instance. So whilst Stuart White might be right in suggesting that the
language of the Third Way is no longer helpful in articulating New
Labour’s progressive vision (2001), the social and economic changes that
underpin the turn to Third Way thinking in the first place rule out the
possibility of constructing a grand vision or meta-narrative that does not
have precisely the same features attributed to the Third Way.

Any progressive policy discourse will inevitably become a ‘rhetori-
cally defined space’ that is filled by values and policy goals which have
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been disaggregated from single coherent ideological traditions and also
separated from traditional understandings of the institutions through
which they are pursued. But isn’t there a danger that this is simply a
complicated way of saying that New Labour’s progressive agenda is
pragmatism – or doing what works? To some degree those critics who
claim that the Third Way is simply a cover for an unprincipled pragma-
tism are on to something. The more moralized conception of progres-
sive politics that results from the disaggregation of traditional
ideological forms and the final abandonment of utopianism as a source
of policy vision and aspiration, inevitably entails a pragmatic approach,
in that what matters is that various goods are achieved. In this the Third
Way might seem merely to reflect the pragmatic revisionism of past
Labour thinkers such as Anthony Crosland, who wished to detach the
core values of democratic socialism from particular policies such as
nationalization and state ownership (Crosland 1956). This theme is also
picked up by commentators such as Raymond Plant who see New
Labour as the heirs to the revisionist social democracy of Crosland and
his followers (Plant 2001).

But this concession to pragmatism is not to say very much, since all
viable policy agendas will have a pragmatic component. The progressive
agenda of New Labour cannot be purely pragmatic because its expo-
nents do not have a wholly free hand in deciding what its core values
and commitments are, nor do they have a free hand in how it reinte-
grates those value commitments into public policy. Thus, while New
Labour might well be able to abandon commitments to controlling the
commanding heights of the economy, or conceptions of the welfare state
and social provision that were developed in the 1940s and 1950s, it
cannot abandon value concepts such as social justice, equality and citi-
zenship. It is this fact that creates the ambiguity about how far New
Labour offers a new politics (Fielding 2000).

The charge of narrow pragmatism depends upon a contrast with
principled utopian aspirations. But, with the abandonment of the
utopian component of traditional ideologies as a key feature of post-
Third Way progressive thinking, this contrast is too simplistic. Instead
we are left with a normative vision that is composed simply of values
and principles in dynamic change, rather than some end-state, however
far off that might be. To some degree all change in political discourse is
a matter of degree. But the theorists of the Third Way and New Labour’s
progressive agenda would contend that there are times where the accu-
mulation of small degrees of change constitutes qualitative change. The
transformations of the global market and related changes to the global
structure of politics represent one of those periods of qualitative change.

New Labour’s progressive policy agenda is thus constrained in its
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eclecticism and pragmatism, but those constraints are not narrow. We
can identify four features that shape the progressive agenda of New
Labour and which reflect the role of ideas in the development of new
policy frameworks:

• An emphasis on the inadequacy of received ideological frameworks to
respond to significant changes in social, economic and political struc-
ture of modern politics, such as globalization, mass migration, mass
communication and the information society and environmental change;

• The abandonment of utopian meta-narratives as the source of politi-
cal inspiration;

• A greater reliance on basic values in the defence and legitimation of
policy at the expense of a commitment to institutional practices and
modes of delivery; and

• The combination of these core values with new mechanisms of deliv-
ery and new institutional contexts.

Policy agendas, think tanks and ideological
entrepreneurs

The attempt to theorize a new progressive agenda for New Labour has
not resulted in the discovery or construction of a new big idea. Neither
have theorists and policy makers been able to congregate behind a
distinctive policy, in the way in which Mrs Thatcher offered, say,
privatization as the distinctive portal into her policy agenda. Instead
the progressive agenda of the second New Labour term in office is
characterized by the reinterpretation of core values in policy making.
But those values are detached from institutional structures and
commitments, and they are interpreted in new and distinctive ways. We
can see this feature of the new progressive agenda in action in the char-
acter and agendas of new think tanks and policy entrepreneurs who
move between these think tanks and government. Think tanks such as
the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) or Demos have been
important players in the development of New Labour’s progressive
agenda. They set out to develop new progressive thinking that can
shape and influence policy making. Although they are both close to
New Labour, and identified in the public mind with Blairism, neither is
formally connected to New Labour (unlike more traditional Labour
think tanks such as the Fabian Society). Where Demos provides
support for long term or ‘blue sky’ thinking with publications such as
‘The Moral Universe’ which explores the ‘remoralization’ of Western
values following September 11th, the IPPR is more closely focused on
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developing the short and medium term contributions to New Labour
policy making. In some cases these units act as a freelance policy
research agency that can work closely with government in areas such
as public–private partnerships, education policy and most recently on
issues such as citizenship and social integration.

Both think tanks present themselves as modern and forward-looking
and neither is weighed down by a historic attachment to the Labour
movement, nor attached to any particular policy agenda or mode of
policy delivery. Yet the efforts of both to provide a radical progressive
agenda for the New Labour project are not merely fortuitous. Key
people, such as the co-founder and first director of Demos, Geoff
Mulgan, who subsequently moved to be first Director of the
Performance and Innovation Unit in the Cabinet Office and then
Director of the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit, are closely associated
with the policy direction of New Labour at the most practical level.
Similarly, the trustees of the IPPR combine New Labour figures and
academic entrepreneurs such as Tony Giddens.

Yet what is most interesting about both think tanks and their key
people is that their emphasis on new thinking is not merely an issue of
style, but rather the institutional recognition of the need to develop
ideas and a policy agenda beyond the boundaries of the traditional
institutional commitments of the Labour movement. Both organiza-
tions contribute to policy debates in a context shaped by a recognition
of the factors behind Third Way thinking, namely an acknowledgement
of fundamental social and economic change, in the face of globaliza-
tion, mass migration and new technology. But the think tanks’ stance
is also a recognition of ideological disaggregation or unlinking, a
renewed interest in core values detached from their traditional institu-
tional and policy commitments and finally a search for new mecha-
nisms of delivery. By maintaining an independent status alongside a
close commitment to the progressive agenda of New Labour, think
tanks and policy entrepreneurs distance themselves from the more
conservative and historically rooted policy agendas of other members
of the Labour movement such as the trades unions. This enables them
to pursue the agenda of progressive politics without bearing any
substantial commitments to institutional structures and mechanisms of
delivery.

This feature is clear in the mission statement ‘A Progressive Future:
IPPR’s Agenda for a Better Society’ (IPPR 2002). This brief document
sets out a broad agenda based on a range of values such as equality,
community, diversity and pluralism, democracy and accountability,
rather than focusing on a defining value or single organizing concept.
The IPPR’s broad range of core values is then pursued in a host of new
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policy initiatives and strategies that entail new forms of provision,
institutional structure and regulation. Much is made of concepts such
as civil society and community, rather than seeing the state as the main
vehicle for delivering the progressive agenda.

This change does not simply concede provision of welfare and social
justice to the market place, the course advocated by neo-liberals trying
to influence the future direction of Conservative policy making. New
Labour and Blairism have inevitably been criticized for adopting the
neo-liberal strategy of privatizing public provision of welfare. The
progressive agenda outlined in the IPPR policy document, echoing the
language of Giddens’ Third Way, is seeking to move the debate beyond
the structures of provision. The defining feature of ideological debate
that is being challenged is that progressive policy must inevitably be
associated not merely with social provision but with state provision and
public ownership. The whole thrust of the IPPR’s mission statement is
to reflect the direction of post-Third Way thinking in its rejection of the
simple dichotomy between left and right as meaning public versus
private provision. Against this we can see the strong emphasis on civil
society as one way of trying to provide a space within which the pursuit
of core values can be translated in varied and responsive policy
programmes.

A further important consequence of the process of ideological disag-
gregation for the think tanks and entrepreneurs is that it allows access
to a wide variety of social and political theories and theorists in the
process of justification and legitimation. If the boundaries of old ideo-
logical structures have become redundant, as is suggested by Third
Way progressives, then it becomes much easier to co-opt thinkers and
ideas from outside of traditional ideological traditions to support,
inform and help reinterpret the progressive policy agenda. One is just
as likely to find the arguments of John Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, Bruce
Ackerman or Phillipe Van Parijs as R. H. Tawney or Tony Crosland in
discussions of social justice and equality. Many of these thinkers would
previously have been thought of as beyond the boundaries of the social
democratic tradition and therefore not legitimate contributors to the
progressive policy agenda. But what is most important is that when
they do appear in debates about policy, they are not used (as John
Rawls was by some post-Croslandite social democrats, such as Roy
Hattersley) to mark the latest statement and defence of a common ideo-
logical programme. Instead they appear as sources for particular argu-
ments and perspectives that can be detached from their complete
theories in order to bolster particular policy positions. This leaves us
with a more eclectic and pluralist ideological context for policy
making.
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Third Way thinking in action: social justice

The influence of post-Third Way thinking and the impact of the new
think tanks can be seen most clearly in the way that the policy agenda
of New Labour has started to stabilize in a number of key areas. Much
policy making in any government is reactive, but in certain areas the
theoretical or philosophical context of policy making illustrates funda-
mentally the ideological direction of a government. Third Way thinking
can be seen clearly in the most distinctive area of New Labour policy
making, its traditional concern with social justice and redistribution.
Throughout its long history, social justice has been a central goal of the
Labour movement, initially closely tied to a class analysis of society and
connected with the goal of social ownership, given its classic statement
in the old Clause IV of the Labour Party constitution. Post-war revi-
sionists such as Crosland sought to move the Labour Party away from
this essentially class-based analysis, arguing that Labour needed to
abandon the policy of nationalization and the connection of social
justice with social ownership. Instead Crosland offered the idea of
equality of status and what might be called (following the American
philosopher John Rawls) fair equality of opportunity. Here everyone
not only has legal access to opportunities of power and responsibility,
but also the basic material conditions that make those opportunities
genuinely open to all. New Labour policy making reflects traditionalist
commitments to equality and redistribution, but it has reinterpreted
these commitments in ways that have raised concerns even amongst
Labour revisionists. Whilst many critics have suggested that New
Labour has abandoned its commitment to equality, its defenders claim
that it has merely applied and developed its core egalitarian commit-
ments in new way.

Social exclusion and redistribution

One of the most striking features of New Labour’s revised agenda for
social justice has been its adoption of the language of social exclusion,
together with the establishment of a Social Exclusion Unit close to the
centre of power, and the recasting of areas of social policy in terms of
the issue of social exclusion. First, this shows how New Labour has
transformed its commitment to equality and social justice from one of
simple redistribution of power and resources. Inequality of income in
itself is not a major concern of the New Labour’s policy agenda.
Instead it has turned its attention to the sources of persistent disad-
vantage, or those aspects of policy which consign individuals and fami-
lies to poverty and preclude them from gaining the benefits of
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economic growth and social co-operation. Within the ‘social exclusion’
label, the focus of policy has been with the factors that keep some
people locked at the bottom end of the income scale rather than with
the spread of the income scale itself. Second, however, this focus on
social exclusion is used not to abandon a commitment to redistribu-
tion, but instead to focus on redistribution within the overall priorities
of the welfare and education budgets. Furthermore, tackling social
exclusion explains the government’s focus on issues such as child
poverty (where it has given a commitment to eradicate child poverty in
a generation), educational opportunities, and the emphasis it places on
measures and incentives to encourage welfare recipients to return to
the labour market.

Many people see this policy as driven by the need to reduce the
welfare budget, but other commentators see it not only as economically
necessary in the long-term, but also as an aspect of a broader concern
with social justice. The focus on social exclusion, and on labour market
exclusion in particular, acknowledges the dignity of labour in terms of
its contribution to personal self-respect and the social integration of
families without a wage earner for long periods of time and unable to
change their circumstances by small increases in income. The focus on
labour market inclusion has also enabled the government to target the
redistribution of resources within the constraints of its existing budget
commitments through initiatives such as the national minimum wage,
the Working Families Tax credit and lower tax rates and National
Insurance contributions paid by the lowest paid. All of these changes
took place within the very tight budget constraints of New Labour’s
first term when the government refused to consider raising personal
taxation – a position that has only recently been relaxed with the
increase in National Insurance contributions to fund increased health
expenditure. That this broad policy direction was not simply dictated
by the needs of the Treasury, but reflects a renewal of thinking about
the nature of New Labour’s commitment to equality and redistribution
in new circumstances is reflected in the ideas and theories that under-
pin it.

Beyond universalism in social provision

Traditionally Labour’s commitment to equality has been tied to the idea
of universalism, two concepts which have been inextricably connected.
The old Labour view was that equality of status, outcome or opportu-
nity could only be achieved if they were to apply universally to all. This
universalist idea was carried through in policy terms not simply for the
pragmatic reason of tying the middle classes into support for the welfare
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state, but also at a more theoretical level as part of a strategy for under-
mining inequalities of status (as well as income) between the poorest
and the better off in society. This connection has been re-affirmed by
some key figures, for instance, Gordon Brown’s unwillingness to remove
universal benefits such as Child Benefit. In other areas, however, the
Chancellor has adopted a very different understanding of the demands
of equality and social justice. This might be called ‘egalitarianism as
prioritarianism’ and can be traced back to the writings of the American
political philosopher, John Rawls. This Rawlsian aspect to Brown’s
social policy should not be a surprise because Brown has shown a
considerable interest in the United States as a source for much of his
social and political ideas. This interest is also shared by many of his key
advisers who studied in the United States and are as just at home in
post-Rawlsian political theory as they are in political economy and
policy. This turn to the United States with its different political tradi-
tions and history also offers an interesting example of ideological disag-
gregation and realignment. New Labour has drawn on sources that
have not been traditional for the party, such as American political liber-
alism rather than European social democracy, to provide the interpreta-
tion and development of core political values for Britain.

Whereas Rawlsian liberalism has been used in a broad sense to
bolster the case for egalitarian redistribution by critics of New Labour
such as Roy Hattersley, the New Labour turn to ‘prioritarianism’ is a
much more selective use of Rawlsian ideas. In John Rawls’ famous book
A Theory of Justice (1971) he offers a general theory of egalitarian
justice composed of two principles. The first is a liberal principle of
equal basic liberties, but the second is the ‘difference principle’. Its first
part states that social and economic inequalities should be arranged to
be of greatest expected benefit of the least advantaged. This approach is
much closer to New Labour’s vision of targeted egalitarianism. The
significant part of this claim is that distribution and justifiable inequal-
ities are tested against the claims of the worst off. New Labour’s redis-
tributionist strategy involves turning to the worst off, such as children,
the lowest paid and the long-term unemployed, as the first claimants on
social policy. It recognizes that the pursuit of social justice is not
exhausted by a traditional focus on the structure of income distribution.
At the level of ideology this turn to prioritarianism is interesting because
it is not offered as an alternative to traditional egalitarianism. Instead
the egalitarian perspective is broken down, or disaggregated, into
components some of which are universalist, such as equal civil rights,
and others which are more appropriately distributed in terms of prior-
ity. Whilst Labour Governments have also had to focus much of their
social policy on the claims of the poorest in society on grounds of
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urgency of need, New Labour connects that policy move with a renewed
understanding of the claims of egalitarianism. The turn to social exclu-
sion is therefore not intended as a substitute for social justice and redis-
tribution, but as part of a new progressive agenda that seeks to
understand these concerns in different ways.

Asset-based egalitarianism

Social exclusion and prioritarianism both focus on the primary recipi-
ents of social policy. but the expansion and development of the social
justice agenda being pursued by New Labour, and by Gordon Brown in
particular, can be seen in terms of the objects of distribution as well as
the recipients. Again, following ideas being explored by American social
and political theorists, we can see an interest in what the IPPR has advo-
cated as asset-based egalitarianism. Contemporary advocates of asset-
based egalitarianism include radical proposals, such as Bruce Ackerman
and Anne Alstott’s advocacy of a stakeholder or capital grant of
$80,000 to all 18-year olds (Ackerman and Alstott 1999), or Phillippe
Van Parij’s call for a Citizen Income (Van Parijs 1995). These ideas are
unlikely to be taken up by New Labour, but they do find echoes,
however modest, in some schemes floated by the Chancellor’s advisors.

The interesting thing about the asset-based approach is not simply
that it focuses on the asset-poor, such as those without savings or access
to credit. The asset approach also broadens concern from cash and
financial resources to other kinds of assets such as educational oppor-
tunities and qualifications (which are increasingly an important
currency for entering the labour market and therefore open access to
many other kinds of goods). For progressive theorists this ties in with
the attempt to look beyond income distribution in terms of achieving
social justice and instead focus on the reasons why many of the poorest
remain locked in a cycle of poverty. Thus high levels of employment –
another preoccupation of New Labour and Gordon Brown – and better
educational opportunities can all be linked together as part of a broad
social justice agenda pursued across a variety of government depart-
ments. The key point for understanding the renewal of New Labour’s
policy agenda is its attempt to broaden the understanding of the remit
of social justice from merely the overall profile of income distribution.

The focus on social exclusion, prioritarianism and asset-based egali-
tarianism shows how New Labour has tried to marshal new ideas and
approaches to egalitarianism to broaden its traditional social justice
agenda. However it has also opened up new problems that defenders of
more traditional approaches to social justice have been keen to exploit.
Labour critics such as those associated with the Catalyst Trust, and
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some Liberal Democrats have attacked what looks like an abandonment
of a long held ‘left’ commitment to reduce income inequality across
society. Many of the new approaches underlying social exclusion seem
to be solely concerned with exclusion from the labour market, which is
important but leaves aside the underlying increase in overall inequality
between the poorest and the best off under New Labour. Tony Blair is
on record as being indifferent to growing levels of income inequality,
but it remains to be seen how indifferent New Labour can continue to
be to this factor. Already since the 2001 election the Blair government
seems to be reassessing its public indifference to the increase in income
inequality. If income inequality continues to increase it will become
increasingly harder to sustain the idea that giving priority to the worst-
off such as children, unemployed youth and single mothers without jobs
is really a way of pursuing social justice and egalitarianism. And with-
out this possibility of ideological legitimation New Labour will merely
be left with social policy targets, such as reducing youth unemployment,
that might be better achieved by more coercive measures such as those
pursued by recent Conservative administrations.

Disaggregation and new thinking: the Conservatives

For many British Conservatives the most pressing agenda is not ideo-
logical disaggregation, but avoiding their party’s disintegration. Some of
the features of policy debate and redefinition within the Conservative
party reflect their need to address the same ideological context that led
Labour towards the Third Way. Being in opposition forces the
Conservatives to respond to the agenda set by the governing party.
However, following two substantial electoral defeats, the party has also
had to face up to providing a new analysis within which its own policy
agenda can be developed. The redefinition of the Conservatives’ policy
agenda has become most apparent during and after the 2001 leadership
election that brought Iain Duncan Smith to the Tory leadership. Much
has been made in the press and popular commentary about the leader-
ship contest and the subsequent redirection of policy, as a struggle
between reformers and traditionalists, with Duncan Smith being on the
side of the traditionalists.

Yet (as always) these categorizations are only partially helpful. What
they obscure is the emergence of disaggregation within the ideological
legacy left for her party by Margaret Thatcher. The debates within the
party are no longer between right wing neo-liberals and left wing pater-
nalist Tories. Thatcher effectively won those battles through her ideo-
logical redirection of the party, but also (more importantly) through the
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recreation of the party through successive waves of new MPs whose
careers and ideological mind-sets have been formed under the long
shadow of the Thatcher governments of the 1980s. In the light of
Thatcher’s success in recasting the party in her image it ought to be
possible to reject the familiar view of the Conservatives as one party
with two souls, a libertarian or small-state soul and a paternalist inter-
ventionist soul (Greenleaf 1983).

The neo-liberal turn in the Conservative party has been complete, but
that turn has not rendered significant ideological debate about the
future direction of the party redundant. Instead we can see the
Conservatives also wrestling with the phenomena of disaggregation, in
their efforts to make sense of the implications of neo-liberalism in the
changing circumstances of globalization and the collapse of Soviet
communism after 1989. The trajectory of these phenomena is different
for Labour and the Conservatives but it would be a mistake to see this
new context as merely something that affects New Labour. The simplic-
ities of the neo-liberal agenda of the 1980s, with its commitment to
rolling-back the state and privatization, have given way to a more
complex appreciation of that legacy. What is beyond doubt is that the
key debates about the future direction of the Conservatives involve
reconstructing some version of the neo-liberal commitment to the
primacy of liberty in the face of changing circumstances.

That said, some commentators previously associated with the
Conservatives, such as political theorist John Gray, lament the embrace
of neo-liberalism by the Conservative party. They argue that neo-liber-
alism exacerbates the globalization of the world economy which in turn
undermines traditional forms of life and institutions, precisely the sorts
of things that Conservatives are supposed to wish to conserve (Gray
1998). Gray’s target is the equation of conservatism with the kind of
market fundamentalism that is found on the right of the political spec-
trum in the United States. Somewhat ironically, Gray’s anti-free market
fundamentalism led him towards an equivocal relationship with New
Labour as a potential bulwark against the excesses of global capitalism
and because neo-liberal ideology is so powerful there is no possibility of
a return to traditional conservatism (Gray 1998).

The ideological trajectory of the Conservatives has become more
libertarian and less conservative, increasingly concerned with increasing
personal freedom and reducing the role of the state. Whereas this was a
distinct policy agenda against which paternalist Conservatives strug-
gled, it is now much less distinctive, and this explains the shape of the
current disputes between modernizers and traditionalists about the
future direction of the party. Both camps within the party are undoubt-
edly libertarian, yet the significance of that commitment is deeply
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contested. On the one hand there are those who are committed to the
retreat of the state and the adoption of a more robust economic, social
and moral individualism. For these Conservatives the issue is simply
one of individual or personal freedom. Drawn to Margaret Thatcher’s
claim that ‘there is no such thing as society’, they are therefore scepti-
cal of practices designed to constrain and direct individual choices and
oppose the role of state in directing economic choices. This kind of
conservatism is driven by the ideological agenda of American libertar-
ians such as Robert Nozick. For them there is no good ground for regu-
lating private behaviour and sustaining conventional moral norms.
These attitudes can be seen amongst modernizers who wish the party
to be indifferent on issues of lifestyle choice, sexuality and marital
status. In taking this stance they run up against traditional Tory views
about morality, sexuality and the centrality of the family. Yet the
important thing about their social liberalism is that it is defended as an
extension of the ideas of personal responsibility that underlies the
philosophy of market de-regulation and rolling back the state. The
retreat from social authoritarianism is merely one further stage in the
neo-liberal assault on the paternalism that used to characterize both
the Conservative party and British society until it was put to the sword
by Thatcher in the 1980s.

Against this sceptical libertarianism there is another libertarian strand
in the Conservative party, which is more inclined to value conventional
practices and institutions of social morality because these nurture and
sustain civil society which is the ultimate bulwark of liberty against the
state. This strand is also bolstered by ideological trends from the
American right, but these trends are much less sceptical about the moral-
ity of social policy and more concerned about the role of sub-state insti-
tutions and associations as the key to policy delivery and the maintenance
and protection of personal liberty against the overarching power of the
state. For advocates of this view, such as the think tank Civitas (whose
sub-title is ‘The Institute for the Study of Civil Society’) and social
commentators such as Melanie Phillips, the issue is not one of the tyranny
of conventional morality, but the threat posed to liberty and free associa-
tions by the power of the state. This conception of the neo-liberal agenda
is similar to the ‘compassionate conservatism’ popularized by the
Republican Party in the United States. It combines an assault on the struc-
tures of the welfare state with a commitment to local provision, freedom
of association and moral authoritarianism. Defenders of this approach,
whilst being supporters of the Thatcherite legacy for the economy, think
that there is certainly more to society than individuals and their families.
Where they remain neo-liberals is in their free-market ideology and their
scepticism about the state usurping the role of civil society.
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These strands of neo-liberalism in the modern Conservative party do
not give rise to discrete political camps. There is an overlap between
modernizers and traditionalists, but this overlap is not wholly benign
since it explains the ambiguities in the direction of current Conservative
thinking about the direction of policy. This thinking has still not been
fully clarified by the proclaimed emergence of new Tory policy positions
in late 2002. Yet the debates between advocates of both strands are
often about emphasis until they involve fundamental questions about
the family or sexuality, at which point the two perspectives start to
coalesce into mutually antagonistic camps.

That neo-liberalism presents the Conservatives with an ambiguous
legacy for future policy direction is also illustrated by the legacy of
global free markets. Access to global free markets and international
capital flows are an essential component of modern conservatism. But
the consequences of those neo-liberal policies have been to transform
the context of modern politics. The theorists of the Third Way have
made a virtue of accommodating these changes into re-thinking progres-
sive politics, but the Conservatives have been rather less confident about
the consequences of their own policies. On issues like sovereignty and
free movement of peoples the Conservatives have been more likely to
rely on cautious and restrictionist policies. The problem of free-move-
ment and economic migration has been addressed under the guise of
restricting asylum seekers. In this respect, the Conservatives have
followed both the trajectory of the European right generally and specific
populist tendencies within New Labour, most forcefully articulated by
David Blunkett as Home Secretary. Yet the challenges that globalization
pose to the long-term viability of Conservative commitments to national
sovereignty remain to be seen. Contemporary Conservatism has as yet
been unable to combine its predilection for a small but strong state with
its commitment to a conception of political economy that increasingly
makes that conception of the state redundant. What is unclear is
whether the Conservative response to global transformation will be the
kind of libertarian retreat feared by traditionalists like John Gray, or the
affirmation of a libertarian civil society approach. As the ideological
agenda for the future development of Conservative policies is limited by
the dominance of some variant of neo-liberalism, resolving the conflict-
ing claims of the state and the global free market is unlikely to be a
straightforward matter. It might well be the case that the libertarian civil
society approach will provide the intellectual resources to construct a
‘traditionalist’ conservatism, of the sort many think is no longer possi-
ble, as a bulwark against the tendencies towards globalization which
Third Way theorists emphasize. As yet, however, there is no clear sign
of the emergence of any Conservative Third Way.
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Conclusion

New Labour is in a precarious position in its second term in office. It
has an opportunity to transform the ideological agenda of British
politics and thus changing the terms of subsequent policy debate, but
also faces the problem of providing a coherent new language of
policy. The government is moving away from the language of the
Third Way, but it retains important commitments that are derived
from the analysis of Third Way thinkers, commitments not just rele-
vant to New Labour but which also shape the context for the ideo-
logical redefinition of the Conservative party. It was always a central
plank of Third Way thinking that it was a response to changed
circumstances which rendered received concepts and values ineffec-
tive in responding to new challenges. Whilst New Labour has been
most closely associated with responding to the changes of globaliza-
tion, the demands of these new circumstances are as great for the
other main parties as well.

New Labour’s main break with the perspective of Old Labour is that
it locates its analysis in terms of global transformations of the economy,
rather than the failure of old style social democracy within the context
of a national economy. It also claims that the Third Way is not merely
the triumph of neo-liberalism, since it does not attach ideological pref-
erence to the market place, but seeks only to co-opt the market where
this is best for its policy agenda. To provide the intellectual defence and
justification of these changes post-Third Way progressive thinking has
been keen to search beyond the familiar boundaries of ideological forms
and political traditions, in order to construct new interpretations and
defences of core values.

Here, ideas are trying to alter the policy agenda. The most striking
feature of the dominant ideas that are presently generated is the aban-
donment of grand ‘meta-narratives’ or what in more traditional ideo-
logical terms we might describe as the utopian component – that is the
vision of the desirable future society. This leaves post-Third Way
thinkers and New Labour policy makers with a large problem. If they
have nothing better than a pragmatic appeal to economic growth and
increased social welfare, then they are subject to the constant threat of
policy failure or the offer of new policies that are better placed to
achieve these goals without a commitment to any role for public provi-
sion or regulation. Furthermore, they are also vulnerable to a revised
and ideologically motivated neo-liberal Conservative party who ‘really
understand’ the market and can propose serious measures to further
liberalize it. Whilst the Conservatives continue to remain electorally
weak, and the Liberal Democrats can be held at the margin, ‘New
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Labour’ can continue to remain equivocal on its vision for a ‘New
Britain’. But once circumstances change that position becomes more
problematic. What remains to be seen is whether the new ideological
resources of post-Third Way progressive thinking are sufficient to help
New Labour provide that vision.
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Chapter 14

Economic Policy

WYN GRANT

Economic policy has been viewed for a long time as being at the centre
of British politics. The objective of economic policy is ‘getting and
spending’, raising taxes and then using them to achieve public policy
objectives. The ways in which taxes are raised, and the effectiveness
with which they are spent, can have a considerable impact on govern-
ment popularity. More generally, governments are seen as being respon-
sible for the performance of the British economy. British economic
performance has improved considerably in the period since Britain left
the European Exchange Rate Mechanism in September 1992. By 2002
unemployment had fallen to below one million and inflation was low
and stable. The ‘misery index’, combining inflation and unemployment
levels, has fallen over the decade (see Table 14.1) and the growth rate of

Table 14.1 Unemployment and inflation, 1992–2001

Note: Misery index is the sum of inflation and unemployment in any one year.
Unemployment figure is based on claimant count.
Source: Data from HM Treasury

Year Inflation (RPI) (%) Unemployment (%) Misery Index (%)

1992 3.7 9.2 12.9
1993 1.6 9.7 11.3
1994 2.4 8.8 12.2
1995 3.5 7.6 11.1
1996 2.4 7.0 9.4
1997 3.1 5.3 8.4
1998 3.4 4.5 7.9
1999 1.5 4.2 5.7
2000 3.0 3.6 6.6
2001 1.8 3.2 5.0
1980s mean 7.6 9.6 11.1



the economy compares favourably with competitor countries. After
falling behind in the 1970s, living standards started to catch up with the
main European economies from the mid 1980s onwards. By 2000 Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) per capita, an approximate measure of living
standards, was only slightly below the levels of France and Germany,
although it remained one-third below the United States. (OECD 2000:
77).

Nevertheless, a continuing problem of poor productivity performance
suggested that the British economy still had underlying structural weak-
nesses. ‘UK productivity, however measured, lags behind that of other
major industrialised countries’(HM Treasury 2001: p.1). Domestic
output per worker is over a third higher in the American economy and
10 to 20 per cent better in France and in Germany (see Table 14.2).

Productivity growth has failed to break through the two per cent
barrier in any year since Labour took office in 1997. This gap with the
European countries appears to be largely explained in terms of lower
levels of investment in the UK in both human and physical capital. The
USA appears to have a more general lead in terms of total factor
productivity, suggesting a more dynamic economy than that of the
European countries. British workers continue to work longer hours than
their counterparts elsewhere in Europe in an attempt to compensate for
lower levels of performance. Continued prosperity has been dependent
on sustained consumer spending supported by high levels of personal
debt.

From Old to New Labour via Thatcherism

Economic policy was traditionally concerned with macroeconomics, the
management of economic demand by government to influence

262 Wyn Grant

Table 14.2 Relative labour productivity levels 1999

Note: UK = 100
Source: Extracted from Mahony and de Boer (2002: p. 7)

Country GDP per person employed GDP per hours worked

United States 139 126
France 115 124
Germany 107 111
Japan 101 94



economic aggregates such as inflation and unemployment.
Microeconomics, the management of individual economic agents such
as households and firms, was regarded as being of less importance. The
principal mechanism used to secure desired economic outcomes was
fiscal policy, concerned with taxation and government spending and
monetary policy which relied on the manipulation of interest rates.
‘Old’ Labour governments of the 1940s, 1960s and 1970s are now a
distant memory, and it is easy to construct an account of their economic
policies that is tainted by the revisionism of Thatcherism and ‘New’
Labour. In general, however, such ‘Old’ Labour policies had the follow-
ing three key features, unified by the existence of a highly politicized
system of economic management: an emphasis on macroeconomic
demand side management with full employment as the key objective; a
belief in a mixed economy with state ownership of key industries, an
element of economic planning and a range of industrial policies directed
at the private sector, and the use of incomes policies to deal with the
problem of inflation in a full employment economy, leading to a tripar-
tite style of economic management involving the employers and the
unions.

The direction and content of economic policy was substantially
changed after the Conservatives under Mrs Thatcher came into office in
1979. Controlling inflation rather than reducing unemployment became
the principal policy objective. By the time of the Major Government in
1990, this was expressed in the form of inflation targets, a device
retained by Gordon Brown. The traditional relationship between
macroeconomic and microeconomic policy was reversed. ‘It is the
conquest of inflation, and not the pursuit of growth of employment,
which is . . . the objective of macroeconomic policy. And it is the
creation of conditions conducive to growth and employment, and not
the suppression of price rises, which is . . . the objective of microeco-
nomic policy’ (Lawson 1992: 414–15). The nationalized industries were
privatized, the power of the trade unions was systematically weakened
by a series of changes to industrial relations legislation, high unemploy-
ment and confrontations with key groups such as the miners, and
incomes policies were no longer used as a policy instrument.

Not everything changed, however, and the overall level of taxation
and public expenditure relative to the size of the economy was not very
different when Mrs Thatcher left office than when she became Prime
Minister. Tax was, however, collected in a somewhat different way, and
there was a significant shift from direct to indirect taxation. This placed
a greater burden on the poorer sections of the community, and the very
high levels of taxation directed at the wealthiest sections of the popula-
tion had disappeared. Having come to share the basic objectives of the
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Thatcher and Major governments, the Blair government believes that
sound money and the control of inflation were of prime importance.
Direct forms of taxation, particularly the basic rate of income tax, had
to be restrained. The re-nationalization of privatized industries, even the
great public utilities like electricity, gas, water and rail, was abandoned,
and further privatizations pursued where possible. Incomes policies
were not to be reintroduced and there would be no close relationship
with the trade unions or reversion to tripartism. Tony Blair’s personal
aspiration was to make Labour ‘the natural party of business’.

The economic policy of the Blair Government was centred round ‘two
main strands: macro-economic stability and giving employment and
economic opportunities to all by tackling supply-side barriers to growth’
(Gamble and Kelly 2001: 173). The emphasis here, exemplified by the
‘welfare to work’ New Deal scheme, was on providing new opportuni-
ties for unemployed individuals to acquire the skills they needed to return
to work, rather than government interventions to create jobs to deal with
unemployment. Labour also introduced a minimum wage, a policy the
Conservatives would not have followed, but one they now came to
accept. The key economic policy innovation was the immediate decision
to transfer responsibility for the control of interest rates to the Bank of
England in May 1997. Granting operational independence to the Bank
removed a key policy instrument from the control of government into the
hands of decision makers more resistant to political pressures and enjoy-
ing greater credibility with the international financial markets. Above all
else, however, ‘Labour now affirmed more clearly than any. . .predeces-
sor its support for an open world economy, renewing the strong
Atlanticism of Labour governments and Labour leaders since the 1940s’
(Gamble and Kelly 2001: 173). The belief that Labour had to work with
rather than against international financial markets now lay at the heart
of economic policy, something that was clearly evident in the Blair
government’s stance on globalization.

Globalization, regionalism and the European Union

A new political economy of economic policy has emerged which chal-
lenges the very possibility of an autonomous, politicized economic
policy being followed at an exclusively national level. This challenge
comes from the debate about globalization and regionalization.
Globalization refers to the decreasing importance of national borders
as impediments to the free movement of capital, goods and services,
while barriers remain in the way of the free movement of labour. The
formation of regional entities such as the European Union (EU) and the

264 Wyn Grant



North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA) is variously seen as a defen-
sive response to globalization or as something that facilitates global-
ization by removing barriers to economic activity. The globalization
debate is highly contested in both normative and analytical terms.
Some analysts doubt whether there really has been any kind of step
change in the international political economy and there is certainly no
agreed definition of the term. (For a good overview of the debate, see
Scholte 2000; for an essay that is close to the New Labour perspective,
see Giddens 1998).

Three premises are most in evidence in this debate. First, it is assumed
that there has been a step change in the organization of the international
political economy, although it is not argued that this change is irre-
versible or cannot be politically contested. Particular importance is
attached to the massive increases in flows across international financial
markets and the potential created for the rapid transmission and magni-
fication of what may have started as relatively small and localized
economic events. There is also evidence of change in the character of
global governance agencies, for example an authoritative disputes settle-
ment mechanism by the World Trade Organization (WTO), the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, all of which
can rule on domestic policies. Second, although globalization can take
cultural and other forms, the emphasis is on economic globalization.
Third, the assumed reality of globalization is an important part of Tony
Blair’s mental map of the world. Globalization is seen to present an
opportunity and a challenge rather than a threat, and government has
to respond positively, not negatively by withdrawing within its borders,
or adopting protectionist measures.

The most important regional economic institution is the EU. Although
the internal market is not fully operational, economic integration, the
removal of trade and non-trade barriers to the movement of capital,
labour, goods and services, has gone further within the EU than in any
other regional entity. The EU also comes closer to being a protectionist
trade bloc than any other regional arrangement. However, its position in
relation to globalization is ambivalent. On the one hand, it facilitates
globalization, particularly as the internal market, for example, makes it
easier for multinational companies to organize their production to serve
the European market. On the other, it makes a claim to mediate global-
ization, to protect EU member states against its worst effects. This is
done, for example, by conferring certain social rights on European work-
ers and by a rhetoric professing concern for socially excluded groups
such as the long-term unemployed. Paradoxically, the EU has probably
been most successful at creating a protected social space for European
farmers, but at great expense in terms of expenditure costs, loss of
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economic efficiency and the creation of tensions in its relations with the
United States.

This European ambivalence about globalization is reinforced by
strong concern about the effects of globalization within particular
member states, notably France. These concerns set the scene for
tensions over the conduct of European economic policy between
Britain and other member states. Britain is a strong supporter of the
‘Lisbon process’ agreed at the European Council in March 2000, which
called for a series of measures to be taken in the face of globalization
and the new knowledge-driven economy. Among the measures to be
taken were an acceleration of the process of structural reform for
competitiveness and innovation and a modernization of the European
social model. Progress on the Lisbon process had been relatively slow
by the summer of 2002, perhaps not surprisingly given that it was an
election year for both France and Germany. The UK sees Europe’s
potential economic strength as residing in a flexible labour market.
This is understood as one in which wages respond relatively easily to
changes in supply and demand and where there are enhanced opportu-
nities for workers to develop their skills. Trade unions are less able to
operate as monopolies regulating entry to particular occupations and
there are strong incentives to be in work rather than remain unem-
ployed.

A flexible labour market is able to respond quickly and effectively to
the challenges of globalization. In Britain the Thatcher and Major
governments created this labour market, and it was predicated upon a
substantial reduction in the bargaining power of the trade unions. Other
EU member states have retained strong trade union movements and
oppose any erosion of the levels of social protection provided to
European workers. They see Labour’s much vaunted ‘Third Way’ as a
compromise between neo-liberalism and traditional social democracy,
and one probably tilted towards neo-liberalism. Neo-liberalism favours
a market driven economy in which individual agents can pursue their
own interests with the minimum of restrictions imposed by government.
Social democracy proposes a substantial role for government in manag-
ing and regulating the economy in the pursuit of social goals that are
collectively defined rather than individually selected and pursued. These
debates feed back into the discussion of policy at the British level, illus-
trating why it is increasingly difficult to maintain a distinctive focus on
national economic policy under conditions of multi-level governance.
The Blair government is sympathetic to American concerns that
Europe’s high levels of long-term unemployment reflect a rigid labour
market in which excessive regulation places considerable transaction
costs on employers. The Lisbon process was intended to move the
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European economy closer to the British model before the United
Kingdom would consider entering the Euro.

Explaining depoliticization

Even where the British government has retained considerable autonomy
of action in the conduct of economic policy, there has been a shift
towards a more rules-based economic policy that leaves less room for
political discretion. There has been a shift of key policy instruments to
other actors, notably the setting of interest rates by the Bank of
England, and these developments are encapsulated by Burnham’s
depoliticization thesis. ‘In essence, depoliticization as a governing strat-
egy is the process of placing at one remove the political character of
decision-making.’ (Burnham 2001: 128). Economic policy becomes less
overtly ideological ‘in as much as debates centring on “Keynesianism”
and “monetarism” have been replaced by a form of technocratic
managerialism emphasising the constraints imposed by “global capi-
tal”’ (ibid: 129). Burnham draws a distinction between politicized or
discretion-based economic management that characterized the period
between 1945 and 1976 (the year of the International Monetary Fund
intervention in the UK economy) and a depoliticized rules-based form
of economic management that has emerged since then. This approach
may be traced back to the shift in economic policy that began with the
abandonment of the commitment to full employment after 1976, but
such a policy reached its full stage of development in the 1990s, at first
under Thatcher and Major and then under Blair.

Under politicized management, the principal goal of policy was full
employment. Governments accepted full political responsibility for the
achievement of this goal, taking the risk that an economic crisis can
quickly become a political crisis of the state. Government enjoyed
reasonably effective national controls over capital movements, produc-
tion and consumption, although incomes policies were a less effective
way of trying to control inflationary pressures in conditions of full
employment. There was little interlinking of fiscal and monetary policy
although the Treasury was responsible for both.

In contrast, under depoliticized management, rates of unemployment
are higher and labour markets more flexible. There is little effective
national control over capital movements and increasingly integrated
financial markets. In particular, governments see the need for ‘expecta-
tion management’, off-loading responsibility to others, principally the
market, for the consequences of unpopular government policies. Tasks
are reassigned elsewhere, new mechanisms are introduced to increase
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the external validation of policy, and there is an acceptance of binding
‘rules’ such as the European Exchange Rate Mechanism/European
Economic and Monetary Union and the WTO Dispute Settlement
Mechanism. As national controls are downgraded, it becomes more
important to link fiscal and monetary policy with an ever more impor-
tant exchange rate policy. As a result, there is a shift from international
cooperation to regional integration.

It can also be argued that depoliticized management is associated
with a reassertion of Treasury control over management of the econ-
omy. As the Keynesian management techniques of the immediate post-
war era declined in efficacy, and in particular as public expenditure
became more difficult to control, the Treasury suffered a loss of reputa-
tion in terms of its place at the heart of the core executive. The tradi-
tional coded language of understatement cannot conceal the note of
quiet despair that often permeates the Treasury’s own internal histories
of the 1950s and the 1960s as the traditional Keynesian levers declined
in effectiveness. Depoliticization offers the possibility of a reassertion of
control by both doing less (but doing it better) and also doing more.
Indeed, a strong Treasury may be regarded as a precondition of the
success of the Blair Government:

[The] concept of a strong Treasury can be seen as a shorthand for
approaches at ministerial and official level which go much wider than
the Treasury itself and permeate government as a whole. A strong
Treasury in this sense . . . was therefore a necessary condition if
Labour wished to combine tight overall control of public expenditure
with changed priorities and getting more out of available resources.
(Deakin and Parry 2000: 198)

Depoliticization offers the possibility of a Treasury ‘tool-kit’ that would
work on a number of levels: it would achieve specified goals; it would
reinforce Treasury influence over the spending departments; and it
would avoid political resistance.

It is possible, therefore, to identify a number of factors that have
encouraged depoliticization. What is evident is that this is not some
crude model in which globalization or liberalization simply permeates
domestic policy decisions. Nevertheless, both factors exert some signif-
icant influence, although depoliticization itself is highly political, and is
best seen ‘as a governing strategy and, in that sense, remains highly
political’ (Burnham 2001: 130). Quite clearly, depoliticization involves
governments making choices about preferred ends and the means of
achieving them. Here, one key factor underlying the shift towards
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depoliticization is Labour’s need to establish its competence to manage
economic policy. By shifting key decisions such as interest rate setting to
the Bank of England, the government has to manage a narrower range
of policy instruments.

This argument is closely linked to the idea of credibility, which
relates to the expectations of the market that government will actually
adhere to its stated policies. It became widely believed that politicians
were locked into a political business cycle that impelled them to boost
the economy in the run up to an election. As the Treasury’s own
account of economic policy puts it, ‘The mere fact that monetary
policy decisions were made by politicians created the suspicion that
they could be based on short-term political considerations, rather than
the economy’s long-run interests’ (Balls and O’Donnell 2002: 17).
Long-term interest rates tended to be higher than they would other-
wise be because they contained a risk premium to reflect political
impacts. More generally, the importance of short-term political pres-
sures made public expenditure control difficult and tended to produce
inflation. Independent central bankers, it was believed, could be better
trusted to produce stable and consistent policies. Depoliticization also
enables government to off-load responsibility for unpopular policies
elsewhere. This tactic is not, of course, confined to economic policy.
For example, the National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) is
used to convert difficult political decisions about the availability of
new drugs to patients into apparently technical decisions taken by
neutral experts.

Burnham refers to these developments as an attempt to ‘capitalise on
recent changes in the global political economy’(2001, p.137). His choice
of the word ‘capitalise’ is fortuitous because the Blair Government’s
approach to economic policy was not merely driven by changes in the
political economy. Instead it was based on a particular interpretation of
those changes and their policy consequences. Globalization is an indi-
rect cause of depoliticization, but it is also a convenient alibi that fitted
in with the policy preferences of the Blair government.

Depoliticization is not irreversible, although it has occurred in a
benign economic and political environment. As the IMF noted in its
2001 review of the UK economy:

The current nine-year expansion marks the longest period of sustained
noninflationary growth of the UK economy in more than 30 years.
Output has increased by an average of 3 per cent per year during
1993–2000, inflation has remained subdued, and unemployment is
now at its lowest level for a quarter century. While activity has decel-
erated with the slowdown in world demand, this year the UK will
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grow faster than any G-7 country. (International Monetary Fund
2001)

The IMF report does also refer to some causes for concern, which
include the weaker external demand environment, the persistent
strength of sterling, the high level of private debt and the prolonged run
in house prices. There is a sense in which the British economy is very
consumer driven, dependent on consumer confidence that is in turn
reliant on low interest rates and high house prices which give the
appearance of wealth, something which might be described as a ‘Britain
shops while the world economy drops’ phenomenon. Obviously, if
economic performance declined, depoliticization might be threatened as
citizens looked again to government to resolve the problems of an
underperforming market. The danger that the world may be entering a
period when deflation (falling prices) rather than inflation becomes the
main economic problem again might change thinking about the role of
government in the economy, as it did in the 1930s. Attitudes to tax,
consumption, saving, pensions, and investment would all be trans-
formed. The political strains of deflation might force a repoliticization
of economic policy.

There are also areas of economic policy where depoliticization has
been limited. Quite obviously, the question of whether Britain should
join the euro remains a highly politicized question, despite the govern-
ment’s claims it is merely an economic choice. In addition, more rules
have been introduced to guide the conduct of fiscal policy, because fiscal
policy is always politicized to some extent, involving key decisions
about ‘who wins and who loses’ in relation to the ways in which taxes
are raised and money is spent.

Attempts to depoliticize fiscal policy

Fiscal policy lies at the very heart of the conduct of national
economic policy and is defined by the Treasury as ‘[t]he combination
of spending and tax policies which a government uses to achieve its
objectives’ (Balls and O’Donnell 2002: 365) National governments
cannot escape responsibility for the consequences of its taxation and
spending decisions. The Budget remains a major event in the
economic and political calendar and public expenditure decisions
attract considerable media interest. The political economy of fiscal
policy is inherently difficult to manage for a government committed
to sound money and prudent financial policies. Expectations manage-
ment is extremely difficult in this area because of the state of public
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opinion, the demands of other political actors and the activities of
interest groups.

There are a number of public misperceptions about taxation and
expenditure and it is evident that there is a fairly widespread belief that
British taxpayers are heavily taxed both absolutely and comparatively
(Hedges and Bromley 2001: 13). In fact, Britain is just one percentage
point ahead of Switzerland in terms of total tax as a percentage of GDP
and was seven percentage points below the EU average in 1997. On the
expenditure side, ‘[p]eople know in a general way that taxes are neces-
sary to finance public services and works, but they feel they have no
specific knowledge of what the money gets spent on, or how far it is
spent wisely and productively’(ibid.: 47). For example, in relation to
social security, the general expectation was that most of the money
would go to unemployed people, perhaps as much as 70 per cent, when
in fact the figure is 7 per cent. Public mistrust and misunderstanding
about the way in which money is spent means that there is scepticism
about whether increases in public expenditure will actually lead to
better services.

The Labour government has tried to depoliticize fiscal policy as much
as possible, and established a Code for Fiscal Stability in 1998 placing
considerable emphasis on the maintenance of economic stability as the
key to sustaining high levels of growth and employment. A credible
framework for policy would lead economic actors to believe that the
government would deliver its commitments. Two key fiscal rules were
specified:

• The ‘golden rule’. Over the economic cycle, the government would
borrow only to invest, not to fund current spending. This would be
achieved through a surplus on current budget over the economic
cycle, but it should be noted that this implies levels of borrowing that
are historically very low.

• The sustainable investment rule. Public sector net debt as a propor-
tion of GDP would be held over the economic cycle at a stable and
prudent level set by the government at 40 per cent.

In practice, the ‘golden’ rule may be somewhat tarnished because it is diffi-
cult to determine what constitutes current spending and investment.
Should spending on physical capital be treated as investment and spending
on human capital be treated as spending, even though human capital
formation is seen as important in an increasingly knowledge based
economy? In practice, current spending is defined as services consumed
within one year, whereas spending producing a stream of services in
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excess of one year is defined as capital spending. Some items of spend-
ing that have many of the characteristics of investment – education – are
thereby excluded. The Treasury claims that ‘[a]lthough education gives
rise to a stream of benefits over time, the capital value of education and
its depreciation rate is not something which can be estimated easily or
reliably’ (Balls and O’Donnell 2002: 167). It therefore becomes evident
that the ‘golden rule’ is not a tablet of stone, but is susceptible to the
political difficulty of defining and calculating what is and is not an
investment.

Similarly, the sustainable investment rule set at 40 per cent appears
to be somewhat arbitrary. The Treasury admits that ‘[n]either theory
nor empirical evidence provide a definitive guide for policymakers’
(ibid.: 177). In effect, the level selected represented a political judg-
ment. Nevertheless, there is an argument for placing some limit on
debt, and an arbitrarily chosen limit is better than no limit at all, even
if many citizens are often surprised by the size of the share of govern-
ment expenditure devoted to debt interest (Hedges and Bromley
2001).

The Labour government’s approach to its fiscal policy rules is signif-
icantly affected by questions of intergenerational equity. It is argued
that it is unfair for future generations to meet the cost of policies that
primarily benefit the current generation, while the current generation
should not have to pay for policies that will only benefit future gener-
ations. However, if one took too rigid a view of this principle, one
would not be able to subsidize environmentally friendly forms of
power generation on the grounds that global warming was a future
problem. In any case, current spending may have differential benefits
for citizens depending on their age. The Treasury argues that ‘Firm
fiscal rules also remove the tendency for fiscal policy to deviate from
sound economic principles to provide short-term gains to certain inter-
est groups’ (Balls and O’Donnell 2002: 157). This seems to be a rather
optimistic assumption, particularly as the number of interest groups,
the sophistication of their operations and the intensity of their
demands tend to rise over time, matched by a decline of more aggrega-
tive institutions such as political parties. There are many reasons for
this trend, but one is the development of a more fragmented society in
which citizens conceive their needs in more particularistic terms. There
has been a shift towards a politics of collective consumption in which
citizens are more likely to define themselves as consumers of public
services.

Of course, the ultimate constraint on a government is the desire to
remain in office. If economic principles come up against pressing
political considerations, politics is likely to win. The decision to raise
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state pensions by only 75p in 2000 was said by Tony Blair to be the
biggest mistake of the first term, disastrous in presentational terms
and responsible for denting support for Labour among older voters.
However, the decision was consistent with the rules for calculating
state pension increases and it also reinforced the government’s
message that voters should not rely on the state pension as their
means of support in their old age. In effect, fiscal rules are really only
second-best solutions. They provide restrictions on behaviour, but
also allow flexibility, allegedly only in relation to exceptional
economic shocks, but in practice enabling a response to political
developments as well. The rules may not be perfect, but the alterna-
tive is worse: ‘it may well be the best economic response in a situa-
tion where the unconstrained political process produces outcomes
that are even less desirable’ (Balls and O’Donnell 2002: 157), but it
is evident that the depoliticization of fiscal policy has been unsur-
prisingly partial at best.

Labour’s first term restraint on expenditure

What was striking about the 1997 Parliament was the extent to
which the Labour government constrained public expenditure
growth. Excepting income taxes, taxes went up in real terms by an
annual rate of two-and-a-half times as much as under the
Conservatives, but at the same time spending increased at the same
rate as under Thatcher and at a lower rate than under Major. Before
its election Labour had pledged to follow the spending plans of the
Conservatives for its first two years in office, even if, as the
Conservative Chancellor, Kenneth Clarke, subsequently revealed, the
Conservatives would have increased spending if they had returned to
office. In fact, ‘public spending in the first three years of the [1997]
parliament was actually lower than the Conservatives’ plans in real
terms’ (Institute of Fiscal Studies 2001: 35). In actual fact, Labour
had provided a ‘tax but don’t spend’ government; Increases in taxes
was used to reduce the public debt and all of the additional real
increase in taxes was used in this way up until 1999–2000. Public
debt as a percentage of GDP declined from 43.7 per cent in 1996–7
to 31.2 per cent in 2000–1.

In recent years, government underspending has emerged as a key prob-
lem: ‘In 1999–2000, public spending was supposed to increase as a
proportion of GDP for the first time since 1923. Instead, the £9.4 billion
underspend meant that once again public spending fell as a proportion of
national income’ (Institute of Fiscal Studies 2002: 15). Some underspend
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was due to lower levels of spending on unemployment benefits and debt
interest, but there were also shortfalls at key departments delivering
public services in 2000–1, including the Department for Education and
Employment (£1.4 billion) and the Department for the Environment,
Transport and Regions (£0.9 billion). There appeared to be a number of
reasons for these shortfalls, and, apart from defence expenditure, capital
spending fell behind because the capacity of the public services to manage
large projects had been undermined in the previous-quarter century of
reduced capital spending. In particular, decentralization of purchasing
following the privatization of the Property Services Agency by the
Conservatives meant there was a lack of centralized procurement exper-
tise. In addition, against a background of tight labour markets and
discontent about salaries and working conditions, it was sometimes diffi-
cult to recruit public service workers.

Increases in spending, announced in the biannual Comprehensive
Spending Reviews in 1998 and 2000, only raised public expenditure to
a 39.2 per cent of GDP in 2001–2, still below the 41 per cent recorded
in the last year of the Conservative government. However, spending was
projected to rise at a faster rate over the second term of the Labour
government, with total managed expenditure predicted to reach 41.8
per cent of GDP in 2005–6, compared with 42.6 per cent in 1995–6.
Tax revenues are always more unpredictable than public expenditure
and they were less buoyant because of the economic slowdown after the
events of 11 September, and by April they were about £1 billion less
than anticipated the preceding November. The government engaged in
a major exercise in expectations management in the run up to the 2002
budget to prepare the electorate for a significant increase in taxation.
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Table 14.3 Real average annual increase in taxation and spending as
measured in percentage terms

Source: Extracted from Institute of Fiscal Studies (2001: 36)

Thatcher years Major years Conservatives New Labour 
1979–97 to 2000–1

Total taxes 2.0 1.3 1.8 4.6
Total

government
spending 1.2 2.6 1.6 1.2

Education
spending 1.2 2.1 1.5 3.6

NHS spending 3.0 3.3 3.1 4.7



Getting and spending: the 2002 budget

Such was the general public disaffection about the standard of public
services in the 2001 election, the government took this as a signal it had
to increase spending on them. This had always been a government objec-
tive, but the main emphasis up to then had been on ‘reform’ of the public
services, monies being tight thanks to the decision to abide by the
Conservatives’ spending plans. The messages that appeared to come
from the government were confusing, alternating between criticizing the
resistance of public service workers to change while praising their contri-
bution to society. From a public sector union perspective, ministers’
strategies appeared to be one of work intensification at a time of low
morale and problems in recruitment. Salaries were made more attractive,
but there was resentment about increasing workloads, which were often
aggravated by the government’s own performance indicators.

The dilemma ministers faced was whether increasing public spending
on public services would actually lead to perceptible improvements in
public services within the electoral life cycle. In this regard the 2002
budget was seen as a turning point in the development of the Blair
government’s economic policy. As a result, additional funding for the
NHS should amount to £40 billion a year in cash terms, or £25 billion
in real terms by 2007–8, a 43 per cent rise in real terms. The additional
revenue required to meet this increase impacted less than expected on
individuals because it was partly funded by a rise in the employers’
national insurance contributions, although that hike in a payroll tax
could have a longer-term impact on jobs and growth. In so far as the
money was raised from individuals, the impact was greater on the better
off with allowances frozen and the effective higher tax rate increased to
41 per cent. The impact of national insurance rises on middle-income
households was reduced by a more generous child tax credit to come in
force alongside the other changes in April 2003.

Although the budget showed a willingness to engage in what was
termed ‘investment’ in public services, it was not a simple reversion to Old
Labour ‘tax and spend’ policies. New measures were announced to moni-
tor the effectiveness of NHS spending, although NHS employees might
consider that substantial monitoring arrangements were already in place.
The tax–GDP ratio will not increase very much, falling to 36.7 per cent
in 2002–3, before increasing to 37.6 per cent in 2003–4. Even by 2005–6,
however, tax levels as a proportion of GDP in Britain would still be at
least 3 per cent lower than in France and Germany and the increases in
tax and expenditure amounted to around less than 1 per cent of GDP over
four years. As a result, levels of public expenditure as a share of national
income should not be greatly out of line with the Thatcher period.
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Britain and the single currency: the case for and
against Euro membership

It is remarkable that the Treasury has chosen to produce its own mono-
graph on economic policy (Balls and O’Donnell 2002), but even more
remarkable that the discussion of UK membership of the single currency
is confined to a single box containing a bald statement of the UK’s posi-
tion on membership. The most important economic policy decision the
British government, parliament and people will have to take in the first
decade of the twenty-first century is whether or not Britain should
become part of the Eurozone. This is not only an important decision in
itself, but it is one which will have profound consequences for the future
of economic policy.

If Britain joins the Euro it will have to demonstrate that it can meet
the following criteria set out in the Maastricht Treaty, although this
should not prove too difficult given the recent performance of the
British economy:

• The budget deficit should not exceed 3 per cent of GDP and accu-
mulated debt should mot be more than 60 per cent of GDP. There is
some room for manoeuvre on these criteria, but they are not a prob-
lem for Britain.

• The inflation rate should not be more than 1.5 per cent higher than
the level of the best three performing countries in the Eurozone. In
2002 Britain had the lowest inflation rate in Europe.

• Durability of convergence, measured in terms of long-term interest
rates on government bonds, which should not be more than two
percentage points above the three best performing EU members.

• The national currency must have been within the ‘normal’ fluctuation
margins of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) in the
two years prior to membership. Britain left the ERM in 1992, so this
might imply a two-year qualifying period.

Britain would also have to comply with the requirements of the
Stability and Growth Pact, introduced in 1997 at the insistence of
Germany to ensure that the stability of the Eurozone was not under-
mined by ‘irresponsible’ economic policies. Countries are required to
maintain broadly balanced national budgets over the economic cycle,
something that is an objective of British policy in any case, although
the European Commission has criticized plans to run a small budget
deficit in coming years. Indeed, Germany itself has come close to
violating the requirements of the pact and France and Italy have been
in danger of doing so also. It has also been politically difficult to
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discipline smaller countries that have been in breach of the Stability
and Growth Pact, such as Portugal which had a 2001 budget deficit
equal to 4.1 per cent of GDP.

At the centre of the Euro system is the European Central Bank
(ECB), which uses monetary policy to achieve the key stipulated objec-
tive of price stability. The ECB has a federal structure with the gover-
nors of all the National Central Banks represented on its board and
constituting a majority. Key features of the ECB include ‘the strength
of its mandate and independence, the weakness of its accountability,
and the assignment of monetary policy to price stability, derive from
the German model of central banking’ (Taylor, C 2000: 183).
Membership of the ECB system implies transferring considerable
authority to a weakly accountable group of central bankers whose
independence is underwritten by an international treaty. It is therefore
difficult to rapidly adjust the operation of the system in the way that
happened when Britain transferred interest rate setting powers to the
Bank of England.

Joining the Euro is a highly political project, and deciding whether or
not to enter the Euro is a political decision. If the Labour government
decides to recommend entry, it will no doubt try to present the argument
in terms of economic benefits. The objectivity of the ‘five economic
tests’ set by the Treasury that have to be met before Britain enters will
be emphasized. These are:

• A sustainable convergence between the British and Eurozone
economies. This is a key test: will Britain manage with a ‘one size fits
all’ interest rate?

• Sufficient flexibility to cope with economic change;
• The effect on investment;
• The effect on the UK financial services industry; and
• Whether membership is good for employment and growth.

The Treasury will decide on political grounds whether the economic
tests have been met, but the really difficult decision is the exchange
rate at which Britain will enter. Analysts generally agree that the
pound is overvalued against the Euro, although the National Institute
of Economic and Social Research has argued that Britain could join at
the rate of C=1.61 to the pound prevailing in May 2002. Nevertheless,
the rate at which Britain should join is a crucial and difficult question.
If entry involved an effective devaluation, the authorities would then
have the difficult task of managing that decline while minimizing
economic and political costs. Parties associated with devaluation in
Britain in the post-war period have always lost the following election:
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Labour in 1951 (after clinging on to power in 1950) following deval-
uation in 1949, Labour again in 1970 after 1967, and the
Conservatives in 1997 after the forced exit from the ERM in 1992. On
the economic front, too rapid a devaluation would produce higher
inflation.

The economic case for British membership of the Euro is quite finely
balanced. Criticisms of the Eurozone have been made on the grounds
that it does not represent an optimal currency area. Compared with
the United States, wages are more rigid downwards, are less likely to
be reduced in a response to a shift in the balance of supply and
demand for labour, and there is less labour mobility. Hence, it is rela-
tively difficult to make adjustments to economic shocks in the labour
market and the burden might fall on higher unemployment. A ‘one
size fits all’ interest rate is said to take insufficient account of the
discrepancies within the European economy and the need to vary
adjustment strategies accordingly. One response to this is that the
Eurozone may not be an optimal currency area in terms of economic
theory, but it is a feasible project that has nonetheless been success-
fully put into operation. In that sense, it is a prime example of poli-
tics, or more particularly the vision of a more integrated Europe,
driving economics.

The economic arguments for joining the Euro have been well
rehearsed. Transaction costs in terms of changing currency for individ-
uals and firms would be reduced, although the impact would not be
dramatic, probably generating savings of between 0.25 and 0.50 per
cent of GDP. Price differentials between European countries would
become more transparent and it would be difficult to justify higher
prices charged for consumer goods such as cars in Britain. These bene-
fits might, however, take some time to realize and there has been consid-
erable media interest in the suggestion that the Euro had increased
inflation in continental Europe. The statistical increase was small, but
consumers were sensitive to the ‘rounding up’ of small everyday
consumer items. It is also claimed that interest rates would tend to be
lower. If Britain did not join, some foreign direct investors might be
deterred from locating there in future. The City of London would bene-
fit from participation in the Eurozone, although there is evidence to
suggest that it could flourish outside it.

The economic arguments against entry centre on the claim that the
structure of the British economy is different from that of continental
European economies. Opponents of membership argue that ‘Britain . . .
resembles the United States in the extent of its high-tech industries such
as biochemicals, aircraft, scientific instruments and telecommunications.’
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(Eltis 2000: 188). Although most of Britain’s trade is with Europe,
the exchange rates against the yen and the dollar are important for
key British companies and the general European rate might not be
suitable for Britain. In addition, within the Eurozone, countries have
less capacity to adjust to external economic shocks, known as asym-
metric shocks if they affect countries differently. This is because
member states’ monetary policy is under control of the European
Central Bank (ECB) and their fiscal policy is constrained by the
Stability and Growth Pact. It is argued that the form and extent of
Britain’s integration with the global economy makes it particularly
vulnerable to such shocks. Perhaps the most compelling argument
relates to the impact of interest rates on the economy. Britain has
high levels of home ownership by European standards, funded by
mortgages with variable interest rates in most cases. Mortgages and
other forms of borrowing are also used to fund the purchase of
household durables. Britain is thus more sensitive to changes in
short-term interest rates and euro membership could make the econ-
omy more volatile. One report suggested that the impact of an inter-
est rate change in Britain on demand after two years is four times the
EU average (ibid.: 186).

The most compelling arguments for membership are political rather
than economic. The Euro is the central project of the EU and if Britain
is not a participant, it will continue to punch below its weight in
Europe. Britain is already formally excluded from some EU decisions
and its informal influence would be reduced by a perception that it was
not fully committed to the European project. The informal meeting of
Eurozone ministers could assume a greater importance relative to the
Council of Economic and Financial Ministers of which Britain is a
member. Of course, membership of the single currency is not without its
costs in terms of decision-making autonomy. Wilks argues that ‘policy
would take on a new pan-European character and there would no
longer be an indigenous British macro-economic policy’ (Wilks 1997:
697). Here, monetary policy would be transferred from the Bank of
England to the ECB and ‘[n]ational central banks will simply become
the regional agencies of the ECB, with no independent power to alter
local monetary conditions’ (Healey 2000: 32). Fiscal policy would be
constrained by the Maastricht criteria and the Stability and Growth
Pact.

The political opponents of membership of the single currency offer
two alternative futures for Britain. The first would involve joining the
North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA), which it is generally
accepted would be incompatible with continued EU membership.
Although there are structural and ideological similarities between the
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British and American economies, Britain is much more integrated with
Europe. It is by no means clear that the United States wants Britain
within NAFTA because Britain is a more useful loyal ally within the EU
that can usually be relied on to advance the American position. The
second suggests that Britain is a big enough economy not to be part of
any regional bloc. This revives post-imperialist dreams of Britain as a
mediator between North America, Europe and the rest of the world,
something that was not a very realistic proposition even fifty years ago.
The proposition that Britain is the world’s fourth largest economy never
refers to GDP per capita or to the country’s poor productivity record
and its recent good growth record may not be sustainable in the long
run outside the Eurozone. The response to globalization has been
regionalization; autarky is no longer on the agenda. As result, Britain
has to choose which regional bloc it wants to be in and Europe is the
more feasible choice.

Can the government win a referendum on entering 
the Euro?

The Government has to convince the British people of these arguments
in a referendum and at the time of writing it is by no means certain
that a referendum would be called in the autumn of 2003, the last
likely date in the lifetime of the 2001 Parliament. Opinion polls have
consistently shown a majority against entry, but supporters of the
Euro are optimistic on four grounds. First, most voters think Britain
will eventually join. Second, support for entry increases once people
are asked how they would vote if there was a positive recommenda-
tion from the government in favour. Third, it is hoped that the circu-
lation of the Euro in notes and coins would have a positive impact,
although the evidence from the experience of British citizens travelling
in continental Europe in the summer of 2002 was that this had little
effect on opinions. Fourth, there is some focus group evidence that
voters are inclined to change their minds when they are given more
information about the Euro, suggesting that a well run campaign
could be effective. As a stylized fact, about a quarter of the electorate
would probably vote against the Euro regardless of any arguments.
They tend to be older voters who consider that British identity and
autonomy is threatened by membership and they are probably more
motivated to turn out than many lukewarm supporters. Inevitably, the
result could be influenced by turnout and by the popularity of the
government of the time as some voters might use it to register a protest
against the government.
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If Britain votes to join, British economic policy will have much less of
a domestic focus. The consequences of a defeat could be far reaching
because the economic policy credibility of the Labour government could
be undermined, its chances of re-election diminished. In such a scenario,
a Euro-sceptical Conservative government could then attempt to re-
negotiate the EU treaties, presenting demands that other EU member
states could not accept. That is indeed the hope of some opponents of
the EU who would like Britain to withdraw. If that did happen,
economic policy would once again become highly politicized. The deci-
sion to withdraw – or to make membership unworkable – would be
highly contentious. If it did occur, difficult economic policy choices
would have to be made in a turbulent environment. More likely
outcomes are that Britain joins the Euro or that it will join a very
successful single currency at a second attempt. By that time, however,
Britain would have lost much of its potential for increased influence
within the EU, one of the main arguments for membership. Whatever
may transpire, it remains the case that at a period when economic policy
has become depoliticized, Britain has now to take one of the most
crucial economic policy choices it will face in the twenty-first century.

Conclusion

While depoliticization is the order of the day, economic policy could
once again become repoliticized, particularly by the question of how to
handle deflation if it takes hold, as well as by the question of whether
Britain should join the Euro and the alternative futures that faces Britain
if it does not. Despite much speculation on the subject after 11
September, globalization is unlikely to disappear as a phenomenon,
although it may meet increasing political resistance. Even if it could be
envisaged that Britain were to withdraw from the EU, Britain would still
be exposed to globalization, probably more so. The rhetoric of
economic policy insists that there is still space for autonomous govern-
ment decisions, and this is certainly still the case in relation to fiscal
policy, although membership of the euro would imply greater coordina-
tion with other European countries. Economic policy – specifically
monetary policy – would then pass from the national to the regional
level, leading Britain to cede sovereignty to Europe. Nevertheless, if
globalization is seen as a neo-liberal force, it is likely to maintain the
pressure for depoliticized and rules-based forms of economic manage-
ment. The politics of economic policy may therefore continue to focus
on ‘getting and spending’, but will do so within a policy framework that
is constrained by international economic forces.
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Chapter 15

Public Services

ANDREW DENHAM

Labour’s manifesto at the 2001 general election had two main themes:
maintaining a strong economy and reforming the public services. If the
mission of its first term had been (as Tony Blair put it during the
campaign) to ‘sort out’ the economy and ‘begin the process’ of
increasing public service investment, Labour’s declared aim in its
second term was to pursue ‘real and lasting’ improvements in public
services, particularly in health and education. To achieve this, minis-
ters envisaged an increasing role for the private sector, a new approach
that would refashion public services and the welfare state in line with
the needs of the twenty-first century, redrawing what were deemed to
be old-fashioned, outdated boundaries between the public and private
sectors. This chapter examines developments under the Blair govern-
ment in respect of health, education and welfare policy since 1997. It
describes many of the key policy changes that have occurred since
Labour came to power, but also seeks to explain the political and ideo-
logical context within which Labour’s policies have been conceived
and formulated.

In domestic politics, public service reform has become the key battle-
ground of Labour’s second term. The stakes could not be higher, since
Labour is pledged to deliver improvements in public services that for the
most part it failed to achieve in its first term, the benefits of which will
be apparent to the British electorate. Labour is pursuing the agenda of
using the state to modernize rather than privatize core public services
such as education and health which was pioneered under the
Conservatives. A sharp distinction is drawn between how services are
funded and how they are delivered. Labour remains committed to state
funding of public services, and plans to sharply increase the level of
funding, but it also wants to introduce much greater involvement of the
private sector in the delivery of public services, breaking up the public
sector monopoly. Its ‘Old Labour’ critics such as John Edmonds and
Dave Prentis in the trade unions argue that public services should be
delivered through the public sector, and that the Government’s plans
threaten to produce two-tier systems in education and health. The
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Government’s response is that public sector solutions for delivering
public services have not worked, and that if their plans do not succeed,
the electorate will turn to the Conservative party which is beginning to
consider options for privatizing both funding and delivery of public
services.

A further political problem for the Government is whether the tech-
niques for managing the public sector, which it inherited from the
Conservatives and has developed further, emphasising targets and
central monitoring of performance, can actually deliver improved
performance. Critics argue that this will generate various kinds of
wasteful and inefficient behaviour, at the same time destroying the ethos
of public service. The alternative path of decentralizing public services
and handing control to the service providers themselves runs the risk
that the Government is left with little effective control over the quality
of the services it is funding. It wants to be sure first that working prac-
tices have been modernized and the quality of services raised. Some
experiments, for example the announcement of Foundation Hospitals,
have begun, but it would be a radical government that set the whole
public sector free. The Government appears split over the issue, with
Gordon Brown and the Treasury preferring to retain central control,
while Downing Street and some key ministers, including Alan Milburn
at Health, favouring decentralization.

Labour has little time before the next election to persuade voters that
beneficial change is occurring, and to convince the trade unions and the
professions that they should co-operate with the Government’s reforms.
Public sector workers seeing the first major increases in real resources
pledged to the public sector for almost thirty years are becoming
increasingly militant and pursuing large wage claims, at a time when
inflation is running below 2 per cent. The Government is seeking to
stand firm against large public sector pay claims to prevent the extra
resources it is providing being swallowed up by higher wages. At the
same time the deterioration of the prospects for growth in the British
economy threatens the ability of the Chancellor to deliver the higher
spending on public services that has been promised without further
increases in either taxation or borrowing.

The road to 1997

After Labour’s defeat in 1992, senior party figures concluded that the
process of ‘modernization’, which began under Neil Kinnock in 1983,
had not gone far enough. Specifically, it was felt that further steps were
needed to shake off the perception among key groups of target voters,
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particularly disillusioned Conservative supporters in marginal
constituencies, that the party remained a by-word for ‘tax and spend’
and economic incompetence. For Labour, economic competence was
measured by the management of the economy and by the provision of
high quality, value for money public services.

Following the election of Tony Blair as leader in 1994, the process of
reforming Labour’s internal organization, reinventing its image, and
reversing many of its policies continued and the pace of change acceler-
ated. In terms of social policy, Blair insisted in May 1997 that ‘we have
reached the limits of the public’s willingness simply to fund an unre-
formed welfare system through ever higher taxes and spending’ (quoted
in the Guardian, 4 May 1997: 13). Electoral calculation apart, other
factors had encouraged Labour to rethink the party’s traditional
approach to social policy by 1997. The perceived pressures on welfare
spending were of increasing concern to policy makers in all liberal
democracies. Governing parties across the political spectrum were
facing a series of challenges that threatened if not the very existence of
the welfare state, then at least its capacity to adapt to a rapidly chang-
ing – and increasingly interdependent – world. The economic and social
demands of globalization seemingly required governments the world
over (and of whatever political complexion) to recast their welfare
systems in order to foster economic competitiveness. In addition, the
expectations citizens had of what the welfare state could ultimately
provide were said to be increasingly excessive and unrealistic, as rising
prosperity and advances in medical technology enabled them to live
healthier and longer lives. Growing numbers of elderly people would
need to be supported with cash benefits and care services beyond retire-
ment. Health services for the elderly were inevitably more expensive
than for people of working age. In short, the financial costs of welfare
benefits and services were predicted to rise exponentially into the
twenty-first century. Welfare states everywhere, it was claimed, would
have to adapt to survive.

As it turned out, dire warnings about the long-term cost and sustain-
ability of the welfare state were of limited relevance to Labour’s reap-
praisal of its approach to social policy before 1997. Rumours of the
welfare state’s impending demise were much exaggerated and took no
account of the British experience. In fact, Britain continued to spend a
lower proportion of national income on social welfare than its neigh-
bours in Western Europe, suggesting that – whatever other failings it
might have – the financial costs of the British welfare state were (rela-
tively) sustainable. Demographic fears of too few workers supporting
the retirement incomes of a growing number of elderly people over-
looked the probability that – whatever its size – the future workforce
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would be wealthier and therefore better able to bear the cost of state
pensions. In addition, retrenchment under Conservative governments in
the 1980s and 1990s had resulted in a projected rise in Britain’s
pensions bill far smaller than that in other countries, including the
United States. Finally, the existence of a single funding stream under
central government control meant that Britain continued to spend
proportionately less of its national income on health care than other
countries. Assuming it did not abandon the National Health Service
(NHS), rising demand for health services would thus be easier for a
Labour administration to contain than if it were governing a country
(such as Germany or the United States) with a heavier reliance on
private or social insurance.

Globalization and its perceived effects, however, were something
Labour believed it could not ignore. Aside from efforts to persuade
voters – and newspaper proprietors – who had backed the
Conservatives in 1992 of the party’s fitness to govern, Labour also set
out to convince the business community and the financial markets it
would be both ‘prudent’ and ‘responsible’ in its management of the
British economy. The Labour leadership therefore embraced a neo-
liberal macro-economic and fiscal strategy in the pursuit of economic
stability, something it saw as enhancing its prospects of winning the
election of 1997 and securing re-election in 2001. This meant a commit-
ment to low inflation, low taxation and tight control of public spend-
ing. It also meant an activist policy of micro-economic intervention to
‘free up’ the ‘supply side’ of the economy to improve the competitive-
ness of British goods and services in domestic and overseas markets. All
this implied promoting a different kind of welfare state, one that is dedi-
cated to promoting investment in human and social capital and provid-
ing collective support for individual self-help.

In redefining its political image and identity before and after 1997,
Labour sought to present its approach to public policy in different areas
as a ‘Third Way’ between the ‘free market’ approach of the
Conservatives and Labour’s past commitment to redistribution and
monopoly public services. In part, Labour’s ‘new’ approach to social
policy was anticipated by the report of the Commission on Social Justice
set up by the late John Smith in the aftermath of the party’s defeat in
1992. In its report, the Commission characterized three competing
approaches to social policy:

• The first, that of the ‘Old’ Labour left, was to use public services and
welfare benefits to redistribute resources from the rich to the poor;

• The second, that of the New Right, advocated free markets and
deregulation; and
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• The third, the one the Commission ultimately endorsed, was to use
public resources to invest in opportunities for all in order to improve
economic competitiveness. This attempt to characterize a ‘Third Way’
was later echoed by what Labour would say and do in government.
As Gordon Brown put it, Labour stood for ‘prudence with a
purpose’.

Despite problems of definition, the Third Way served an important
political purpose in Labour’s first two years. It provided a slogan that
emphasized the differences between New Labour and its political oppo-
nents and it portrayed both the Old Left and the New Right as ideo-
logically-motivated, small ‘c’ conservatives, whose approaches to public
service and welfare reform had become both simplistic and irrelevant.
In contrast to the perceived rigidity of these approaches, the Third Way
was flexible. If ‘what matters is what works’, this gave ministers some
ideational room for manoeuvre in terms of policy development. In
short, the Third Way was sufficiently broad (and vague) to justify what-
ever policy decisions were made. It made Labour look modern and
innovative and it brought the Blair leadership time and political space
to devise a longer-term strategy. In 1997, however, no such strategy had
existed. Labour promised to cut class sizes in schools and reduce hospi-
tal waiting lists, but said little about how it proposed to reform educa-
tion or the NHS. Significantly, however, the party did pledge there
would be no increase in the basic or top rates of income tax during its
first term and no overall increase in public spending in the Labour
government’s first two years. These pledges, considered vital to Labour’s
electoral prospects, were duly kept. The strategy of appealing to ‘middle
England’ and appeasing the financial markets, apparently succeeded,
but at a price. To the dismay of the party’s traditionalist wing, the Blair
government explicitly ruled out any increase in direct taxation to
finance higher spending on health and education. Nor did it promise to
raise the level of welfare benefits or other social services.

A further impediment to radical change in the immediate aftermath
of Labour’s landslide victory in 1997 was the legacy of reforms inher-
ited from the Conservatives. These reforms, the most important being
the introduction of ‘quasi-markets’ in health, education and social
services and the stricter benefit codes for the unemployed, had taken the
Conservatives a long time to introduce, but in each case had resulted in
significant organizational and administrative upheaval by 1997. On
assuming office, Labour was forced to recognize that, even for a radical
government bolstered by a massive parliamentary majority, fundamen-
tal reform of the NHS or the social security system was politically
impossible, at least in the short term. Thus the changes wrought by the
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Conservatives over eighteen years could not be reversed overnight and
the Labour leadership (for the reasons noted above) had no intention of
trying to do so.

Accepting the Conservatives’ aggregate spending plans for the first
two years did not mean Labour’s priorities were identical. Savings in
defence and social security expenditures were used to finance additional
spending on health, education and transport. Even so, the annual
growth in health spending was lower (2.3 per cent) in Labour’s first two
years than the average for the previous twenty years (around 3 per cent).
Spending on education was actually lower (4.7 per cent of national
income) in 1997/8 than at any time since the early 1960s. The windfall
levy, a tax on the privatized utilities which was exempt from the two-
year moratorium, raised £5.2 billion, of which £3.6 billion was spent on
the various ‘New Deal’ programmes between 1998 and 2002. The 1998
Budget saw significant increases in Child Benefit and Income Support
for families and the introduction of a new Working Families Tax Credit
to replace Family Credit (see later), although these changes did not
come into effect until 1999.

Now in government, Labour briefly sought to promote a broader
political and public debate about the long-term development of welfare
policy, particularly within the area of social security. This was symbol-
ized by the appointment of Frank Field as Minister for Welfare Reform,
invited by Blair to ‘think the unthinkable’ but who instead soon left
government altogether, following a reshuffle in 1998. In addition, a
separate review of pensions was commissioned and appeared in
December 1998 and a Royal Commission on long-term support for the
elderly reported the following March. In each case, the Government’s
message was that significant policy change was required, but that this
should be planned over the long term. This demonstrated Labour’s will-
ingness to engage with sensitive political issues, but did not commit the
Government to anything concrete in the short term.

Reforming public services

Health

The 1997 General Election campaign gave little indication of what
Labour had in store for the NHS, beyond pledges to keep and ‘modern-
ize’ the service, reduce waiting lists and ‘reverse’ the changes intro-
duced by the Conservatives. In government Labour reaffirmed the
party’s commitment to the founding principles of the NHS – equal
access for equal need and universal coverage – and offered a guarantee
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of modernization, but did so on the basis of pragmatism, not ideology.
Like their Conservative predecessors, Labour ministers identified lack of
choice and convenience for patients as a major problem in the NHS.
Their pledge to reduce waiting lists was in part a response to this but,
unlike the Conservatives, Labour did not appear to have a ‘big idea’ to
guide the process of reform. Its vision of the future – the promise of fast,
convenient care, sensitive to individual need, delivered to a consistently
high standard, using the best available modern facilities – was attractive,
but Labour did not specify how such objectives would be achieved.

The record of the Labour government on health is best considered in
two stages. The first two years were characterized by fiscal austerity and
saw the publication of a key White Paper, The New NHS: Modern,
Dependable. This contained three main themes: to abolish the ‘internal
market’; to mandate general practitioners (GPs) to establish Primary
Care Groups (PCGs) to purchase services for their patients; and to
improve the quality of clinical care, including plans to set and monitor
national standards. In fact, the rhetoric of change disguised a significant
degree of continuity. First, the Conservative ‘internal market’, based on
(limited) competition, was replaced by (mandatory) collaboration
between purchasers (health authorities and PCGs) and providers (NHS
Trusts and local authorities) and annual contracts gave way to ‘long-
term’ (three-year) service agreements. Thus, the ‘internal market’ intro-
duced by the Conservatives was more superseded than ‘abolished’ and
the ‘purchaser–provider’ split remained. Secondly, while the GP fund-
holding scheme introduced by the Conservatives was technically ‘abol-
ished’, in practice it was extended and made compulsory. Instead of
individual practices opting to hold a limited budget, PCGs were
required to hold large sums (averaging £60 million per year) from which
to purchase a substantial range of hospital and other services for their
patients.

To date, these changes have produced mixed results. Although thou-
sands of general practices quickly formed themselves into 481 PCGs,
successfully managing large budgets and securing long-term service
agreements with local NHS Trusts (an impressive achievement, given
the scale of change involved), there was little concrete evidence of any
significant impact on patient care (Dixon 2001). In January 2000,
concerned about adverse media coverage and frustrated by the slow
pace of ‘reform’, Blair announced that NHS funding would be stepped
up towards ‘the European average’. In March, the Government
announced that the percentage of GDP spent on health care would be
increased from 7 per cent to 7.6 per cent by 2004 and that growth in
real terms would double in each of the next five years. In July the
Government published its NHS Plan, which was designed to shape the
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service to 2004 and beyond. This included more detail about how the
extra cash would be used to boost capacity (for example, by recruiting
7,500 more consultants) and it unveiled an agreement that would allow
the NHS to purchase more care provided in private hospitals. Overall,
however, the Plan said more about ultimate ends than short-term
means.

In 2001 the Labour manifesto promised ‘a healthier nation with fast
treatment, free at the point of use’ by 2010 (Labour Party 2001: 3).
Successful NHS hospitals would be allowed to take over ‘failing’ ones
and, where it ‘made sense’ to do so, the Government would ‘work with’
the private sector to use spare capacity for the benefit of NHS patients.
A new type of hospital – specially built surgical units, managed by the
NHS or by the private sector – would be created to cut waiting times.
More frontline staff would be recruited, including 20,000 more nurses
and 10,000 more doctors, and there would be new powers for matrons,
more control over budgets for ward sisters and a £500 million
Performance Fund for doctors to spend on new patient services. In the
2002 Budget, the Chancellor, Gordon Brown, announced a £40 billion
programme of investment in the NHS to bring health spending up to
French and German levels within five years. This extra cash means that
spending on the NHS in real terms is projected to double in the ten years
between 1997 and 2007/8. By setting such an ambitious budget for
health spending, Brown hoped to force the Conservatives onto the
defensive, but the strategy here is a risky one, for two main reasons.
First, it has put the Government’s fate in the hands of people – doctors,
nurses and NHS managers – whom ministers do not (and cannot)
directly control. A stark reminder of this was provided in 2002 when
hospital consultants voted by a large majority to reject the new NHS
contracts which had taken two years to negotiate and were recom-
mended by the BMA. Secondly, its success depends not only on the
compliance of NHS professionals, but also on public perceptions. Public
concerns about the state of the NHS remain high, and the Government
is acutely aware of the need to deliver an improved service in this area.
The political problem for Labour is that, according to opinion polls, the
NHS remains the most urgent priority in the minds of the British people.
More importantly, it has also become ‘a major source of mistrust about
official accounts of what is actually going on’ (Young 2002). There are
also considerable divisions within the Government over how far control
of the NHS should be retained by central Government and how far it
should be decentralized to the hospitals, doctors and nurses themselves,
as in the plans for Foundation Hospitals. Significantly, Treasury minis-
ters and officials, as well as trade union leaders and MPs remain very
suspicious of the concept.
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Primary and secondary education

As with the NHS, Labour inherited a legacy of significant organizational
change from the Conservatives in regard to primary and secondary
education, including Local Management of Schools (LMS), ‘open enrol-
ment’ and Grant Maintained Schools (GMS). The new Government was
not inclined to reverse these changes, Blair himself having taken advan-
tage of open access policies to send one of his own children to a school
outside his local area. For New Labour’s supporters, such policies were
anyway compatible with both the Third Way’s emphasis on the account-
ability of public servants (teachers) to consumers (parents) and the neces-
sary search for ‘best value’ in public services. In government since 1997,
Labour has therefore embraced school league tables and the use of
inspections as a means of maintaining public control over standards. Its
desire to introduce ‘performance-related pay’ for teachers (on which its
manifesto was silent in 1997) has (understandably) proved deeply
unpopular with the teaching unions and other professional bodies.

Labour has made significant progress on its pre-1997 election agenda
for education. Its promises here included:

• A guaranteed nursery place for all 4 year olds
• The reduction of class sizes for 5–7 year olds to 30 or fewer
• A literacy strategy and new standards of reading for 10–11 year olds
• Year-on-year targets for improving the performance of every school

and Local Education Authority (LEA)
• A fresh start for ‘failing’ schools
• A home–school contract and minimum homework guidelines for

every pupil
• Public–private partnerships to improve school buildings
• The creation of Educational Action Zones to tackle social disadvan-

tage
• A General Teaching Council to represent the interests of, and raise

standards in, the teaching profession
• A quick, fair system for removing teachers ‘not up to the job’
• A ‘fair and efficient’ system of higher education funding
• A University for Industry to extend lifelong learning

On much of this ‘transactional’ agenda, Labour has proved to be
‘substantially . . . as good as its word’ (Brighouse 2001: 22). Conversely,
however, the Government has conspicuously failed to deliver the promised
change of mood that many teachers and lecturers had hoped for, if not
expected. The initial retention of Chris Woodhead as Chief Inspector of
Schools, for instance, and the ‘naming and shaming’ of ‘failing’ schools
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and universities were widely condemned by an increasingly vocal (and
demoralized) teaching profession. That said, an additional benchmark
against which Labour’s performance can be assessed is the set of six
‘guiding principles’ outlined in its 1997 White Paper, Excellence in
Schools:

• Education will be ‘at the heart of government’
• Policies will be designed to benefit ‘the many, not just the few’
• The focus will be on ‘standards, not structures’
• Intervention will be ‘in inverse proportion to success’
• There will be ‘zero tolerance of under-performance’
• Government will work ‘in partnership with all those committed to

raising standards’

Since 1997, Labour has broadly adhered to these principles and the
Government can also claim to have made progress on each of them.
Through Education Development Plans and OfSTED/Audit inspections,
Local Education Authorities (LEAs) have been required to focus on
schools that are not performing well and on children with special educa-
tional needs. For Labour’s critics, however, policies designed to benefit
‘the many, not just the few’ are wrong in principle and do not go far
enough in practice. The preoccupation with pupils attaining (or not)
five or more A*–C grades at GCSE – something which, because the
examination is norm-referenced only 50 per cent of children can achieve
– means that many school leavers inevitably fail to reach the ‘much
trumpeted standard for success in life’ (Brighouse 2001: 24).

In its 2001 manifesto, Labour promised to increase education spend-
ing by more than 5 per cent in real terms each year for the next three
years and to recruit 10,000 extra teachers (Labour Party 2001). A good
quality nursery place would be provided for all 3 year olds and there
would be more opportunities for primary school pupils to learn foreign
languages, as well as higher standards of basic literacy and numeracy.
Radical improvement was also planned in secondary education where
schools would be required to develop a distinctive mission and the state
sector would become more diverse, with the creation of new City
Academies and expanding church (and other specialist) schools. There
would be more ‘freedom’ for ‘successful’ schools and more money chan-
nelled directly to head teachers. Higher standards in mathematics,
English, science and information technology at secondary level were
also promised, and ministers set a target of 50 per cent of young adults
entering higher education by 2010.

As in 1997 (‘education, education, education’, then being Blair’s
stated priorities in government), Labour’s 2001 manifesto claimed that
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education remained the Government’s ‘top priority’. Primary school
standards had been ‘transformed’, it claimed, thanks in part to smaller
class sizes, with ‘nearly half a million fewer primary pupils in classes of
more than 30’ (Labour Party 2001: 18). Significantly, there was no
mention of the increase in class sizes for 8–11 year olds, which resulted
from resources being redeployed to honour the 1997 pledge on class
sizes for 5–7 year olds. In 1997, the manifesto recalled, Labour had
promised to increase the share of national income devoted to education.
Over the 1997 parliament this increased (albeit marginally) to 5 per cent
and Labour pledged to raise it further to 5.3 per cent by 2003/4, but the
initial fall in education spending as a proportion of GDP was ignored.
The manifesto further pledged to ‘increase the share of national income
for education’, but did not reveal how the extra cash would be found
(Labour Party 2001: 18).

Whether or not education proves to be Labour’s ‘top priority’ in its
second term remains to be seen. In July 2002, the Government
announced an extra £14.7 billion for education by 2006. Direct grants
would rise by £50,000 to £165,000 per year for a typical secondary
school and by £10,000 to £50,000 per year for a primary. This means
that spending per pupil will have risen from £2,700 in 1997 to £4,500
by 2005/6. Some 1,400 schools in ‘challenging circumstances’ will
receive £125,000 per year for three years, subject to demonstrating (on
the basis of OfSTED reports and other data) that they are being ‘prop-
erly run’, but they can then spend the money as they choose. According
to the most recent figures (from 1998/9), education spending is
projected to rise as a proportion of national wealth from 5.1 to 5.6 per
cent by 2005/6, rivalling the average in the EU and other industrialized
countries. Head teachers welcomed the increase, but pointed out that
the extra money Labour has put into education has always been tied to
a particular initiative or scheme. They argue that unless ministers allow
heads to decide for themselves what their schools need and then give
them the money to deliver it, extra money alone will not result in the
radically improved service they have promised. This is a tension that
goes to the heart of Labour’s programme of public service reform.
Teachers, doctors and other public sector professionals are ‘crying out
for a free hand, but the Treasury wants to keep tabs on them – to make
sure the taxpayer is getting value for money’ (Freedland 2002).

The regime of targets and central control came in for strong criticism
in 2002 due to the scandal over the alleged alteration of ‘A’ Level exam
grades on the orders of the Government agency, the QCA, as well as
over the prospect of top-up fees to provide greater funding for the
universities. The Government appointed an inquiry into the grade-
tampering allegations, under the former chief Inspector of OfSTED,
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Mike Tomlinson, which concluded that the size of the problem was
much smaller than some sections of the media had claimed. The politi-
cal strain of this scandal, however, combined with alleged interference
by the head of the Downing Street Policy Unit, Andrew Adonis, in the
running of the Department, prompted Estelle Morris, the Secretary of
State for Education, who had been in post for only eighteen months, to
announce her resignation, on the unusual grounds that she did not feel
up to the job. Her successor was Charles Clarke, a tough and indepen-
dent minister, one of whose first tasks was to sort out Government
policy on the funding of higher education. He had to balance the desire
of the twenty or so leading research universities to increase tuition fees
to enable them to compete with their American counterparts against
Labour’s commitment to expand the number of students going to
university while protecting access to higher education for low income
groups. All the available solutions of top-up fees, a graduate tax, and
higher public spending had significant advantages, but also serious
drawbacks, and within Government there appeared to be no consensus
on the best way forward. The Government pledged in its 2001 mani-
festo not to introduce top-up fees in this Parliament, but ministers have
now decided to introduce this in the next, Blair himself being widely
committed in principle to such a change.

Welfare policy

Children and families

The Labour Government has introduced a number of measures designed
to raise the incomes of low-paid families with children, including lone
parents. A focus on children has emerged as a key priority, as evidenced
by Labour’s stated goal of ending child poverty within twenty years. In
pursuit of this longer-term objective, ministers have significantly
increased Child Benefit, raised the child additions to Income Support
and introduced a Working Families Tax Credit, a Children’s Tax Credit
and (from April 2003) an Integrated Child Credit (see below). This
strategy has combined a more selective targeting of support towards
lower-income families with a commitment to raise universal benefits,
notably Child Benefit (designed to ensure middle-class families retain a
stake in the welfare state). Indeed, Child Benefit levels have risen faster
than Labour promised or implied in 1997. In addition, by increasing
child support additions to Income Support, the Government has
enhanced the value of out-of-work benefits to families.

Even more central to Labour’s strategy in respect of family policy,
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however, has been the targeting of support to those in low-paid jobs. In
addition to the National Minimum Wage, the Working Families Tax
Credit represents a more generous system of topping up the low
incomes of working parents than its Conservative predecessor, Family
Credit. As we shall see in more detail below, Labour’s overriding welfare
objective has been to ‘make work pay’. The key element of this strategy
has been to design appropriate policies along the ‘crucial axis’ between
the benefits system and the labour market (McCormick 2001). As we
have seen, the attack on child poverty has combined higher benefits,
increased parental earnings and lower household (income) taxes. At the
same time, Labour has spent substantial sums on increasing the finan-
cial incentive for non-working parents (and others) to move from
‘welfare to work’ (see later).

Labour’s commitment to making income security for families with
children a key priority is evidenced by its decision to replace the
Married Couples Allowance with a Children’s Tax Credit (CTC) and
(from April 2003) an Integrated Child Credit (ICC). Both CTC and ICC
are (or will be) paid to all parents, whether married or not, and at
higher-income levels than in the past, but are then withdrawn before
higher-rate taxpayers benefit. Although ministers have not spelt this out
explicitly, Labour’s underlying strategy of ‘redistribution by stealth’ has
quietly taken shape. In some areas of welfare provision (including
pensions), there is now greater reliance on means testing than in the
past. At the same time, there is a growing emphasis on ‘affluence test-
ing’, whereby higher-income groups receive less, while lower and
middle-income households gain relatively more, roughly (if not exactly)
in proportion to income (McCormick 2001).

In addition to these income-based approaches, Labour has also
sought to improve the quality of other services for families with chil-
dren. For example, it has overseen the introduction of a national
childcare strategy, although serious questions have been raised about
the affordability, quality and geographical coverage of provision.
Lone parents participating in the New Deal have also received addi-
tional support towards the costs of childcare. Perhaps the most
important development for vulnerable families, however, has been the
Sure Start initiative. The focus here is on families with children under
four years of age, living in areas of acute social deprivation. A key
objective is to investigate how a more accessible range of services can
be provided for families who need them. Although evaluations of the
initiative are still at an early stage, there is a growing consensus
among professionals who work with children that a more powerful
set of policy instruments is needed to reduce the incidence of social
deprivation.
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The New Deal

A key policy commitment in the 1997 Labour manifesto was the ‘New
Deal’. This included features of New Labour thinking on welfare
(notably the link between the rights and obligations of those in receipt
of benefits), but also represented a continuation of the supply-side
approach to employment policy developed by the Conservatives
between 1979 and 1997. It offered training and work experience in the
form of state subsidies paid to employers or other providers, such as
voluntary organizations. The existence of these opportunities, Labour
argued, would help individual citizens compete for and obtain the jobs
being created through increasingly flexible labour markets. This, in
turn, would help reduce wage pressures and increase output and
employment in the economy, but without adding to inflation. Moving
people from ‘welfare to work’ would also reduce the financial ‘burden’
of unemployment on the taxpayer and the public finances. As we have
seen, a central part of Labour’s strategy on welfare has been ‘make work
pay’. To this end, the New Deal has been supported by other measures
designed to offer financial inducements to those in receipt of Income
Support and other benefits to remain in or accept employment, even (or
especially) in low-paid jobs. In addition, Labour has sought to make
both the prospect and experience of employment more attractive by
(among other things) embracing the EU Social Chapter and Working
Time Directive and extending maternity and, latterly, paternity leave for
working parents.

Labour’s first ‘welfare to work’ budget in 1997 committed £3.6
billion of the proceeds of the windfall tax to various New Deal
programmes between 1998 and 2002. Around £2.5 billion was specifi-
cally allocated to the ‘flagship’ New Deal for the young unemployed
aged between 18 and 24. Other programmes were subsequently intro-
duced for the long-term unemployed aged between 25 and 49, for the
over 50s, for lone parents, for the disabled, for partners of the unem-
ployed and for childcare. The programmes consist of a complex mix of
mandatory advice, employment and training. Individuals who fail to
take up a place or leave early without good cause have their benefit(s)
reduced. Ministers accept this is tough, but insist it is fair. Sanctions,
they insist, have affected only a small minority of claimants and are
designed merely to remind ‘jobseekers’ of their obligations to the state
and their fellow citizens.

Despite the fall in registered unemployment since 1997, and the
attempts of ministers to claim that this ‘proves’ the success of the ‘New
Deal’, there is no consensus on how effective the policy has been and the
Government’s approach has been criticized on a number of grounds.
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First, ‘welfare to work’ can only succeed if jobs are actually available for
all those who are able to work. In some regions of Britain there are
many more ‘jobseekers’ than unfilled vacancies. As noted above, the
New Deal is a supply-side approach to employment policy and the
labour market. Without measures to activate and stimulate labour
demand (especially in areas where there are relatively few jobs), it is
unlikely to provide those out of work with a permanent escape route
from poverty and other forms of disadvantage. Secondly, those who (for
whatever reason) are simply unable to work still require support.
Particularly in their early years of office, there were signs that the
Government either failed to acknowledge this, or was failing to take
steps to ensure that such support would be guaranteed. In 1999, for
instance, legislation to ‘reform’ Incapacity Benefit (whereby new
claimants became subject to both an ‘affluence test’ and a ‘gateway’
interview with advisors to establish their availability for work) resulted
in cuts in benefit even for those who were unable to work.

In addition, some employment policy analysts have claimed that there
is a large ‘dead weight’ element in the policy. The argument here is that
many of those have recently entered (or re-entered) the labour market
are beneficiaries not of the New Deal as such but of the fact that there
will always be more jobs available in a buoyant and expanding econ-
omy. This point, it is argued, applies with particular force (and irony) to
the young unemployed – the very group to which the Government has
chosen to allocate the lion’s share of the programme’s resources.
Conservatives have also criticized the cost (per successful outcome) of
the voluntary parts of the programme (particularly for lone parents).
For critics on the left, the New Deal for Lone Parents is inadequate (and
belated) compensation for the cuts in lone parent benefit announced
early in Labour’s first term. There are also the (unresolved) questions of
what happens to those who drop out of the New Deal and the benefits
system altogether before completing their passage through the
programme and of the future employment prospects of those who do
succeed in making the transition from ‘welfare to work’. Recent studies
have confirmed that very few people who enter low-paid jobs (with the
exception of students and trainee professionals) ever succeed in attain-
ing even average earnings (Walker, R. 2002). Research on the New Deal
itself has shown that most who have recently moved from ‘welfare to
work’ continue to earn low wages, that many have subsequently
returned to unemployment, while others have moved rapidly through a
succession of low-paid jobs (Dickens 2002). Other studies have
confirmed that the majority of New Dealers face the prospect of (in
many cases, permanently) unstable employment. Young people, those
working part-time, or with limited qualifications, or in poor health,
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have the most tenuous hold on the labour market and are at particular
risk of losing their jobs within the first few weeks (Kellard 2002). On a
more positive note, there is some evidence to show that the advice
offered to New Deal clients by a network of personal advisers has
improved the quality of service they receive and has given front-line
staff a better insight into the particular difficulties they face (Millar
2000). Overall, however, and for the reasons identified above, it seems
fair to conclude that there is still much to do if Labour is to achieve its
(modest) target of ‘full employment in every region’ by 2010 (Labour
Party 2001: 3).

Pensions

As with its approach to children and families, Labour’s welfare policy in
respect of people of retirement age has been characterized by a complex
mix of (increased) selectivity and universalism. Labour’s analysis of
trends in the distribution of incomes and wealth in retirement over
recent years has revealed a growing incidence of pensioner inequality
over time, with the result that elderly people now tend to fall into one
of three categories in respect of retirement income. Almost one third of
pensioners continue to rely exclusively on state benefits. Another third
have modest savings or second pensions (sufficient to push them above
the Income Support and Housing Benefit thresholds, thereby losing
them any entitlement to further assistance). The final third have suffi-
ciently high incomes from second pensions, savings and other assets to
pay income tax and to rely to a much lesser extent on state benefits.

Even before 1997, Labour was unwilling to countenance raising the
Basic State Pension (BSP) above the rate of inflation and has since
ignored calls to restore the link between the BSP and average earnings.
Instead, its strategy has been to raise the incomes of the poorest
pensioners in the form of a Minimum Income Guarantee (MIG). While
this has significantly raised the incomes of some of Britain’s poorest
pensioners, the scheme has not been without its problems – or its crit-
ics. Specifically, MIG is not (despite its name) a guarantee of additional
income. As a means-tested benefit, it has to be claimed in the same way
as Housing Benefit or Income Support and the key to its success there-
fore lies in the level of take-up, which has proved (to say the least) disap-
pointing. It has been estimated that as many as half a million pensioners
entitled to MIG have not claimed it. Among the most likely reasons for
this are ‘poor communication and system complexity’ (McCormick
2001: 93). An even more challenging political problem, however,
concerns pensioners who continue to rely on the BSP (which means that
they continue to fall behind the average living standards of the rest of
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the population) but who fail to qualify for any means-tested assistance
at all. Among this group, there is (understandable) resentment that they
have been ‘penalized’ for saving for their old age while others who could
have afforded (but chose not) to do so are now being ‘rewarded’ with
additional help from the state. The fact that MIG is also projected to
grow in line with average earnings rather than prices (and thus at a
faster rate than the BSP) has produced a sharp divide among pensioners
in their response to it.

In April 2002, Gordon Brown announced plans to introduce a new
Pension Credit in October 2003. The aim here is to guarantee a mini-
mum income of £135 per week for a single pensioner and £200 per
week for a pensioner couple. Approximately half of all pensioner house-
holds will qualify and the cost will amount to some £2 billion per year
from 2004. Like the planned Integrated Child Credit (see earlier), the
new credit will be paid to those on significantly higher earnings than in
the past (up to around £20,000 per year), then withdrawn before it
benefits the more affluent. As with the ICC, additional support will take
the form of a tax cut rather than an across-the-board increase in bene-
fits. In the interim, an above-inflation increase in the BSP is planned as
a form of ‘transitional’ support. Even so, pensioners’ groups remain (as
yet) unconvinced. In April 2002, for instance, Help the Aged warned
that, if the low take-up rate of the MIG were repeated, more than 1.5
million pensioners eligible for the new credit would not claim it
(Guardian, 18 April 2002). Despite the promise of a major advertising
campaign starting in April 2003, the introduction of the scheme is
unlikely to diminish calls for the Government to restore the link
between the BSP and average earnings.

In other respects, however, Labour’s approach towards the welfare of
people of retirement age shows a continuing commitment to universal-
ism. Examples here include the winter fuel allowance and the decision
to waive the television licence fee for pensioners over the age of 75.
Designed to reflect the higher costs of basic household goods and
services incurred by older people, these measures represent a clear and
straightforward approach to policy making without the same obsession
that the Government (and the Treasury in particular) has shown else-
where for ‘dead weight’ and untargeted expenditure.

A growing problem for the Government was what to do about the
number of companies which in 2001 and 2002 announced they were
closing their final salary schemes, in part due to the increasingly diffi-
cult economic climate, and the resulting low returns on stock market
investments. Since large numbers of workers in the private sector had
been dependent on these schemes to assure them a decent pension, the
political consequences were potentially explosive. It highlighted the
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difficulties of relying on the private sector to provide all citizens with a
pension that would support them in retirement. The low rate of saving
in the UK compounded the problem. In 2002 the Government was
showing little desire to become involved, but events may force its hand.

The Private Finance Initiative

A key and (as we shall see) controversial component of Labour’s
attempts to modernize and improve public services is the Private
Finance Initiative (PFI). The PFI was invented by the Conservatives in
the early 1990s, when the Public Sector Borrowing Requirement (PSBR)
was in danger of spiralling out of control, as a means of removing
investment spending from the (then) Government’s balance sheet.
Although very few PFI projects had begun in earnest when Labour came
to power, this did not stop the new Government from enthusiastically
embracing the scheme. Having dropped the requirement that the PFI
option be explored for every new public project (which became a
further obstacle to building new schools and hospitals under the
Conservatives), PFI was beginning to make an impact by 2000 as levels
of public investment increased. According to the Treasury, PFI remains
the only way to raise the new investment so desperately needed by
Britain’s threadbare public services. To abandon it, Gordon Brown
warned the Labour Conference in October 2002, would endanger
completion of the 550 new schools and 100 new hospitals Labour has
started building since 1997.

PFI represents a significant break with the past in terms of both the
organization and management of public services and how money is
raised to pay for current and future investment in the public sector. The
usual mode of public sector investment is for the state to procure new
assets, such as schools, over which it then takes possession and owns.
By contrast, a PFI project involves private contractors building and
maintaining public assets and in some cases (such as prisons) running
them. In addition, the two kinds of investment are financed by quite
different means. Whereas public investment is normally financed ‘up-
front’ by raising taxes or public borrowing, PFI projects are financed by
private money, which is then repaid by the taxpayer, along with other
services related to the contract, typically over a period of about 25
years. Whatever its other advantages, from the Government’s own point
of view PFI represents ‘the ultimate buy now, pay later scheme’
(Guardian, 3 October 2002: 24), something which keeps the Treasury’s
bills down by restricting current and capital expenditures.

Among the strongest opponents of PFI are public sector trade unions,
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whose chief complaint is that it represents a form of ‘creeping privati-
zation’, whereby more and more public sector workers are transferred
into private firms, resulting in a ‘two-tier workforce’. The problem for
the Government is that, despite having made some concessions to the
unions on this issue, it is reluctant to guarantee identical rights to new
workers recruited by the private contractors involved in PFI projects.
Indeed, it has been suggested that the unions’ grievance on this issue is
actually a strong argument for PFI, in that many of the problems of the
public services are a result of rigid employment practices. For example,
it has been claimed that national pay scales with limited regional varia-
tion mean that teachers and nurses in London and the South-East of
England are underpaid, leading to severe labour shortages (The
Economist, 5 October 2002). A further criticism of PFI is that, contrary
to one of its central objectives, it has failed to deliver better value for
money for the British taxpayer, and has often been adopted regardless
of whether or not it was the best-value option (IPPR 2001). Whereas
PFI has delivered significant savings in regard to prisons, evidence of
greater value for money in terms of schools and hospitals is much
harder to find. The efficiency gains made in the prison sector may be
due to the increased capacity of the private sector to make savings
where it actually operates the facilities, rather than just designing and
building them before leasing them back to the public sector. While this
is so in the case of prisons, resistance to the idea of the private sector
directly employing teachers and doctors has ensured that in health and
education private operators only have control over ancillary staff. As a
general rule, PFI contracts are estimated to save around 10 per cent of
the cost of public investment procured by traditional means but, accord-
ing to the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR), cost savings for
schools and hospitals to date are typically as low as 3 per cent.
According to the House of Commons Public Accounts Committee
(PAC) almost 25 per cent of public sector organizations involved in PFI
projects claim to be getting less value for money after completion of the
initial construction work, in part because of the high prices charged for
additional services (The Economist, 5 October 2002).

If such estimates are correct, and PFI is failing to deliver significant
efficiency savings in key public services such as health and education,
why is the government continuing to commission so many new projects?
Why does it continue to defend the scheme in such robust terms? Part
of the explanation may be that it hopes PFI will ‘help to bring about the
changes it needs to show taxpayers that the massive spending it is
lavishing on the public sector is delivering results’ (Guardian, 3 October
2002). From the Treasury’s point of view, the PFI is not simply a differ-
ent means of financing new investment in public services, but it is also
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a way of encouraging public sector managers to think about what they
want out of their new facilities. The hope is that extending PFI will
produce if not a ‘cultural revolution’ in what would otherwise remain
‘monolithic’ and uniform public services, than at least lead to significant
improvements before the next general election. A further reason for the
Government’s continuing enthusiasm for PFI is one to which we have
already referred: namely, that future rather than current taxpayers who
will pick up the bill, even if this proves more expensive in the long term.
In the meantime, PFI, for Labour as for the Conservatives, is an accoun-
tancy device that conceals from today’s taxpayers the true cost of
‘modernizing’ public services, a device which allows the Treasury to
‘balance’ its books today.

Conclusion

Tony Blair claimed during the 2001 General Election campaign that the
mission of Labour’s first term had been to ‘sort out’ the British economy
and to ‘begin the process’ of investing in and reforming public services.
The primary tasks of Labour’s second term, he argued, would be ‘main-
taining a strong economy’ and securing ‘real and lasting improvements’
in key public services such as health and education. The fact that these
statements were made in the heat of a General Election campaign means
that they cannot (or should not) be taken at face value. It can be argued
that the true ‘mission’ of Labour’s first term was actually to maintain
the strong economy (or at least favourable economic conditions) it
inherited from the Conservatives. In particular, it is important to bear in
mind that Labour inherited falling levels of unemployment in the
context of making claims that the New Deal has helped to deliver at
least the prospect of ‘full’ employment for the first time in a generation.
Labour’s critics could also interpret Blair’s remarks as confirmation that
the Government made little progress in ‘reforming’ public services in its
first term, failing to ‘invest’ in them for the first two years and then only
doing so to ‘bribe’ the British electorate with its own money. Whether
or not Labour will have succeeded in delivering ‘real and lasting’
improvements in public services by the end of its second term remains
to be seen. In some areas, including education, child poverty and
employment, it will only be possible to assess whether or not the
Government has met its targets at the end of a third term. What is clear
is that Labour has an ambitious and wide-ranging agenda for the
‘reform’ of health, education and welfare, but has yet to persuade many
of those who work in (let alone use) public services that the quality of
those services is improving.
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Chapter 16

Environmental Policy

MATHEW HUMPHREY

In his first speech on the environment for four years, Tony Blair claimed
in October 2000 that ‘no other British Government has put the envi-
ronment at the heart of its policy making across the board – from
foreign affairs to the national curriculum – in the way this government
has’ (Blair 2000). This claim highlights certain important aspects of
environmental policy and raises a large question regarding the conduct
of environmental policy under New Labour.

The argument that the environment has been at the heart of policy
making ‘across the board’ poses the difficulty in isolating a specific
aspect of government activity that can be called ‘environmental policy
making’. Whilst it is true that there are specific pieces of government
legislation that are clearly focused on environmental issues, such as
the Wildlife and Countryside Act of 1981, or the Countryside and
Rights of Way Act 2000, in other aspects environmental policy cannot
be easily disentangled from other policy areas. Policy in the fields of
transport, agriculture, science and technology and energy, for exam-
ple, has significant impact on the state of Britain’s environment and
possibly beyond. Thus whilst it may be true, as some commentators
suggest, that the environment has declined in salience as a political
issue, this does not necessarily imply that the environmental implica-
tions of policy in the areas listed above lack political salience. Indeed
we shall see that the opposite is frequently the case.

The question raised by Tony Blair’s claim is a simple one: has New
Labour really succeeded in putting the environment ‘at the heart’ of its
policy making? What, in policy terms, does New Labour claim it is
trying to achieve? What environmental policy has been enacted and
what forms of environmental governance have been put in place under
Labour. What institutions has this government established to deliver
environmental objectives? In terms of the environmental dimensions of
particular policy areas, what does Labour’s environmental record look
like in the fields of transport, agriculture, waste management, and
climate change?
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The history of the environment as a policy issue

Although there have been environmental aspects to government policy
making as long as there has been government policy making, ‘the envi-
ronment’ as a distinct policy issue emerged with force during the
1970s. Concerns about particular environmental problems developed
into a concern about the state of the global environment. This regard
for environmental issues grew out of a literature that had begun with
books such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) which looked at
the future of industrial society in the context of a set of key environ-
mental variables such as pollution, human population, and natural
resources, and which could foresee no future in which industrial soci-
ety did not collapse as a result of the violation of at least one of these
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Box 16.1 Key UK environmental policy since 1997

1998 Integrated Transport White Paper Promised new powers to local
authorities for road use charging and levies on workplace parking. Also
announced the creation of the Strategic Rail Authority and the
Commission on Integrated Transport.

2000 Rural Affairs White Paper Contains a number of proposals for the
‘rejuvenation’ of rural life, including a 50 per cent rate cut for rural shops,
pubs, and garages that offer benefits to the community, the discretion to
local authorities to end the 50 per cent council tax discounts on second
homes, and the building of 9,000 ‘affordable’ new homes in rural areas
each year.

2000 Transport Act Enabled some of the proposals of the 1998 White
Paper, including the authority for local councils to implement road charg-
ing.

2000 Countryside and Rights of Way Act Strengthens protection for Sites
of Special Scientific Interest and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty.
Creates a statutory right of access on foot to certain types of open land.

2000 10-year Plan for Transport Promises £180bn investment in trans-
port over the ten-year period. Aims at 50 per cent increase in passenger
use of the railway, 100 new bypasses and 360 miles of motorway and
trunk road widening, aims at 10 per cent growth in passenger use of
buses, ‘up to’ 25 new light rail projects, lower emissions and better air
quality. Heavily criticized by House of Commons Transport Committee
for lacking the necessary mechanisms and resources to deliver on these
aspirations.



environmental constraints. The Environment therefore became a politi-
cal issue in its own right.

New Labour’s approach to environmental policy has to be under-
stood in the context of the legacy inherited from previous environmen-
tal regimes from the 1970s through to the 1990s. There are five notable
factors in this period:

• In the 1980s, Britain went from being perceived by neighbouring
countries as an environmental innovator to being seen as an environ-
mental laggard, an obstinate force in preventing the development of
effective European environmental policy – the ‘Dirty Man of Europe’.

• Environmental policy-making has become increasingly Europeanized,
to the extent that some four-fifths of British environmental policy
emanates from the EU.

• A rising membership of environmental pressure groups and increas-
ingly effective campaigning by these groups.

• Key pieces of legislation enacted under the previous government, in
particular the Wildlife and Countryside Act of 1981 and the
Environment Act of 1995 embedded the principle of a permissive,
voluntary approach to environmental protection in Britain, with
statutory regulation seen as something of a last resort.

• A structure of governance in which producer interests were well
represented in certain departments that have an important environ-
mental dimension to their activities, in particular agricultural produc-
ers in the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and the road
haulage industry in the Department of Transport.

Thus New Labour inherited a situation in which, even if environ-
mental concerns were well represented in the Department of the
Environment (itself an open question), they were no more than weakly
represented elsewhere in Whitehall; and there was little, if any,
evidence of ‘joined-up government’ between the different departments
whose remits included significant environmental factors. At the same
time there was a rising tide of protest and direct action against govern-
ment policies with important environmental impacts such as the road-
building programme (for example at Twyford Down, Newbury and
Glasgow) and intensive agriculture. Could New Labour’s promise to
put the environment ‘at the heart’ of government thinking be deliv-
ered? What institutional changes would be necessary in order to
ensure that environmental concerns were not confined to a lead
department and instead considered across Whitehall? Moreover, just
how committed were New Labour to environmentalism in policy
making?
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New Labour and environmentalism

One central area through which environmental goals were to be
achieved was transport, with the establishment of ‘an integrated trans-
port policy to fight congestion and pollution’ (Labour Party 1997: 24).
Beyond that proposal firm commitments on environmental goals are
scarce in the 1997 document. There is a proposal to establish a parlia-
mentary environmental audit committee (ibid), to reform the Common
Agricultural Policy (ibid. p. 25), measures to offer ‘greater protection
for wildlife’, although the only concrete policy proposal here is a free
vote in Parliament on banning hunting with hounds (ibid.), and there is
a proposed moratorium on large-scale disposals of Forestry
Commission land (ibid.).

With regard to international environmental problems, the mani-
festo noted the threat of climate change, promised stronger co-
operation in the EU on environmental issues and proposed a target 
of a 20 per cent reduction in UK CO2 emissions by 2010.
Domestically, Labour saw transport as one of the key areas through
which environmental problems could be tackled. One of Labour’s
first moves here was to bring transport and the environment under 
a single ministerial brief through the creation of the Department 
of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, under the leadership
of the Deputy Prime Minister, John Prescott. This change in the 
structure of the government was implemented, in part, to facilitate
‘joined-up government’ and to counter the perceived situation under
previous regimes that the Department of the Environment and the
Department of Transport were operating according to opposing
policy agendas.

Despite this attempt to combine transport and the environment under
one departmental roof, there were problems in delivering the promised
integrated transport policy. This has been blamed in part on the sheer
scale and complexity of this super-department, which employed 15,000
people, had an operating budget of £13bn, and which was responsible
for not only transport and the environment but also local government
in England.

The problems were also political, and go to the heart of the New
Labour project. Labour strategists had long realized that the key to
electoral success for their party lay in extending their appeal beyond
their bedrock of traditional working-class support to the ‘aspirational’
working class and middle classes in England. A key theme here
became ‘modernization’, showing that Labour had moved away from
its ‘old’ concerns with such issues as nationalization, wealth redistrib-
ution through direct taxation, and links with trades unions. Third
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Way politics sought to move beyond historical frictions between left
and right towards the sunny uplands of a post-ideological politics:
‘New Labour is a party of ideas and ideals, but not of outdated ideol-
ogy’ (Labour Party 1997: 1). The political problem with proposals for
an integrated transport policy that prioritized pubic transport over
private car use was that it seemed to strike at one of the core concerns
of the median voter group New Labour had assiduously courted, the
fabled ‘Mondeo man’. Stories abounded in the press that the lack of
progress on an integrated transport policy was due to Blair and his
advisors blocking the proposals of Prescott’s ministry. Above all Blair
wanted to avoid being seen as ‘anti-car’, which would look more ‘old’
than ‘new’ Labour, and which was feared might play into the hands of
the opposition.

In his speech on the environment made in October 2000, Tony Blair
suggested, in true New Labour style, that old thinking about the envi-
ronment, expressing a belief that there were trade-offs between
progress and the environment, had been superseded: ‘we can now see
a way through’ (Blair 2000). A combination of green consumerism,
new technology, business flexibility and government incentives would
allow Britain to be ‘richer whilst being greener’ (ibid). This discourse
seeks to tie environmental concerns into New Labour’s modernization
agenda, something Michael Jacobs also seeks to do in his Fabian
Society pamphlet Environmental Modernization: the New Labour
Agenda (1999).

In Labour’s 2001 manifesto, the environment does not appear as a
discrete domestic policy issue (this could be said to reflect the stated
belief that the environment is a cross-cutting issue across different policy
areas), but does arise in the international context. The environment is
cited a number of times in the section dealing with ‘prosperity for all’.
Integrated transport is mentioned but the environmental aspects of this
are not highlighted this time and there is no mention of any desire to
reduce car use. The environment features more prominently under
energy policy, which proclaims a target of 10 per cent energy needs to
be obtained from renewable sources by 2010 and the take-up of low-
carbon technologies (Labour Party 2001). The environmental dimen-
sion of agricultural policy are highlighted, citing increased payments for
conversion to organic farming, reform of the Common Agricultural
Policy and the Common Fisheries Policy. Mention is also made of the
creation of the first new National Parks in the UK since 1948 (South
Downs and the New Forest), increased access to the countryside, the
clean up of inland waterways and higher welfare standards for farm
animals.

A more direct focus on the environment is given in the international
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section of the manifesto, ‘Britain Strong in the World’. The party is
‘convinced’ of the scientific case for global warming and that ‘now is
the time to act’ (Labour Party 2001: 40). The claim is made that in
2000 UK greenhouse gas emissions were below the levels of 1990 and
that a 23 per cent cut in 1990 levels would be achieved by 2010. A
target is also set to recycle 35 per cent of all household waste by 2015.
As in Blair’s 2000 speech, environmental protection and development
needs are taken to go hand in hand, ‘we cannot protect the environ-
ment without addressing the development needs of the poor’ (ibid.:
41).

It is also worth noting that the government has moved away from
purely quantitative output data such as GDP as a measure of national
well-being, and has instead moved to a ‘quality of life barometer’. This
includes a basket of 15 (originally 13) different indicators, some of
which have a clearly environmental intent, such as the size of the wild
bird population, air quality, and the percentage of new homes being
built on previously developed land. The aim of this approach, accord-
ing to the government, is to allow for the measurement of ‘clean growth’
rather than just economic growth.

What does the above tell us about New Labour’s approach to the
environment? The party has a discourse that recognizes the way in
which environmental issues cut across departmental policy bound-
aries, and acknowledges the corresponding need to place these issues
on the agenda of every department and to co-ordinate government
strategy on the environment across these departments. It is possible,
however, to question whether the practice of New Labour has lived
up to this rhetoric. John Prescott struggled to get his integrated trans-
port bill before Parliament, showing the politically problematic
nature of one of the key components of environmental policy in the
1997 manifesto. Blair has only made one speech on the environment
since taking office, and in that speech said that he will ‘make no apol-
ogy for the priority we have given to education, health, and crime’,
indicating by its absence the status of the environment in New
Labour thinking.

Internationally, the government has been rather more proactive,
taking the lead on climate change discussions in Kyoto, Bonn, and The
Hague, (and trying, but failing, to keep the United States on board) and
promising a 23 per cent cut in CO2 emissions on 1990 levels by 2010.
New Labour thus seems more comfortable pursuing an environmental
agenda in the international arena, perhaps because there are fewer elec-
toral implications here.
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The structure of environmental governance 
under Labour

To assess the environmental performance of the Labour government
in practice, we will look at two broad areas. First, the structure of
environmental governance under New Labour. Secondly, we will focus
on four issue areas with important environmental implications – trans-
port, agriculture, waste management and international problems such
as climate change.

The Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions
(DETR), set up in 1997, was frequently criticized for being too large to
be workable, having to deal with everything from international negoti-
ations on climate change to grant aid to local authorities. At this time
agricultural and food issues were still the preserve of the Ministry of
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF).

Increasingly MAFF was seen to have a conflict of interest between
its responsibility for agriculture and fisheries (and ties with producer
groups) and its responsibility for food and consumer safety. It was
also heavily criticized for having mishandled the Foot and Mouth
crisis and BSE crisis before that. Both MAFF and the DETR were
disbanded in June 2001. In their place was created a new Department
of the Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs (DEFRA); and the
DETR, minus the environmental remit, became the Department of
Local Government, Transport, and the Regions (DLTR) (later
reformed again in May 2002). DEFRA was intended to move away
from the producer orientation of MAFF and to spearhead a major
new drive on green issues and the countryside. There were concerns
about the new department’s ability to pursue its environmental remit
at the time of its creation, particularly so as the break-up of the
DETR separated direct responsibility for the environment from trans-
port and planning, both of which had been seen by New Labour as
key environmental policy areas. There were also concerns that rather
than MAFF and its sectoral corporatism being swept aside, Defra
would merely be ‘MAFF plus’ with the environmental remit added to
its existing responsibilities.

A survey of DEFRA by the Green Alliance concluded that the new
department had made a difference to environmental policy, but that the
government remained ‘woefully cautious’ in its environmental policy.
DEFRA was praised by the RSPB for bringing in a wider range of stake-
holders to decision making than had been the case under MAFF,
although the campaign group Transport 2000 lamented the direction in
which transport policy had gone (i.e. that it was more pro-car) since the
environmental and transport remits had once again been separated.
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Indeed, in 2002, following a series of calamitous failures of policy,
Transport was recreated as a stand-alone ministry, with local govern-
ment issues returning to the Deputy Prime Minister.

A report on DEFRA by the government’s Rural Advocate appointed
in 2001, Ewen Cameron, claimed that government departments were
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Box 16.2 UK institutions of environmental
governance

Department of the Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs (DEFRA)
Established in 2001, taking in the remit of the old Ministry of Agriculture,
Fisheries and Food along with the Environment portfolio from the
Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions.

Environment Agency Created as a result of the Environment Act of 1995,
which merged the National Rivers Authority with Her Majesty’s
Inspectorate of Pollution. Responsible for environmental protection and
improvement in England and Wales with regard to pollution standards and
management of rivers.

English Nature Established by the Environment Protection Act 1990 to
work on the conservation of wildlife and habitats. Scottish Natural
Heritage and the Countryside Council for Wales are the equivalent bodies
in these two countries. Collective activity is undertaken by the Joint Nature
Conservation Committee.

Countryside Agency Created through the merger of the Countryside
Commission and the Rural Development Commission. The Countryside
Agency is a statutory body charged with ‘conserving and enhancing’ rural
areas and working for social equity and economic opportunities for rural
dwellers.

House of Commons Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs Committee
Shadows and reports upon the activities of DEFRA.

House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee Created to moni-
tor the extent to which government departments and non-departmental
public bodies contribute to environmental protection and sustainable
development.

Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution An independent stand-
ing body created in 1970 to advise government on policy in the field of
environmental pollution. Labour began its period in office by creating
an environmental ‘super-ministry’ incorporating transport, the environ-
ment, and local government under one ministerial remit in an attempt to
co-ordinate strategy across these closely interlinked policy areas.



not, as had been promised in the 1998 Rural White Paper, taking rural
concerns into account when drawing up policy (so called ‘rural proof-
ing’). In this regard DEFRA came equal bottom on the Rural Advocate’s
ranking along with the DTI and the Home Office. Cameron, who is
Chair of the Countryside Agency, claimed that there had been ‘little sign
of a shift in departmental policies’ and ‘no measurable difference across
rural England’ as a result of the provisions in the White Paper
(Observer, 5 May 2002).

As with other areas of environmental policy, New Labour’s success at
achieving its declared aims seems patchy. DEFRA has been praised for
opening up the environmental policy-making process to a wider array
of groups; but it is also criticized for failing to act upon its own policies.
The separation of environment, transport, and planning responsibilities
seems to make the achievement of integrated government in this area
more difficult, rather than less.

New Labour’s record on key environmental issues

Transport

Transport has been a controversial area for the New Labour govern-
ment. The 1997 manifesto holds that an integrated transport policy is a
direct requirement for environmental sustainability. The key issue here
is the balance between private car use and public transport. In June
1997 John Prescott famously declared ‘I will have failed if, in five years
time, there are not many more people using public transport and far
fewer journeys by car. It’s a tall order, but I urge you to hold me to it.’
(quoted in Prescott 2002). There were to be two policy aspects to
achieving this goal, the carrot of an improved public transport system
and cycleways, and the stick of increasingly expensive motoring costs
through the use of such mechanisms as congestion charging and a work-
place parking levy.

In its early years in office the Labour government did massively
reduce the road-building programme, ending the ‘predict and provide’
approach to road building of the old Department of Transport. There
had been fierce opposition to a number of road-building projects in
the latter period of the Conservative administration, and so this was
seen as something of a ‘soft target’ for a Treasury keen to make
savings in public expenditure. In June 1998 John Prescott’s much
heralded White Paper on Transport was published and this was devel-
oped in 2000 into ‘Transport 2010: the 10-Year Plan’. This plan
proposes a £180 billion investment package over the ten-year period,
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consisting of £60 billion each on road, rail, and local transport, with
a roughly two-thirds–one-third split between public and private
finance.

Politically, there are two important points to make about the ten-year
plan. First, it leaves New Labour exposed to accusations of carrying out
a U-turn with respect to road transport policy. If we really were to judge
John Prescott on his 1997 pledge, it is unlikely that we would be
impressed. The real costs of car use have come down during this five-
year period, and correspondingly car use has continued to grow, at the
same time we have one of the most expensive and fragmented public
transport systems in Europe. The 10-year plan includes provision for
100 new bypasses and 360 miles of trunk road and motorway widen-
ing. Even if the plan is implemented in full, a further 17 per cent growth
in road traffic is predicted by 2010. Second, the original White Paper
was criticized by the House of Commons Transport Select Committee,
partly because there was no mechanism in the plan for achieving inte-
grated transport, and much responsibility was being placed with local
authorities ‘ill-prepared’ to carry out such tasks. Furthermore the addi-
tional funds announced were held by the Committee to be insufficient
to meet the objectives and the Committee observed that different
government departments were still pursuing diverse goals, frequently at
odds with the aims set out in the plan – and hardly an example of
‘joined-up government’.

Congestion charging will become a reality in London from 17
February 2003 (a minor scheme is already in place in Durham). This
policy has not, however, been introduced by the government but by
the London Mayor, Ken Livingstone. The £5 charge will apply inside
the inner ring road from 7.00 a.m. to 6.30 p.m. on weekdays. Most
vehicles (all bar those exempt or entitled to a discount) will have to
pay the charge, and the scheme will be policed by traffic cameras that
will record number plate details and fines will be levied on all non-
payers. The scheme is expected to raise £130m per annum, which will
be put towards improving transport in London – the average speed of
rush hour traffic in inner London is currently down to three miles per
hour. Interestingly, some people oppose the charge, claiming that it
was not road taxing, but road pricing. The complaint here is that
road pricing has to be distinguished from congestion charging.
Congestion charges are specifically targeted to reduce congestion in
certain areas at peak times, whereas road pricing is a more general
approach to altering the relative costs of different modes of transport
and raising revenue. However, complaints that the tax penalizes the
poor driver at the expense of the rich, who can still congest the city
even if they can pay, do miss an important point. Revenue raised can
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be used to transfer resources towards transport systems for the lowest
income groups who are far more reliant on public transport than
wealthier cohorts.

Overall the environmental credentials of this government in relation
to transport policy are mixed. There are clear aspirations to improve
and increase the uptake of public transport, and a desire to see a more
integrated transport system. On the other hand there does not appear
to be the political will to increase the real costs of motoring, and there
does appear to have been a policy U-turn on car use, with one
Transport Minister, Lord Macdonald, claiming the priority was to
reduce congestion and pollution rather than car use. The policy sphere
for transport has been overwhelmingly domestic, focusing on British
road and rail transport. There is of course a European dimension to
transport policy, with the creation of the European motorway network
and EU imposed targets for air quality being two examples, but these
issues have not had such a high degree of political salience as domestic
transport.

Agriculture

The issue that has dominated the environmental aspect of agricultural
policy is the development and commercialization of genetically modi-
fied (GM) crops, although other important agricultural issues such as
the foot and mouth crisis, the Common Agricultural Policy and access
to the countryside have also had environmental consequences. It is,
however, around GM crops that environmental pressure groups have
been most active. The issue gained political salience through 1998–9 as
it became clear that GM and non-GM soya were being mixed in the
United States and imported to Europe, GM soya, for instance, arriving
unlabelled. Greenpeace launched direct action campaigns against grain
ships bringing the soya into UK ports. In addition, scientific work
demonstrating possible harmful effects of GM crops received much
publicity. A study in the US appeared to show that insects were
adversely affected by GM pollen, and there were suggestions in the UK
that rats fed on GM potatoes suffered damage to their immune
systems.

Both studies were controversial, but the effect on consumer
demand was palpable, and one by one the major supermarkets with-
drew GM products from their shelves in response to consumer pres-
sure. Initially the government continued to give strong support to the
biotechnology industry, which was seen as an area in which Britain
was one of the most advanced nations. The government repeatedly
insisted that GM food was safe, and ruled out a moratorium on the
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introduction of GM crops in Britain. The government ran into polit-
ical trouble, however, as news came to light of regular meetings
between biotech companies and government officials, the provision
of inducements for international biotech companies to expand their
UK operations, and that the science minister Lord Sainsbury owned
the rights to a genetic enhancer intended to boost the productivity of
GM crops. Eventually, in the face of intense public and media pres-
sure, the government did prevent the commercial plantation of GM
crops until a series of farm-scale trials assessed the effect of GM crop
cultivation on surrounding farms and wildlife. Subsequently, two
separate enquiries were announced, one into the viability of GM
crops, and the other examining the implications of GM cultivation
for the UK’s organic farming sector, enquiries to be led by the govern-
ment’s Chief Scientific Adviser and the Chief Scientific Adviser to
DEFRA. The GM debate had implications beyond the domestic
policy sphere, with public scepticism in Europe with regard to GM
crops threatening US–Europe trade relations, already strained by
disputes over banana imports and US steel tariffs. The United States
is likely to consider the demand for labelling GM crops in Europe as
a restraint on international trade and is likely to refer the matter to
the World Trade Organization.

In addition to GM crops, another difficult agricultural issue for the
government was the outbreak of foot and mouth disease in 2001.
Ministers rejected vaccination as a possible policy response and
instead opted for mass slaughter, which resulted in the destruction of
some seven million farm animals, a £1.3 billion compensation pack-
age, and a total cost to the economy of around £8 billion. This reac-
tion has been criticized on a number of grounds, in particular the
failure to bring in the army at an early stage despite the recommenda-
tions of an official enquiry into the 1967 outbreak. In 2001 there was
persistent pressure from the National Farmers’ Union against a vacci-
nation programme, but the government has stated that vaccination
would be a part of the containment programme for any future
outbreak.

More generally, agriculture has a strong European dimension and
EU agricultural policy, exemplified in the Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP), has been seen as productivist and geared to the needs
of producer groups, inimical to environmental concerns. There has
been consistent pressure from countries including Britain for reform
to the CAP, which consumes a large proportion of the EU’s budget.
There is also concern that EU expansion to include countries with
large agricultural sectors without substantial reform will make 
the CAP prohibitively expensive. Agenda 2000 negotiations in Berlin
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in March 1999 had two important outcomes for agricultural policy:
a shift in the structure of agricultural support away from price
support towards direct payments to producers and the creation of 
an EU Rural Development Policy. This is intended to shift the 
focus of EU agricultural policy away from producer interests towards
environmental and rural economy concerns. In June 2002 the EU
Farm Commissioner, Franz Fischler, announced proposals to peg
farming subsidies to environmental criteria rather than production. It
remains to be seen how these proposals fare with the EU Council of
Ministers.

Waste management

The 2001 Labour manifesto set a target of 35 per cent of UK household
waste being recycled by 2015, although there are no details of how this
policy objective is to be achieved. Indeed this is another area of envi-
ronmental policy where the government stands accused of espousing
aspirations but failing to back these up with an implementation strat-
egy; something exemplified in 2002 by the so-called ‘fridge crisis’. The
‘fridge crisis’ also demonstrates the need for coordination between the
European and domestic levels of policy making, and illustrates what can
go wrong if this is not achieved.

Policy innovation with regard to recycling has, as far as Britain is
concerned, come almost exclusively from the EU. In recent years
there have been specific EU directives on the recycling of cars, fridges,
and tyres, and the European Parliament has recently passed new
legislation setting targets for the recycling of all electrical household
goods.

The EU End of Life Vehicle Directive, covering the disposal of cars,
became effective in April 2002. The directive demands that 85 per cent
of the elements of a car are recycled by 2006, rising to 95 per cent by
2015. In the initial period it applies only to cars made in 2001 onwards,
but from 2007 it will apply to all cars. Furthermore, by 2006 there are
targets of 75 per cent recycling on cars made before 1980. Currently the
UK achieves about 74 per cent recycling by weight from all of the 2
million cars disposed of each year. With the recycling cost estimated at
anything between £40 and £125 per unit if the EU targets are to be met,
there has inevitably been an argument over who should bear the cost of
appropriate disposal. The EU directive clearly targets the original manu-
facturer as the relevant party to bear the costs of recycling the product.
However, producer groups such as the UK Society of Motor
Manufacturers and Traders claimed that everyone who benefited from a
car should pay for its recycling at the end of its life. In effect this means
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that the final owner of the vehicle is expected by the manufacturers to
pay at least part of the bill for disposal. The British government appears
to be moving towards a policy position of forcing the last owner to pay
a levy towards disposal costs. The problem here is that final owners
tend to be the least affluent class of motorist, and the levy may well
encourage an increase in on-street dumping of old motor vehicles, a
phenomenon that is already on the increase.

In the case of fridges, an EU directive took effect at midnight on 31
December 2001. It prevented the disposal of old fridges until all of the
chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) present in the fridge are removed. This
prohibition covers CFCs stored in the foam lining of the fridges. The
problem is that there is no plant in Britain equipped to remove CFCs
that are present in this form, a deficiency which suggests inadequate
preparation by a government over the implementation of a directive
agreed two years before it became effective. As over two million fridges
are disposed of in Britain each year, the storage problem has escalated
rapidly and retailers have ceased offering a collection service on the
delivery of new fridges. By mid-2002 around one million old fridges
were being stockpiled at local authority dumps.

The House of Commons Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs
Select Committee criticized the government for not acting before the
directive came into effect to ensure the capacity existed to deal with
discarded fridges. For its part, the government claimed (alone among
the 15 member states) that the relevant EU directive was ‘unclear’ and
that there was ‘considerable doubt’ about the practicality of the legis-
lation. More recently still, in April 2002, the European Parliament
voted for legislation that would force firms to cover the expense of
recycling all domestic electrical goods. Between 1998 and 2002 the EU
produced more than 6 million tons of electrical waste, and output of
this waste is rising by some 5 per cent per year (Guardian, 9 April
2002). Only 10 per cent of this waste is currently recycled, with most
of the remainder going to landfill or incineration. Again, there is
already dispute over who will foot the bill for this, although the
European Parliament is keen to promote the ‘polluter pays’ principle
by forcing manufacturers to pay the costs of collection, recycling, and
disposal.

On recycling, as with other areas of environmental policy, New
Labour might be accused of setting ambitious targets, but of lacking
the political will to introduce the necessary policy instruments needed
to achieve them. Environment minister Michael Meacher has
described the 9 per cent recycling level achieved in Britain as ‘pathet-
ically low’ (Meacher, 2000). It is proposed that landfill use will drop
from 85 per cent of all rubbish to 35 per cent by 2016. One of the
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main problems with achieving recycling targets is the question of how
to distribute the burdens associated with it. Landfill, at least in the
short term, is cheap, and it allows the cost of disposal to be external-
ized onto the environment and communities living near dumps.
Recycling requires an internalization of the costs of waste disposal,
and this must be borne by someone, be it the government, the final
user or the manufacturer. Placing the onus on the final user tends to
lead to increases in fly-tipping, whilst the EU’s preferred option,
charging the manufacturer under the ‘polluter pays’ principle, has led
to strong opposition from manufacturing industry. Britain has at
times, such as on fridge recycling, appeared out of step with EU legis-
lation, leaving it ill-prepared to implement EU policy directives. When
this happens, political problems arise for the government, when what
might have constituted no more than routine administration of EU
directives is picked up by the media and a discourse of ‘crisis’ is devel-
oped along with images of the British countryside littered with waste
products.

New Labour, international governance and the 
environment

There are various international and European-level environmental
agreements and directives that impact upon the environmental policy
choices of the British government. It is in the area of policy on climate
change that the international dimension of environment policy is most
fully illustrated. Labour declares itself ‘convinced’ by the science of
climate change, convinced both that global warming is happening and
that human activities are responsible for it. The 2001 manifesto
commitments on tackling global warming in the light of this belief are
clear: a 23 per cent cut in the emission of greenhouse gases by 2010 on
1990 levels, and the establishment of an internal CO2 trading system.
Cuts achieved so far in British levels of CO2 emissions have mainly come
about through changes in energy generation policy, switching from coal
to the less-polluting gas-fired power stations. In April 2001 the govern-
ment launched the ‘Carbon Trust’, a not-for-profit company with an
annual budget of £50m, charged with encouraging the development of
low-carbon technologies and ensuring that targets for reductions in
carbon emissions were met.

Internationally the Labour government has adopted a high profile at
the climate conferences in Kyoto, and at the follow up meetings in The
Hague, Bonn, and Marrakech. The Kyoto agreement binds participat-
ing nations to a reduction of 5.2 per cent on 1990 CO2 emission levels
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by 2012. Following the election of George W. Bush the United States
has unilaterally withdrawn from ratification of the Kyoto agreement,
claiming that it would cause disproportionate harm to the United
States economy. Interestingly, Environment Minister Michael Meacher
has publicly refuted this claim, stating that the United States’ economy
would ‘grow by something of the order of 30 per cent [by 2010] and
the proportion of the amount by which adherence to the Kyoto proto-
col will reduce American GDP is about 0.01 per cent, so we are talk-
ing about one three-hundredths of the game. Now that is not a serious
argument and we have said this very clearly to the Americans.’
(Meacher, 2002)). Given that the United States produces 24 per cent of
global carbon dioxide emissions, its non-participation represents a seri-
ous handicap to any international agreements to counter climate
change. The British government has protested ‘at the highest level’ to
President Bush about the United States policy on climate change.
(Guardian, 4 March 2002).

The EU now plays a key role in determining EU environmental
policy. EU environmental directives are developed by the European
Commission (specifically Directorate-General XI) and passed by the
Council of Ministers. As we have seen, the severe problems Britain is
currently experiencing in the area of recycling waste goods have devel-
oped directly from a failure to respond in good time to European legis-
lation. Many of the current standards for environmental goods such as
drinking water, air quality, beaches and bathing water, wildlife habitat
and vehicle emissions emanate from the EU. The application of
common standards in many of these fields stems in large part from the
requirements of a single European market, and the prevention of
member states of the EU gaining either a competitive advantage
through lower standards or erecting barriers to trade though higher
standards. It has been a concern of environmental groups that member-
ship of the WTO may lead to pressure on EU countries to lower envi-
ronmental standards or themselves be found to be in restraint of trade
at the global level.

The critique of New Labour

Criticism of New Labour’s track record on environmental policy has
come from both within and without the government. In August 2002
the Environment Minister Michael Meacher caused a stir in an inter-
view in the Sunday Times in which he described himself as a ‘lone
voice in the wilderness’ on environmental concerns. This was taken to
mean a ‘lone voice’ in government, and Meacher’s media profile is
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certainly as the ‘greenest’ member of the government. Meacher also
said, ‘I don’t think the government as a whole is yet ready to take the
magnitude of decisions I think are necessary’ (Meacher, 2002). In
response, Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott played down the
appearance of splits over environmental policy within government. He
described the Sunday Times version of the interview as a ‘terrible
distortion of the truth’, claiming that when Michael Meacher had used
the ‘lone voice’ expression, he had not ‘necessarily’ been referring to
within government, but to discussions with other governments
(Prescott 2002). A study of the transcript of the interview (Meacher
2002) is inconclusive on this, partly because part of the interviewer’s
question is claimed to be ‘inaudible’ and therefore is not transcribed.
In the previous passage Meacher has stressed the magnitude of the
importance of the Johannesburg Summit on the Environment, and
claims that ‘very, very, very, very few people understand that’ (ibid).
The last three word of the interviewer’s next question (the only ones
transcribed) are ‘the Prime Minister’, and it is in response to this that
Meacher talks of being ‘like a lone voice in the wilderness’ (ibid). It
appears, then, that Meacher was talking of his relationship with other
members of government, although one cannot rule out the possibility
that he is also referring to the international scene. Rumours have
consistently circulated that Meacher, despite being the Environment
Minister, was dropped from the government team due to attend the
Johannesburg Summit as a result of this criticism, and was only rein-
stated at the last minute as a result of pressure from environmental
campaigners.

Criticism of Labour’s environmental policy has also come from with-
out, including, unsurprisingly, the campaigning groups that make up the
green lobby. One voice here that does seem to have the government’s ear
more than most is that of Jonathon Porritt, one time Director of Friends
of the Earth and now Chair of the UK Sustainable Development
Commission, in which role he acts as an advisor to the government.
Porritt criticized the Prime Minister for not giving leadership on envi-
ronmental issues and for showing a ‘naive adulation’ for business
people, which is ‘bad for democracy’ (Porritt 2002). He also criticized
the government for lacking a coherent overall strategy for dealing with
environmental issues across the various policy areas upon which they
impact, and for making ‘no progress at all’ on transport and waste
management.

It has to be said that the government is also, of course, under pressure
from organizations with an at least non-and frequently anti-environmen-
tal agenda. For all of Tony Blair’s Third Way discourse on overcoming
antagonisms between the objectives of growth and environmental policy,
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the politics of the environment still involve direct clashes between envi-
ronmentalists and groups representing industries such as transport, agri-
culture, biotechnology and manufacturing. One interesting but complex
example of this was the fuel duty protests of September 2000. These
were direct-action protests by hauliers and farmers protesting at the
level of British fuel duty, a tax which had been justified in the past as an
environmentally friendly form of taxation, aimed at containing the
growth of travel by road. The protests, mainly involving a blockade of
fuel depots, had a massive impact, causing panic buying of fuel and
leading to nationwide shortages, before ending with a 60-day ultimatum
to government to reduce fuel taxes’. The degree to which these protests
could be seen as anti-environmental is not clear, and here the farmers’
concerns (part of a wider set of issues concerning the rural economy)
have to be separated from the hauliers’ (self-interest being clearer in the
latter case). People did not necessarily see fuel duty as an environmen-
tal tax, seeing it more as part of a general shift away from taxes on
income to taxes on consumption. Furthermore the government did not
oppose the fuel protests on environmental grounds, but on the grounds
that these taxes helped to pay for schools and hospitals. In addition,
whilst some green pressure groups opposed the action, others looked for
common ground with farmers, focusing on questions such as the close-
to-monopoly power of supermarkets.

Conclusion

Delivery has become one of the mantras of Labour’s second term,
reflecting the belief that the policy platforms are in place for success
in education, health and the environment, and that the emphasis now
has to be in the implementation of these policies. It is certainly a
contention of their environmentalist critics that Labour have been
rather longer on environmental commitments than they have on envi-
ronmental achievements. Tony Blair’s 2000 speech to the Green
Alliance made it clear that the government’s priorities were the econ-
omy, education, and health, and these are clearly the issue areas that
the government saw as crucial for its prospects for re-election (Blair,
2000). The environment comes some unspecified distance behind
these other policy areas in terms of priority, reflected in a lack of polit-
ical will in the environmental arena. Nonetheless there have been
undoubted environmental achievements under Labour as well, and we
need to reach a balanced view of this government’s environmental
policy record.

What, then, has driven development in environmental policy under
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this government? There has been a combination of both strategic policy
innovation aimed at addressing long-term environmental problems, and
short-term reactive policy adaptation. At times policy failure has been
due to immediate political imperatives. The most vociferous and legiti-
mate claim is that Labour has committed a policy U-turn on transport.
In its 1997 incarnation Labour was clear that an integrated transport
system was an essential plank of environmental policy and that a reduc-
tion in car use (not just a reduction in the rate of growth of car use, as
John Prescott now claims) was an environmental desideratum, along-
side improvements in public transport. This thinking was clearly
reflected in the combination of environment and transport under one
ministry in the DETR. In practice, transport has proved intractably
problematic. Labour inherited a fragmented, inchoate rail system,
which had suffered from chronic under-investment for many years. In
addition, allowing the government to be seen as ‘anti-car’ was consid-
ered by many around the Prime Minister to be politically suicidal. Five
years later, however, transport stands once again as a independent
government department: road-building is back on the agenda and the
declared aim is to reduce the negative externalities involved in car use
rather than car use itself.

Nonetheless, the Government did eventually publish a White Paper
on Integrated Transport and there does appear to be a genuine commit-
ment to improving public transport, although plans to refurbish the
London Underground on a ‘public–private partnership’ basis have been
opposed by the Mayor of London and dogged by controversy. There has
also been a White Paper on Rural Affairs and the 2000 Countryside and
Rights of Way Act. At the same time, however, the government stands
accused of undermining EU efforts to protect the habitats of endangered
species.

Policy failure seems starkest in the field of waste management, where
(despite the 1999 DETR strategy document ‘A Way With Waste’, setting
out a 20-year programme in waste management) the government
appears to have no clear policy mechanism for achieving recycling
targets, and where integration between British and EU levels of gover-
nance has been lacking. Overall, these mixed results seem to reflect the
status of environmental policy under Labour. Positive environmental
outcomes are valued, but at a lower level than success in education and
health care, and will not be pursued at the expense of continued
economic prosperity. Declared ambition is then often not matched by
policy achievement.
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Chapter 17

Britain in the International Arena

CAROLINE KENNEDY PIPE and RHIANNON VICKERS

The events of 11 September 2001, or, as the Americans have termed it,
9/11, became a terrible but potent symbol of international affairs at the
beginning of the twenty-first century. The loss of human life following
the collapse of the Twin Towers and the damage to the Pentagon caused
shockwaves around the globe, initiating a period of reflection on the
contemporary nature of international affairs and prompting military
action against those believed to be guilty of perpetrating acts of terror-
ism. In the aftermath of 9/11, the British Government has shown itself
to be a staunch ally of the United States in the ‘war on terror’. While the
Bush Administration is willing to act unilaterally both in the fight
against terrorism and in international affairs, the British Government
favours a multilateral approach, one based on the idea that in a rapidly
globalizing world the international community and international insti-
tutions are key pillars to stability and peace. However, as military action
in Iraq demonstrates, Britian is prepared to act in concert with the US
to deal with perceived threats from ‘rogue states’ should multilateral
agencies such as the UN fail to do so.

Clear and present dangers

Immediately after the assaults on New York and Washington DC by
the Osama bin Laden-led al-Qaeda network the United States declared
war on terrorism and those regimes which harboured and nurtured
terrorist groups. The ‘Bush Doctrine’ justifies a new assertiveness
abroad in a manner unprecedented since the early years of the Cold
War. It has redefined US foreign policy and been used to isolate states
such as Iraq, Iran and North Korea, participants all in a so-called ‘axis
of evil’. The new strategy committed the United States to the eradica-
tion of the al-Qaeda network and to the downfall of the Taliban
Regime in Afghanistan which had allowed the terrorist group to oper-
ate from bases in its territory from where it orchestrated the attacks
of 9/11. It also prompted war with Iraq in March 2003. The ongoing



continuing threat of international terrorism has reinforced the determi-
nation of both the White House and Downing Street to work to eradi-
cate all terrorist networks and to deal with rogue states such as Iraq.

Tony Blair was an early advocate of the use of military force in
Afghanistan should the ruling Taliban regime fail to hand over the al-
Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden. In a speech shortly after the attacks
on New York and Washington, he posed the choice facing the Taliban
starkly: to ‘surrender the terrorists or surrender power’ (Guardian, 2
November 2002). Blair justified the support of his government for war
in Afghanistan though a sophisticated rubric, combining a rationale
for war against terrorism with a powerful case for regime change in
Kabul. Alongside the duty of principled nations to act against terror-
ism, he had earlier highlighted the primitivism of al-Qaeda and the
Taliban, arguing there was a moral imperative that the ‘modern’
world act against those in Afghanistan who were ‘the sworn enemies
of everything the civilized world stands for’ (Guardian, 3 October
2001).

The failure by the Taliban to hand over the terrorist leaders led to
war. Coalition forces engaged on battlefields supporting the oppo-
nents of the Taliban, the Northern Alliance, in the successful bid to
retake the Afghanistan capital Kabul. Special Forces  mounted a major
military expedition to capture the leaders of the terrorist organization
but failed to find and capture Osama bin Laden. Concerns were
expressed at the prospect of British military casualties, but the bomb-
ing campaign waged against the Taliban regime proved most contro-
versial among opponents of the war. Opposition was expressed both
among backbench Labour MPs and by a range of groups and individ-
uals opposed to war. Particular objections were made to the use of
cluster bombs dropped from high altitude and their impacts on civil-
ian casualties, objections which were to surface again in the run up to
war with Iraq in early 2003. Labour Ministers robustly defended
government policy, condemning opposition to the conflict in
Afghanistan and likening the contemporary terrorist threat to that
which had been posed by Nazism (Guardian, 22 October 2001).

Government critics were momentarily undermined by the unexpected
capitulation of the Taliban regime in November 2001. It appeared that
intervention, if not the bombing campaign itself, had brought about
regime change. Ministers argued that military action had been both
necessary and justified and that there had been a duty to act against the
Taliban. In Tony Blair’s words, the moral stance of Britain had to be
projected into the international arena: ‘We are a principled nation and
this is a principled cause’ (Daily Telegraph, 30 October 2001). Although
the war against the Taliban was successful (in spite of forecasts that the
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military campaign would likely fail), Osama bin Laden was not
captured (and presumably remains at large), but the al-Queda network
was dealt a considerable blow, having been ousted from its territorial
stronghold.

The threat posed by terrorist groups and the economic and human
consequences of terrorism prompted the British government to espouse
the need to apply firm moral principles in the international arena. Blair
himself propounded an optimistic message, arguing that good could
come from the evil of 9/11, that globalization not isolation could solve
the problems dogging contemporary international affairs, reiterating his
belief that Britain had to both face down threats and engage with the
positive challenges that resulted from multiplying global forces (Blair
2002).

The consequences of the ongoing war on terror allowed Britain to
restate its confidence in the idea of the international community and in
international institutions. During the post 9/11 crisis, Blair made much
of the power of the international community to act together for global
good, arguing that ‘around the world, 11 September is bringing govern-
ments and people to reflect, consider and change . . . There is a coming
together. The power of community is asserting itself. We are realizing
how fragile are our frontiers in the face of the world’s new challenges’
(quoted in Toynbee 2002). Indeed, in the aftermath of 9/11, Tony Blair
tried to further advance a new foreign policy agenda based on the
notion that by multilateral means the international community can
defend human rights and support the rule of law. This approach has had
to engage with the instincts of the United States to use unilateral means
to deal with security threats posed by international terrorism and so-
called rogue states, such as Iraq and others. It was to be severely tested
in 2003 as Britain backed the US-led war in Iraq to disarm Saddam’s
weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), while other states, notably
France, Germany and Russia, opposed the war and withheld UN
support for it. Since the end of the Gulf War in 1991, Iraq has persis-
tently flouted the UN’s right to order the destruction or removal of its
WMDs, interfering with the work of UN weapons inspectors on numer-
ous occasions. The events of 9/11 exacerbated the continuing crisis
between Iraq on one hand and the United States and Britain on the
other. The United States condemned Iraq for breaching the UN inspec-
tion regime and for having links with many of the terrorist networks
which have targeted America and its service personnel abroad. As such,
in March 2003 the Bush Administration, having failed to secure UN
support, launched pre-emptive military action against Iraq, not just to
prevent it retaining or obtaining WMDs, but in order to secure a regime
change in Iraq through the ousting of Saddam.
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Applying the logic of the war in Afghanistan, the British government
sent British troops to support the US-led campaign to remove Saddam.
Although Blair initially claimed that Iraqi disarmament, not regime
change, would be the reason for military action against Iraq, he has also
admitted that he feels that ‘Iraq would be a much better place without
Saddam’ (Guardian, 15 October 2002): ‘Because terrorism and weapons
of mass destruction threaten us. . .the response will have to involve mili-
tary action and regime change’ (ibid). This posture proved controversial,
provoking debate both within Britain and the wider international
community, with several voices suggesting that every option short of war
should be explored. The Liberal Democrat leader, Charles Kennedy,
while calling for definitive evidence linking Iraq with al-Qaeda and 9/11,
raised concerns over the possibility of regime change, arguing it does not
fall to the USA (or the UN) to decide what government should be
installed within which state (Kennedy 2002). Similar questions have been
raised from the Labour backbenches, where there has been considerable
unease at the thought of a war with Iraq and the possibility that military
action might provoke anger and retaliation within the Muslim world.

Both before and after 9/11 Tony Blair has spoken of the special bond
between the United States and Britain, and the global importance of their
close cooperation within the international community. Some commenta-
tors had been impressed by the close relationship which developed
between the Labour government and the Clinton Administration. So
close was Blair and Clinton’s relationship, Bill Clinton attended a meet-
ing of the Cabinet in 1997 and, even having left office, was invited to the
Labour Party Conference of 2002 in Blackpool. The fact that Blair has
remained close to the White House after the election of the Republican
George Bush is testament to the importance that Britain places on the
transatlantic partnership. While there is a tension between Blair’s
undoubted loyalty to Washington and his commitment to multilateral
institutions such as the UN, the Prime Minister is keen to square the
circle. He feels it is right to stand by the United States, but wants America
to act through the international community in a concerted and decisive
manner. Britain was one of the few states in Europe to endorse the Bush
Administration’s first initiative in the international arena, the revival of
the so-called Star Wars project. While Blair has at times been undoubt-
edly frustrated by the unilateral instincts of the Bush White House, some-
thing articulated by the US Strategic Defence Review, which signalled a
clear desire for unilateral American action and a distrust of international
organizations, Britain has always sought to work with, not against, the
United States. Hence Blair’s support for action against Iraq – through the
UN if possible, but outside the UN because it proved necessary. Yet,
unilateralism has proved somewhat difficult for the British Government,
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and there is little doubt it has undermined Blair’s ambition to coalition-
build, although he has pushed America to engage in a Middle East peace
process to help calm Arab fears over the direction of policy towards
Israel and Palestine.

That said, current tensions between the United States and Europe
should be placed in a historical context within which there have been a
number of transatlantic disputes. Most recently, controversy arose in
the 1980s over the stationing of American Intermediate Nuclear Forces
in Europe and differences over Israel date back over two decades. Policy
disagreements are not a novel features of Euro–American relations. Yet,
while America and Britain continue to work closely together, particu-
larly in dealing with the ongoing war on terrorism and the problem of
Iraq, the US-led war with Iraq proved a serious area of contention for
many European leaders. Bush and Blair were very disappointed with the
manner in which some European leaders, notably Jacques Chirac and
Gerhard Schroder, stymied UN action over Iraq.

The special relationship between the United States and Britain
remains central to Blair’s foreign policy, and Britain has sought to
protect and promote the relationship with Washington. Naturally, there
have been differences between the two, particularly on trade, issues of
colonialism, and over the direction of the European project. In the case
of the EU Britain had previously feared that integration within Europe
would harm the ‘special relationship’ with America, although US diplo-
mats have often expressed impatience at Britain’s difficulty to see itself
as part of Europe. The decision, finally enacted in the early 1970s, that
Britain should become an active and engaged European, was controver-
sial because Britain remained close to the United States in so many ways
(Young 1997). Yet, by the end of the Cold War, although it had
undoubtedly declined in terms of its relative greatness, Britain retained
considerable international influence, certainly across the Atlantic, in the
Commonwealth and within what was the G7, now the G8. Now, as a
result of 9/11 and the prevailing international climate, Tony Blair is
perceived in Washington as being a central actor shaping the interna-
tional political agenda, and, differences on Iraq notwithstanding, specif-
ically within Europe.

In the war against terror, while the sheer economic, political and
military strength of the United States enables it to think and sometimes
act in a unilateral manner, Britain still has a substantial and useful
defence network. Its imperial legacy means Britain, having access to
strategic bases in the Indian Ocean and throughout the
Commonwealth, exercises influence in places where America has found
it difficult to establish political relationships of any substance. In addi-
tion, Blair has the objective, often stated, of Britain being a ‘bridge’
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between the United States and Europe, able to explain European
concerns to Washington and present American objectives in Europe. In
this capacity, particularly since 9/11 and during the Iraq crisis, Blair has
engaged in a great deal of shuttle diplomacy, trying to persuade a range
of foreign leaders to back the war on terrorism and act against Iraq. He
has tried to encourage direct contacts between France and the United
States, each traditionally suspicious of the other. Most recently,
however, the French have reacted with an outburst of what may be
described as ‘Gaullism’, and relations between Mr Blair and Mr Chirac,
already uneasy over intra-EU differences, particularly on reform of the
Common Agricultural Policy, have been marred by disputes over strat-
egy towards Iraq. Although the Anglo–American strategy of moving to
disarm Iraq gained momentum when the UN Security Council voted to
require Saddam to accept a new weapons regime, France, Germany and
Russia ultimately opposed the use of force. As Blair phrased it, while
‘conflict was not inevitable, disarmament is; defy the UN’s will and we
will disarm you by force‘ (Guardian, 9 November 2002). The unani-
mous vote by the Security Council in November 2002 to (again) call for
Iraqi disarmament strengthened the bottom line of the United States:
that the USA will take military action, alone or in concert with others,
if Iraq did not comply with UN demands and meet the new inspection
regime through verifiable disarmament of its WMDs. However, in
March 2003, the UN Security Council refused to support military
action against Saddam, France leading the way in calling for more
inspections and the continuation of a containment strategy. As a result,
the USA and Britain, backed by thirty other countries, unilaterally
waged war on Iraq to disarm Saddam by force. 

Thus, while Tony Blair may be fulfilling what Henry Kissinger once
described as the best British role in foreign policy – to act as an arm of
the US administration (Kissinger, 2001) – this characterization gains
little favour in some European capitals. Blair has been criticized within
the Labour Party for his closeness to the Bush Administration, and for
weakening positive relationships within Britain and its EU partners, as
demonstrated by the huge backbench Commons revolt, which saw 139
Labour MPs vote against launching a war on Iraq. Nevertheless, the
British government insists on the importance of maintaining a close
and harmonious relationship with America. For Blair, recent terrorist
attacks in Bali and Moscow, together with the prospect of further 9/11-
style attacks on the United States and Britain, demonstrate that ‘what
Bali shows is that if you don’t deal with problems they will come back
and hit you. The same applies to Iraq. It’s not either or, it’s both’
(Guardian, 15 October 2002). Military action against Iraq is therefore
bolstered, in this view, not compromised, by the ongoing war on terror-
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ism. Being engaged in a conflict of global proportions against ‘evil
fanatics’ has led Britain, in alliance with the USA, to use military force
to disarm Iraq and prosecute the war on terrorism. Such force, if not
deployed through a multilateral agency such as the UN, must be
deployed by a ‘coalition of the willing’ led by the USA. In this regard,
it is prepared to stand shoulder to shoulder with the United States, and
to do so in spite of UN opposition. While continuing public support for
this stance is hard to predict, what is not in question is the determina-
tion of the British Government to continue to act against terrorist
groups and dangerous rogue states, and to do so hand in glove with its
oldest and closest ally.

Globalization and internationalization

It remains to be seen which way Britain will jump should there be a
conflict between its own multilateral preferences and the United States’
unilateral instincts, but the US–British special relationship remains at
the core of British foreign policy, something not remotely likely to
change in any foreseeable future. Should public opinion permit, Blair
may well prioritize the relationship over all other geo-political consid-
erations. It is therefore worth considering exactly how the pursuit of
multilateralism in international affairs, something we might term inter-
nationalization, has developed as a policy since the election of the
Labour government in 1997.

Labour claims it has pursued a distinct agenda in foreign policy,
one linked to the idea of a Third Way. While the Third Way has been
explained in a variety of domestic forums since 1998, predominantly
as a modernized version of democratic socialism, Tony Blair has
emphasized the importance of the Third Way in the international
arena. In January 1999, during a speech in South Africa, he suggested
that in the international context the Third Way was about how a
state would perceive its own place in the world. It expressed the idea
of acting well in the international arena and making a commitment
to ‘internationalism’, defined as recognizing a duty to act and inter-
vene in favour of human rights, international stability and the global
environment (Blair 1999). On occasion, this might include an imper-
ative to act on grounds of humanitarian intervention, but the duty to
act should, ideally, be a multilateral one and not rest on unilateral
action. Hence the importance Labour seemingly places on interna-
tional organizations and international law. One state or nation
cannot easily act alone, not least because we live in a globalized
world.
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For Tony Blair, the Third Way, as applied in external policy, seems to
be about appreciating the transformations to society and national
economies brought about by the processes of globalization (Giddens
1998). By globalization, Blair refers to the way relations between states
have become part of a global network and are intimately connected
together. Events in one part of the world increasingly have effects on
peoples and societies far away (Baylis and Smith 2001), and, because
states (and markets) are therefore linked together in a common destiny,
both have a communal stake in solving international problems that
affect all.

The defining moment in the articulation of Labour’s foreign policy
came with a speech delivered by Tony Blair in Chicago on 22 April
1999. The ‘Chicago’ speech, as it became known, proposed a ‘new
internationalism’, something Blair described as ‘The Doctrine of the
International Community’. Here the Prime Minister emphasized the
dual process of globalization and increasing interdependence, both of
which meant that all states and peoples now ‘live in a world where isola-
tionism has ceased to have a reason to exist. We are all internationalists
now, whether we like it or not’ (Blair 1999a).

As a result, the principle of ‘non-interference’ in the affairs of other
states had now to be qualified in several respects. In particular, ‘acts
of genocide can never be a purely internal matter’ (ibid). Speaking 
in defence of the NATO campaign then being waged in Kosovo
against Serbia in defence of Bosnian Muslims, Blair asserted that
NATO’s actions had ‘shifted the balance between human rights and
state sovereignty’ (ibid), challenging the traditional and pragmatic
conventions of state behaviour which warned against intervention.
Where Bismarck had claimed that the Balkans were not worth 
the bones of a single Pomeranian grenadier, Bismarck, according to
Blair, had been wrong (Ignatieff 2000). In the course of his speech
Blair laid out a framework for testing the principle of intervention.
These were:

• First, are we sure of our case?
• Second, have we exhausted all diplomatic options?
• Third, are there military operations we can sensibly and prudently

undertake?
• Fourth, are we prepared for the long term?
• Finally, do we have national interests involved?

While the fifth point might be taken as a frank admission that, despite
the rhetoric, a realist state-centred approach remained crucial to
foreign policy, Blair created his own version of a ‘just war’ theory. He
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argued that, should the above five questions be answered in the affir-
mative, the international community had the duty to intervene, and if
necessary, by military force, and this had been proved by the West’s
response to the Kosovan crisis. Hence, Blair’s 2003 determination to
act against Iraq, even if this imperative should conflict with his multi-
lateral preferences.

The conflict in Kosovo was rooted deep in the complexities of Balkan
history (Judah, 2000) but the most immediate cause of war was the fail-
ure of the talks held at Rambouillet (chaired by the then British Foreign
Secretary Robin Cook) which had been, at least according to NATO,
originally designed to ensure the security of the ethnic Albanian popu-
lation in Kosovo, a region of Serbia. The Serb leader, Slobodan
Milosevic, had refused to allow NATO forces to maintain peace in the
province, perceiving the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) as terrorists. In
1999 Kosovo was stripped of its autonomy and a policy of repression
against the Albanian majority began. Albanians responded through
non-violent resistance and began building separate political, economic
and social institutions in the province. Once it became apparent that
Serbian forces were engaged in ethnic cleansing against the Albanian
community, the UN condemned the use of force by Serbia and imposed
a comprehensive arms ban on Yugoslavia. Unlike the previous war in
Bosnia, however, NATO, not the UN, then intervened militarily, claim-
ing it launched a war against Serbia mainly for humanitarian purposes
(Booth 2001).

NATO’s strategy was to bomb key targets within Serbia in a bid to
remove Milosevic from power and halt Serbian military engagement in
Kosovo. The bombing campaign, which lasted nearly 80 days, proved
controversial, especially when NATO missiles mistakenly hit civilian
targets (Booth 2001).

Yet Blair adopted the hardest line against the Serbian leader
Milosevic and he led the debate over whether NATO should send
ground troops into Kosovo. While European unity had held through-
out the duration of the bombing, there were evident contradictions
between member states. In particular, Germany wished to terminate the
bombing, but Britain was the most outspoken proponent of continuing
the war, using NATO ground forces if necessary. President Clinton,
aware of the American aversion to casualties in foreign fields, particu-
larly after the 1993 intervention in Somalia which had claimed 18 US
military lives, was a less forceful and ardent proponent of the use of
ground forces. While it has been argued that Britain’s Kosovo policy
did not emerge as a deliberate set of measures driven by ethical
concerns (and that it helped create the postwar refugee crisis), Blair
himself remained convinced that the humanitarian credentials of the
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war were intact and did not waver in his determination that military
action ended the ethnic cleansing and removed the threat of a wider
war (Blair 1999a).

Blair’s Chicago speech inspired a debate on both the morality and
legality of the NATO intervention (Booth 2001). When Robin Cook,
then Foreign Secretary, appeared before the House of Commons
Foreign Affairs Committee in April 1999 to explain the legal basis for
NATO’s actions in Kosovo, he argued that states had the right to use
force in the case of overwhelming humanitarian necessity. Most
importantly, Blair proved that he did not eschew changing traditional
Labour policy which had supported the integrity of Tito’s Yugoslavia.
Perhaps most telling of all was that even many on the left of the party,
committed to anti-militarism, supported the use of force for the
protection of human rights against a regime Blair described as dicta-
torial.

The issue of human rights has become an important part of the
Labour agenda for action in the international arena. This commitment
to internationalism, which was demonstrated militarily, as well as polit-
ically, in the conflict in Kosovo, can also be seen in the commitment to
international institutions. Britain strongly supports the establishment of
an International Criminal Court, the International War Crimes Tribunal
on the former Yugoslavia, and has incorporated the European
Convention on Human Rights into UK law in the form of the Human
Rights Act. Here again, however, there was a gap between the British
endorsement of international law and an American response which was
far less enthusiastic and wholly dismissive of the International Criminal
Court.

The international moralism of New Labour: arms sales
to Indonesia, Sierra Leone and Zimbabwe

In 1997, Labour adopted an optimistic interpretation of existing
historical conditions. Upon election to office, Tony Blair embarked on
a sustained effort to reformulate Britain’s role in the world. Part of this
meant creating alternative sources for thinking about foreign policy,
and one example of this was the 1998 establishment of the new think
tank ‘The Foreign Policy Centre’ as an alternative source of informa-
tion (http://fpc.org.uk/main). It was claimed that Labour’s attempt to
modernize foreign policy would find new ways to get people involved
in rethinking Britain’s foreign policy goals through public debate. Panel
2000, for example, was set up to stimulate debate on how Britain’s
identity would be projected abroad, and while the idea of ‘Cool
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Britannia’ proved something of an embarrassment, the government
remained committed to rebranding Britain’s – and Labour’s – external
image.

Underpinning Britain’s new thinking on foreign policy was the idea
that collaboration could replace confrontation, although, as we have
seen, there has been no rejection of military force should its use be
deemed necessary. Here, it was argued that challenges to global stabil-
ity such as climate changes, poverty and ethnic conflict could be tackled
through international cooperation. The Labour government emphasizes
the centrality of a sound moral leadership though which Britain would
exercise influence. Part of Labour’s original mission statement was to
implement a new foreign policy, and the Labour Party Manifesto of
1997 had argued the government would ‘make the protection promo-
tion of human rights a central part of our foreign policy‘ (Labour Party
1997).

The Labour government’s human rights objectives had been set out
in numerous statements made before and after the election, but it was
the then Foreign Secretary Robin Cook’s very public launch of his
Foreign and Commonwealth Office Mission Statement in May 1997
that caught the media’s attention. Labour, Cook declared, would
implement an ‘ethical foreign policy’, one that ‘recognized that the
national interest cannot and should not be defined only by narrow
realpolitik’ (Cook 1997). Although the ‘ethical dimension’ was soon
played down by ministers (and, some say, soon abandoned as an
embarrassment) this did mark an important break with the British
tradition of pragmatism in foreign policy. The pragmatic, what some
termed the realist, vision of foreign policy sees the national interest,
sovereignty and anarchy as the reality of the international environment
within which states operate. Here states pursue selfish interests, and
cooperation between states is a rarity, not a norm. This approach to
foreign policy was challenged by Labour’s declaration that it wishes ‘to
make Britain once again a force for good in the world’ (Cook 2000).
This ambition fitted well with what may be described as the ‘interna-
tionalist’ strand within the Labour Party, one which had always
emphasized a ‘moral component’ in the making of foreign policy.
However, the Labour government almost immediately encountered the
problem of how this ethical dimension would fare in relation to the
commercial dimensions of British foreign policy. This was most notable
in the issue of arms sales to third-world regimes. Britain has a robust
arms industry and is second only to the United States in arms exports.
Such business is worth more than £5 billion to Britain a year. Britain is
the second largest arms exporter in the world, securing some 25 per
cent of the world market in defence equipment; and the arms industry
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within the UK represents a powerful domestic lobby group. However,
in the run up to the General Election of 1997, Labour did make a
number of promises to regulate the arms trade, particularly by estab-
lishing a new criterion for granting arms export licences. Part of this
criterion fitted with the idea of the promotion and protection of human
rights. Accordingly, it was promised that an export licence of arma-
ments and munitions would not be issued if there was a clearly identi-
fiable risk that any such export would be used for internal repression
by the purchasing state.

While the intent of this policy was clear in theory, the dilemma
ministers faced (indeed, the severe challenge) was how to regulate the
arms trade without also damaging British commercial interests or
further weakening Britain’s already vulnerable industrial base (Cook
1997). In this regard, the first challenge for Robin Cook was whether
Britain should proceed with the sale of Hawk fighter jets to the ruling
regime in Indonesia. As a Labour MP, Cook had himself opposed
British arms sales to repressive regimes (Kampfner 1998) and he had
singled out the sale of British Hawks to the third world as especially
dishonourable to the conduct of foreign policy. He therefore had some
sympathy with those who campaigned on the issue of human rights in
East Timor. Opponents of the arms sales argued that the aircraft,
alongside the proposed sale of water cannons and Alvis riot-control
vehicles, would be used by the Indonesian government to subdue
domestic discontent. While denying the claims of the campaigners as to
how the jets would be used, the Foreign Office did turn down four
arms licences to Indonesia while granting twenty-two. In doing so, it
acceded to pressure from the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI)
requiring existing commercial contracts to be honoured. Although
Cook had grave misgivings over the sales, he was obliged to regard
their continuation as the result of commercial pressures, and the deci-
sion to honour existing arms contracts led to allegations that the much-
vaunted ethical dimension in Labour foreign policy was little more
than rhetoric (Wheeler and Dunne 1998). The issue of arms to
Indonesia therefore proved an embarrassment to the notion of an ethi-
cal dimension in foreign policy, even as the publication of a report on
British arms sales did herald an era of new openness and accountabil-
ity in foreign affairs.

If the issue of ‘arms to Indonesia’ proved difficult for Labour, so too
did the issue of ‘arms to Africa’, and specifically the sale of arms to
Sierra Leone, a former British colony (Reno, 1997). In 1998, the demo-
cratically elected leader of Sierra Leone, President Kabbakh, had been
overthrown in a military coup. Although all international organizations,
including the UN through Resolution 1132, had vowed to return
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Kabbakh to power, the international community was slow to provide
resources to support the restoration of the President. Indeed, both the
United States and the EU saw Sierra Leone as essentially an area of
British interest, and being the former colonial power Britain took the
lead in mustering international support for Kabbakh, maintaining his
government in exile and encouraging forces loyal to him. The British
position was complicated by the Labour government’s refusal to provide
support to the regional body, the Economic Community of West Africa
Monitoring Group (ECOMOG), as long as the Nigerian Sani Abacha
headed the organization. At the 1995 Commonwealth Conference in
New Zealand Britain played a leading role in passing strong condem-
nation of Abacha’s human rights regime within Nigeria. The Foreign
Office had insisted on a total ban on assistance to Nigeria (Hirsch 2000)
and the UN Security Council did act to invoke sanctions, so by 1998
Britain was actually operating an arms embargo on seventeen countries
including the one affecting Sierra Leone.

The government, and specifically Robin Cook and the Foreign Office,
were therefore embarrassed by revelations that a British company,
Sandline International, had been acting as military consultants in a bid
to provide weapons and advisers in support of President Kabbakh. In
late 1997 the Director of Sandline, Tim Spicer, had held meetings with
Kabbakh and ECOMOG officials to discuss military plans to restore the
President and vanquish the rebel forces. So successful was the subse-
quent military operation that Kabbakh was returned to power in Sierra
Leone. In London controversy erupted over the role of the Foreign
Office in the shipment of arms and the role of advisers made by
Sandline. Of particular embarrassment was the allegation widely touted
in the press that the Foreign Office had known of Sandline’s intentions
to violate the UN arms embargo, and allegations were made that the
Foreign Office had actually known and approved of the activities of
Sandline. Cook was accused of mismanaging the Foreign Office, but
was exonerated in the final report of the House of Commons into the
affair.

In May 2000, under the pretext of evacuating British nationals from
the country, a British military force was dispatched to the capital city,
Freetown, in a bid to deter the anti-government rebel forces of the RUF
from destabilizing the government. The primary task of the British force
was to act as a deterrent, but a second mission was to restore security
in and around the capital and to shore up the peacekeeping forces of the
UN. Paratroops were deployed and the Royal Navy provided the logis-
tical support and air-combat capability in the largest military deploy-
ment force since the Falklands war some twenty years before. British
soldiers in the country were also engaged in an exercise to train the
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somewhat unprofessional Sierra Leone army. However a crisis ensued
when British soldiers were captured and held hostage by a rebel group,
the so-called ‘West Side boys’. The British Government took the deci-
sion to send British Special Forces (the SAS and the Parachute
Regiment) to rescue the men. In this instance the Prime Minister refused
to negotiate for the return of the soldiers, and although one serviceman
lost his life the outcome of the mission was successful (Shawcross 2001).
The initial deployment of British troops into Sierra Leone was in line
with the Blair philosophy on humanitarian intervention to save lives in
circumstances of chaos. It also answered some of Blair’s critics on the
Labour backbench that he had chosen to avoid responsibility for either
the Commonwealth or Britain’s imperial past. Imperialism and its many
legacies have proved to be a particularly challenging issue for the
Labour Government. Whilst the phrase ‘liberal imperialism’ was coined
to describe military interventions undertaken by the Labour
Government in areas such as Sierra Leone, some ministers have declared
themselves troubled by Britain’s past colonial role and attempts to resus-
citate imperialism in however positive a manner. Cook’s successor as
Foreign Secretary, Jack Straw, argued in 2002 that Britain must accept
responsibility for some of the world’s most enduring regional problems,
among them relations between India and Pakistan (Times, 12
November 2002).

Within the Commonwealth the most complex challenge to the
British government has been the deterioration of political stability
within Zimbabwe. For Labour, the issue of arms for export to
Zimbabwe promised to be as embarrassing as the row over arms to
Indonesia. Despite intense engagement by Zimbabwe in the bloody
Congolese Civil War and its deployment of some 11,000 troops in
defence of President Kabila, Tony Blair permitted the exports of spare
parts for the British jets which had been sold to Harare during the early
1980s. The Prime Minister’s announcement in early 2000, that Britain
would indeed allow the sales to proceed, provoked widespread
condemnation. Critics argued that these sales not only breached the EU
code of conduct on arms sales but also demonstrated that Labour was
not serious about humanitarian concerns. There had also been fierce
criticism over the sales of arms from within the Cabinet, principally
from Robin Cook and Clare Short, the International Development
Secretary, but their objections appear to have been overruled by Tony
Blair and Trade and Industry ministers. Commercial and contractual
reasons were given as the principle for the decision, although the
government did say that it would ‘tighten’ protocols dealing with arms
exports to Zimbabwe.

In the spring of 2000, Zimbabwe’s political stability degenerated into
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violence when the Mugabe Government backed the illegal occupation of
farms owned by white settlers. As so-called ‘war veterans’ attempted to
take land from the white farmers using violence and intimidation, the
British Government urged Mugabe to restore the rule of law, threaten-
ing to suspend Zimbabwe from the Commonwealth and freeze the
British-held foreign assets of the ruling elite. Both Australia and New
Zealand supported Britain in this stance. These states argued for the
immediate suspension of Zimbabwe from the Commonwealth, but this
suggestion met with stiff resistance from African states. Although the
crisis in Zimbabwe deepened through 2001, with Mugabe’s internal
opponents demanding free and fair elections, the British, Australian and
New Zealand governments failed to persuade the African states to oper-
ate a framework of sanctions. In the spring of 2002, Britain distanced
itself from a Commonwealth compromise on Zimbabwe which had
deferred the issue of sanctions. Britain remains locked in dispute with
Mugabe, and Jack Straw himself has been criticized for the sympathy he
has espoused over the land issue and the consequences of early colo-
nization.

Conclusion: a presidential foreign policy?

By January 2001, the then Europe Minister, Peter Hain, argued that
Foreign Ministries across the world were in the process of becoming
Departments of Global Affairs, charged with dealing with a world in
which ‘there is no such place as abroad’ (Hain 2001). Globalization and
its impacts seemingly weigh heavily on the minds of Labour Ministers,
none more so that the Prime Minister, Tony Blair. During the first period
of Labour’s tenure in office it might be argued that Britain was seeking
to steer a course through a period of post-cold war uncertainty. Yet,
despite some criticisms at home of Blair’s closeness to the United States,
what emerged during the close of the twentieth century and the begin-
ning of the new millennium is a greater confidence in Britain’s role in
global politics. Blair has ‘resolved’ some of what might be regarded as
the traditional dilemmas in British foreign policy. He has eschewed a
choice between Europe and the United States, seeing little contradiction
between membership of the EU and having a close relationship with the
United States. The Blair/ Bush personal relationship has been central to
the post 9/11 pursuit of the war on terror, and more than any other
postwar British leader Blair has attempted, at times with great difficulty,
to provide a bridge in maintaining Euro–Atlantic relations.

During Labour’s second period in office much of the making of
foreign policy has been personally attributed to Tony Blair rather than
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the Foreign Secretary, Jack Straw. Some commentators say Blair is his
own Foreign Secretary, and have argued that he feels most at ease with
‘high politics’ because foreign affairs and the international element
enable him to act decisively in a way that often eludes him in the
domestic realm. The Prime Minister can act in international crises in a
bolder manner than he might be permitted in, say, the politics of health
care or public service reform. Over Kosovo it might be argued that
Blair, whose credentials in the international arena had not been tested
before, had to demonstrate that as Prime Minister he could act as
robustly on defence and national security as some of his Conservative
predecessors, most particularly Margaret Thatcher. In her conduct of
her office (if not the policies she espoused) Blair has in the past
expressed his admiration for Lady Thatcher. The conduct of the wars
in Afghanistan and Iraq proved beyond doubt that Blair was willing to
dispatch British troops into action abroad when necessary. While the
legacies of imperialism have proved troubling for many within the
Labour Party, Labour is seemingly eager to embrace a ‘new moralism’,
one based on powerful states intervening, should it prove necessary, in
pursuit of human rights, international stability, and genuine interna-
tional and national interests. In such terms, notably the notion of free-
ing the Iraqi people from Saddam, did Blair justify the use of force
against Iraq in 2003.

It would be a mistake, however, to see British foreign policy as
solely arising from Tony Blair’s preferences. Although there is little
doubt that the Prime Minister was keen to see the development of an
ethical dimension in the making of foreign policy, the idea had wide
support within Labour more generally, and many Labour MPs
remain critical of the way in which commercial arms transfers appear
to override principle. Despite the large parliamentary majorities
Labour won in 1997 and 2001, Blair failed to carry one in three of
his parliamentary party in support of war on Iraq, and many Labour
MPs remain critical of military action in general.

That said, there is a feature of policy that might be termed a Blair
doctrine. The current Labour Government is committed to a new
humanitarianism abroad, as demonstrated during the crises in Kosovo
in 1999 and Sierra Leone in 2000. There is a commitment to act morally
within the international environment and a greater emphasis placed
upon human rights. This strand in Labour thinking has been reinforced
by the events of 9/11, and while it is the case that the government does
not always succeed in persuading the United States to think in positive
terms about international organizations, it is the case that in being a
candid, but loyal, steadfast friend the British government and the Prime
Minister exert some influence on the Bush Administration. In this
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regard, through the deepening United States–British special relationship
and in becoming a committed European, Britain, to use a somewhat
worn phrase, having lost an empire, hopes to define a clear role for itself
in the troubled and complicated international politics of the early
twenty-first century.
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Chapter 18

Analysing Political Power

PATRICK DUNLEAVY

with Ian Byrne and Bernard Steunenberg

Power denotes a capability on the part of its holder to get other people
to change their behaviour in ways they would have preferred not to do,
had they not been subject to power. To have power is a ‘dispositional’
thing: it describes a potential that has not yet been realized but which
will come about under normal circumstance. Dispositional qualities like
this are famously elusive and tricky to grasp in research terms. Many
past political analysts have argued that the only way to spot power is to
see it being implemented, and they have hence equated power with its
exercise. But if I say ‘This Ming vase is fragile’, I do not mean that the
vase is already broken or that it is certain ever to break – only that it
has a disposition to break under certain circumstance (Morriss, 2002).
And so it is with power – it is a much more hypothetical and counter-
factual concept than some one actor or some group getting their way by
stamping roughshod over another actor or group.

An actor has power over others to bring certain things about. At its
broadest, the concept includes both the ability to change others’ behav-
iour, and the ability to achieve certain outcomes. This capability to
achieve outcomes may be based upon the actor’s own resources, or the
resources of other people whom I can influence or constrain to do what
I want. Key resources are a position controlling key decision-making
points, a reputation for influence, the loyalty or support of other people,
possession of key information, or controlling large wealth and income.
But simply having resources is also not the same as having power.
Actors can expend resources unskillfully, in ways that create more
enemies or resistance instead of achieving the actor’s goals. Nor is
power to be equated with being successful or getting what you want.
Often people are ‘lucky’ because they get what they want without
having to take any action to influence others, and without having to
mobilize or expend resources (Dowding 1991). For their own reasons,
other powerful actors or groups may bring about an outcome
favourable for me without my having to try. Just because someone or
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some group is successful in benefiting from decisions does not establish
that they brought those decisions about, or that they could have done
so if they wanted to. Perhaps they were just lucky, in the right place at
the right time with the right interests to benefit from others’ actions.
Equally sometimes, in a ‘no win’ situation, everyone loses and nobody
benefits – but there can still be power relations between these ‘losing’
actors in terms of distributing relative costs among themselves, or
unequally sharing the pain (Dowding 1996).

Determining who has power is a tricky exercise. Simply asking people
involved in decision-making situations whether they have power or not
is of little use in advancing well-based political science knowledge. Most
people in relatively senior positions like to think that they are their own
person, and not a creature of someone else’s will, so that those subject
to power may under-report the fact. At the same time powerful people
themselves rarely admit that they are able to influence or control others,
lest it become a focus for resentment or detract from their public image.
People or groups who are in conflict with each other behind closed
doors inside government may also go to extraordinary lengths to keep
their disagreements secret and to represent the internal political debates
as more balanced, collegial and well-tempered than they actually are.
Senior people in government usually believe that their side or their
generation is running the shop better than their predecessors or adver-
saries. And when problems or crises occur, people inside government
blame external factors or the flow of adverse events far more than the
opposition parties or external observers, who blame the internal dispo-
sitions of governmental actors far more for mistakes.

But equally it is little use to forswear knowledge derived from study-
ing decision-making situations, and to retreat instead into inferring
power from people’s outward resources or their public reputations for
influence. In 1998–9 UK newspapers and TV channels sponsored elab-
orate ‘power list’ exercises in which panels of ‘experts’ (mostly members
of ‘the great and good’) were asked to rank ‘who has power in Britain’,
spanning across the worlds of politics, public administration, business,
entertainment, and social life. In both years Tony Blair was ranked first,
but with the second slot occupied by overseas businessmen, Rupert
Murdoch in 1998 and Bill Gates in 1999. Gordon Brown was rated fifth
and then fourth, (this change precipitated by the sudden disappearance
from the cabinet of Peter Mandelson, previously ranked second in
power terms). Soap stars and celebrities ranked above many members
of the cabinet in both lists. The pluralist objection to all such exercises
is that they confuse public reputations for wealth, status or influence
with political power itself. For pluralists the presence of Gates or
Murdoch in high positions under different lists in one year but not the
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next might reflect little more than their being talked about a lot as
successful, whereas the fact that holders of the government posts ranked
top or near top even in this method suggests a consistent importance of
office-holders – their undisputed involvement in making salient deci-
sions.

Of course, the eclectism and variability of the power lists capture the
shifting influence of wider contexts and circles of influence in shaping
what the British polity can achieve. Gates and Murdoch may soar or
fall back in particular year’s rankings but the influence of financial
markets and major business figures or corporations in structuring
government policy is fairly clear. Equally a struggle for influence
between United States, European and wider world governments and
actors to influence public policy and political elites has been a recur-
ring feature of British politics. Normally these linkages are rather
remote and general influences, but on occasions (like the 1996
Westland affair) the disputes within the heart of British government
arguably reflect or parallel the wider struggles of corporations and
blocs of nations (Dunleavy 1995b). The context of power is also
strongly influenced by changes in the external context, such as changes
in the world economy and alterations in Britain’s relative economic and
trade positions vis-à-vis other countries.

Few of these qualifications or subtleties ever appear in empirical
discussions of the allocation of political power in contemporary Britain.
Instead most journalistic and historical discussion focuses down on a
long-established and largely rhetorical controversy about ‘Cabinet
government’ versus Prime Ministerial ‘control’. Protagonists in these
ritual debates normally offer only generalized ‘evidence’ about the
resources of the Prime Minister, Cabinet colleagues, top civil servants
and Whitehall departments, plus multiple anecdotes about the ‘exercise
of power’ and the triumph of this person over that on such and such an
occasion. Sweeping statements are the norm, simple summaries of
complex situations, such as the growth of a ‘British Presidency’ (Foley
2000). In this literature ‘power’ is seen as unproblematic and is
commonly never even defined. Judgments about the distribution of
power typically proliferate in many directions, often phrased in rather
broad-brush ways that create as many problems as they seem to resolve.
For instance, Margaret Thatcher is conventionally portrayed as a
powerful Prime Minister who easily dominated her Cabinet and
Parliamentary Party. But she (eventually) was forced out of office and
into effective retirement in autumn 1990 by a revolt of her own Cabinet
and MPs against her continuing premiership (Jones 1995, Smith 1995).
That is, Thatcher’s demise resulted from a simple withdrawal of support
by the very people whom she was supposed to have so cowed and
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subordinated. The fragility of power is also well illustrated by Peter
Mandelson’s roller-coaster career. These cases highlight the dangers of
assigning power or influence too unconditionally or too broadly.
Carefully analysed, even the power of a dictator may be seen as based
on maintaining winning coalitions, although the dictator often has the
ability to continually shift the composition of the winning coalition to
suit their own purposes (Dowding 1991).

In the New Labour governments the difficulties in assigning power to
actors at the heart of government stem from the fact that both the Prime
Minister Tony Blair and the Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown
are widely seen as simultaneously exercising high levels of influence over
government policy. A specific trigger for this speculation has been the by
now reasonably well-attested story that in the early summer of 1994
Gordon Brown agreed not to run against Tony Blair for the post of
Labour leader in return for a pledge that Brown would become and
remain Chancellor in a Blair-led government. This part of the deal is
acknowledged, but less established is the supposed ‘secret clause’ that
Brown would in due course inherit the leadership mantle from Blair
when he stepped down, after perhaps two terms in office (Naughtie
2002). This Blair-Brown pact is widely seen as explaining the special pre-
eminence of Gordon Brown, his evident status as far more than just
another (potentially dispensable) senior cabinet minister within new
Labour’s ranks. His prominence also underpins the rise of the Treasury
under his leadership to something like an alternate power centre to 10
Downing Street within British government. The Chancellor’s perceived
success in handling the economy, and his steady pursuit of a distinctive
constituency of support within the Cabinet, the Parliamentary Labour
Party and the trades union movement have given added currency to the
notion that he is politically untouchable as heir apparent to Blair.

The Blair-Brown axis raises important problems. There have been
almost continuous tensions between the top three positions in British
government (Prime Minister, Chancellor and Foreign Secretary) stretch-
ing back to the middle 1980s and encompassing, amongst other inci-
dents, the forced resignation of Margaret Thatcher, two Chancellors
(Nigel Lawson in 1989, and Norman Lamont forced out in 1993) and
two Foreign Secretaries (Geoffrey Howe, reshuffled in 1989 and finally
forced out of a ‘Deputy PM’ role a year later, and Robin Cook, reshuf-
fled in 2001). This history of conflict makes the Blair-Brown axis seem
inherently tension-prone and unstable. How can these two key actors
both be powerful at once? Surely one must be down if the other is up,
on a simple ‘see-saw’ model of power? Or if one has a larger slice of the
cake of policy influence, must that not necessarily imply that a smaller
slice remains for the other?
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In fact because the determination of public policy is always multi-
causal, there is ample scope for both Brown and Blair to accrete influ-
ence at the same time. They could jointly claw power away from other
actors in the political system, such as Cabinet ministers, civil service
departments, or other tiers of government, in order to centralize influ-
ence within 10 Downing Street and the Treasury. And power is not
necessarily a fixed sum or cake to be divided. Blair and Brown might
simultaneously accumulate power if their government is run more
successfully than previous administrations, if the capability of the
government machine as a whole is expanding through New Labour’s
greater skill in governing and making choices. Finally they might just be
beneficiaries of a more favourable (lucky) world economic and political
environment, which enhances the apparent effectiveness of British
government. For instance the transition to a low-inflation regime in the
late 1990s across most advanced industrial economies after decades of
acute inflationary pressure substantially eased some of the ‘governabil-
ity’ problems that had plagued their predecessors.

To illuminate these and other issues of ascribing power in contempo-
rary Britain I consider two topics in more detail: power and institutional
positions, specifically within the Cabinet Committee system, widely
seen as critical for governmental co-ordination and priority-setting; and
some recent rational choice models which show why there will be limits
on either the Prime Minister’s (or the Chancellor’s) abilities to shape
policy in line with their preferences.

Power in the Cabinet Committee system

If it is not to run erratically from one problem or policy extreme to
another, every system of government must have some internal sifting and
balancing mechanisms – some ways of bringing together and comparing
different considerations so as to reach a resolution of priorities. Any
successful national leadership must be able to adjudicate between differ-
ent sectors of government and their attendant political and social inter-
ests. In presidential systems like the United States an elected chief
executive colonizes the central administration with political appointees
and answers to a separately elected legislature with real control over the
budgetary purse strings and the legislative timetable. American public
policy thus emerges out of public compromises between multiple actors
(Cameron 2000). In European parliamentary systems, by contrast, the
executive emerges from the legislatures, so no separate majorities could
seem feasible. However, with elections conducted by proportional repre-
sentation no one party can usually command a majority on its own, and
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hence processes of majority coalition formation and maintenance
between parties determine who is to be in government and what policies
are to be followed (Tsebelis 2002: ch. 4).

In Britain there is no equivalent either to the American separation of
powers or the European inter-party negotiations for balancing out policy.
Whatever sorting and sifting of options occurs, and whatever adjusting
of policy to meet different interests is achieved, must typically be orches-
trated within a single-party government. This task is made pretty diffi-
cult because the executive normally commands a clear House of
Commons majority, dominates all the budgetary and legislative levers,
and operates with a reasonably strong and distinctive partisan ideology
and history of governing. Meetings of the full Cabinet were historically
important as the primary focus for internal balancing in the nineteenth
century, a role that persisted through to the inter-war period of the twen-
tieth century. Today these weekly Cabinet sessions perhaps remain
important in concerting ministers’ behaviour, securing a measure of unity
and coherence in policy making at senior level, and in co-ordinating a
response to periodic major governmental crises. But in the post-1945
period a system of formally constituted Cabinet Committees, which had
emerged earlier, became much more important in determining how virtu-
ally all detailed public policy is made. In 1992 the then Prime Minister
John Major finally acknowledged the committees’ importance officially.
He got rid of complete secrecy which had previously surrounded their
operations, and instead began publishing a full list of the committees and
their ministerial members and chairs (Dunleavy 1995a).

This change lifted a tiny part of the veil of official secrecy, which
surrounds so much central policy making in Britain. It allows us to
generate some hard data which are relevant for analysing the distribu-
tion of positional power. Policy making inside government is like a
lottery process in one small respect – you have to be in it to win it.
Where the institutional channels for making certain decisions are care-
fully specified and designated for people holding particular positions,
we can be reasonably confident that people not holding those positions
are out of the loop. Looking at which ministers sit on which Cabinet
Committees can generate potentially important insights into who has
the capability to influence policy, and who does not. Not all those hold-
ing positions relevant for decision X may actually mobilize resources to
try and influence its outcome on issue X. And even amongst those who
do mobilize, some may be more skilled and resourceful than others, and
these actors will win while others lose. So knowledge of who holds what
positions cannot tell us who is powerful within the involved group. But
it can tell us a much more limited thing: we can be reasonably certain
that people not holding any of the relevant ministerial and committee
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positions, not sitting around the relevant table for issue X, will also not
be powerful in that area. Notice too that this claim does not imply that
committees are the only venues in which discussions can take place. Of
course, many prior discussions take place before Cabinet Committees
meet – such as discussions between the key departments, ‘bi-laterals’ on
spending issues between the Treasury and spending departments, and
interventions by Downing Street. But at some stage all the threads of
these diverse forms of discussions have to run together in a Cabinet
Committee decision. A Cabinet Committee place is thus a passport to
involvement not just in the committee meeting itself but to the prepara-
tory work which leads up to it.

It is for this reason that Prime Ministers spend so much time thinking
about the personnel permutations open to them for staffing different
kinds of ministerial posts and installing people on committees. There are
two key kinds of people on Cabinet Committees: ministers from rele-
vant departments, whose presence is essentially mandatory because
their brief falls within the committee’s purview; and non-departmental
ministers chosen by the Prime Minister to balance the committee and to
look after his or her interests there, sometimes seen as ‘fixers’ and often
including the committee chair. The main roles here are positions like the
Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster (an empty title disguising a co-
ordinating role fixed by the Prime Minister) and in the past ‘Minister
Without Portfolio’; plus people the Prime Minister uses to co-ordinate
the government’s legislative programme and organize Parliamentary
business, such as the Leader of the House of Commons, Chief Whip and
leader in the Lords. Occasionally departmental ministers whose briefs
are fairly peripheral to a committee may nonetheless be drafted onto it
to give more weight to some position that the Prime Minister favours.

Figure 18.1 shows that there are three main types of committees. (i)
Full committees stand out because they are just below the cabinet in
importance and all or virtually all their members are ministers in the
cabinet. Very few if any members are junior ministers. The top-level full
committees are chaired by the Prime Minister and have very few
members (less than eight). The more normal full committees are chaired
by the Prime Minister or other senior ministers and have a wide range of
departmental or functional ministers attending and are much larger, with
between 12 and 20 members. (ii) Sub-committees pre-process issues for
the full committees. They all report to a full committee, which may
modify or overturn their positions before they get to Cabinet. Sub-
committees may involve junior ministers who are not of Cabinet rank,
usually people called ‘ministers of state’ or ‘parliamentary under-secre-
tary’. Sub-committees are generally fairly flexible bodies, with new ones
forming more rapidly than changes in full committees occur, to reflect
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Figure 18.1 The Cabinet Committee System in May 2001

CABINET
Chair : PM

Overseas,
security committees

Domestic
committees

Constitutional
committees

Defence and Overseas Policy
Chair : PM weight = 100

Public Services and Public
Expenditure

Chair : CE weight = 89

Devolution Policy
Chair : LC weight = 81

Intelligence Services
Chair : PM weight = 100

Environment
Chair : DPM weight = 90

Health Performance and
Expenditure

Chair : PM weight = 83

Legislative Programme
Chair : LHC weight = 60

Home and Social Affairs
Chair : DPM weight = 90

Local Government
Chair : DPM weight = 82

Northern Ireland
Chair : PM weight = 100

European Issues
Chair : FS weight = 42

European Trade Issues
Chair : FS weight = 50

Conflict Prevention Outside Africa
Chair : FS weight = 50

Conflict Prevention Sub-Saharan
Africa

Chair : SID weight = 50

Women’s Issues
Chair : LPS weight = 8

Drug Misuse
Chair : CDL weight = 7

Health Strategy
Chair : LHC weight = 14

London
Chair : DPM weight = 5

Productivity, Competitiveness
Chair : CE weight = 43

House of Lords Reform
Chair : LC weight = 30

Energy Policy
Chair : CE weight = 17

Freedom of Information
Chair : LC weight = 41

Welfare to Work
Chair : CE weight = 29

Incorporation of ECHR
Chair : LC weight = 44

Economic Affairs
Chair : CE weight = 89

Constitutional Reform Policy
Chair : PM weight = 100

Key for Chair abbreviations: PM Prime Minister, CE Chancellor of the Exchequer; DPM Deputy Prime
Minister; FS Foreign Secretary; LC Lord Chancellor; LHC Leader of the House of Commons; SID Secretary
of State for International Development; CDL Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster; LPS Lord Privy Seal.

Full committees

Sub-committees



new issues. Older sub-committees may drift on for some time without
meeting very often before being terminated. (iii) ‘Symbolic’ sub-commit-
tees may be semi-permanent, addressing an issue which Whitehall’s
departmental structure may otherwise tend to fragment, but not very
often or very vigorously. The fewer the number of Cabinet rank minis-
ters who sit on a sub-committee, and hence the more its membership
consists of junior ministers, the lower its status and the more remote it
usually is from the key political issues of the day. The three sub-commit-
tees of the Home Affairs committee and the London sub-committee
seem to fall into this third and least important category.

Comparing across May 1992, when John Major first published the
Cabinet Committee lists and May 2001, Tony Blair’s system just before
the general election, allows us to see how much the set-up of committees
had changed in ten years. Blair operated with considerably fewer full
Cabinet Committees, 12 to Major’s 16, but the same number of sub-
committees, 14 in both years. Two-thirds of the full committees were the
same in 2001 as nine years earlier. Some 1992 bodies disappeared, for
instance, covering Hong Kong which has since been handed over to
China. Others were merged, for instance, two legislation committees
became one, and the previous nuclear weapons committee was re-
absorbed into the wider Defence and Overseas Policy Committee. And
some committees were split – the 1992 Domestic and Economic Policy
Committee chaired by the Prime Minister was replaced by two commit-
tees covering Economic Affairs and Public Services and Public
Expenditure (PSX), both now chaired by the Chancellor. The Prime
Minister’s committee places (all of which are chair positions) greatly
reduced, from nine under Major to just five under Blair, chiefly because
Blair had John Prescott as Deputy Leader of the Labour Party and
Deputy Prime Minister to consider. He allocated Prescott three Cabinet
Committees and one sub-committee to chair, all relevant to his brief
covering environment and local government. But Blair also used as chairs
of committees or sub-committees the Lord Chancellor, the Foreign
Secretary, the Leader of the Commons, the Secretary for International
Development, the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, and the Lord
Privy Seal (see Figure 18.1). Chairing was quite a widely distributed role
then, with eight people in the Cabinet of 23 having this experience.

The most important aspect of these changes, however, is how they
affected the standing of senior ministers within the Cabinet Committee
system. Here we need to be able to control for the varying importance
of the different committees and sub-committees. A basic method for
assigning differing weights to them was developed by Dunleavy (1994,
1995a). Committees are assigned a starting weight of 100 and sub-
committees a starting weight of 50 points, and this score is then reduced
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in proportion to the presence of junior members on the committee. The
total weight for each committee is divided evenly amongst its members,
with an extra share being assigned to the chair. Figure 18.1 includes the
resulting weights for each committee and sub-committee.

To see how these scores were derived, and the implications for minis-
ters’ positional power rankings, consider four examples. The Defence
and Overseas Policy Committee in 2001 scored 100 points, each of its
seven Cabinet members receiving 12.5 points and the Prime Minister
(as chair) 25 points. The Local Government committee included a few
junior ministers and so scored 82 points: each of its 17 members receiv-
ing 4.3 points and the Deputy PM (as chair) 8.6 points. The European
Issues Sub-Committee started at 50 points, but with three junior minis-
ters out of its 19 members scored 42 points; each member got 2.1
points, with a double ration for the Foreign Secretary as chair. The least
important sub-committee was that for London. Again it started at 50
points, but with 10 junior ministers and only one Cabinet-rank
member (the Deputy PM in the chair), its final score was just 5; each
ordinary member thus attracted a weight of only 0.4 points. This
approach uses the limited information we have about Cabinet
Committees to control for the fact that some are clearly much more
salient than others. It is the simplest feasible scheme, has a clear ratio-
nale and when applied in a consistent way it can be used to compare
how the system has operated over time.

Looking across the scores which ministers received from all their
committee positions, Figure 18.2 shows their relative positional influ-
ence on two dimensions:

• what proportion of all Cabinet Committee system point weights each
minister controlled; and

• what each minister’s average point weight was on the committees
where they sat.

When the first results for 1992 under the weighting scheme above were
published, they were quite controversial (Dunleavy, 1994, 1995a). They
suggested that the Prime Minister accounted for less than 15 per cent of
the scores in the committee system as a whole, although well ahead of
his nearest rival, the Foreign Secretary on 9 per cent of all scores, and
the Chancellor in fourth place on less than 7 per cent. However, the
analysis also showed the PM had an average of 28 points for all
committees where he sat, more than three times greater than the levels
for any other Cabinet minister, so that he was clearly far and away the
most influential person in Cabinet.

Applying the same method in 2001 Figure 18.2 shows that there was a
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dramatic change in the pattern of scores under Labour. Tony Blair’s share
of the points across the whole Cabinet Committee system shrank dramat-
ically to less than 9 per cent. At the same time Gordon Brown’s share of
total points rose dramatically, giving him the largest personal share of any
Cabinet minister. The Prime Minister still remains much more influential
on those committees where he sits than anyone else, but in terms of pres-
ence across the committee system as a whole he is clearly ranked number
2 to the Chancellor, who chairs two new and powerful committees. The
arrows in Figure 18.2 show how the Prime Minister’s and the Chancellor’s
positions under Labour differ from those of nine years’ earlier. They seem
to offer striking confirmation of the importance of the Blair-Brown pact
and of the extent to which Brown’s status rose as a result. Nor is that all
– for the other three ministers in the Cabinet’s top five ranks under Major
(the Foreign Secretary, Defence Secretary and Home Secretary) also

348 Patrick Dunleavy

Top five ministers’ scores
Other cabinet ministers’ scores
Changes in scores for top ministers present in 1992 and 2001
Changes in scores for ne ministers, established by 2001

PM Prime Minister DPM Deputy Prime Minister
CE Chancellor of the Exchequer FS Foreign Secretary
DS Defence Secretary HS Home Secretary
SID Secretary of State, International Development

M
ea

n 
in

flu
en

ce
 s

ha
re

 in
 c

om
m

itt
ee

s
w

he
re

 th
ey

 s
it 

(%
)

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

Share of influence in cabinet committee system (%)
0 5 10 15

PM

CEFS

DPM

DS

SID

HS

Figure 18.2 Two measures of Cabinet ministers’ positional influence
in May 2001, and changes in the positions of major
Cabinet posts, 1992–2001

Top five ministers’ scores
Other cabinet ministers’ scores
Changes in scores for top ministers present in 1992 and 2001
Changes in scores for new ministers, established by 2001

PM Prime Minister DPM Deputy Prime Minister
CE Chancellor of the Exchequer FS Foreign Secretary
DS Defence Secretary HS Home Secretary
SID Secretary of State, International Development



posted significant declines in their shares of Cabinet Committee system
points in 2001, further enhancing the Chancellor’s new prominence. In
addition, the Treasury second-in-command, the Chief Secretary, was in
the 2001 Cabinet. In fact, he moved into the top ten ministers in terms of
shares of points across the committee system as a whole, giving the
Treasury far more prominence than before, and more than one in seven
of the available committee points.

But looking a little closer also shows some changes which reflect
different Labour priorities in government. Other shifts suggest a sophis-
ticated Blair style of Cabinet management which perhaps hoodwinks
the Chancellor by appearing to give away more influence than it actu-
ally does. Historically, Labour assigns less of a priority to defence than
have the Tories. And some part of the declines recorded for the Prime
Minister, Foreign Secretary and Defence Secretary reflects the arrival on
the Defence and Overseas Policy committee and its sub-committees of
Clare Short, heading the Department for International Development, set
up by Blair in 1997 to reflect Labour’s stronger emphasis upon overseas
aid to developing countries. John Prescott’s role as Deputy Prime
Minister also accounts for much of the remaining changes, as he became
the fourth member of the Cabinet in terms of sharing points across the
committee system. It might be debated to what extent Blair can rely on
Prescott for unswerving or unconditional support, although in practice
he has seemed very close to Blair on most issues.

But Blair also clearly took steps to give himself eyes and ears on the
domestic committees and sub-committees where he did not sit. The new
junior post of Minister of State in the Cabinet Office was created for Lord
Falconer, a close personal friend of Blair, who moved straight into ninth
rank across all ministers, despite being outside the Cabinet. The Prime
Minister could also rely on the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. Table
18.1 shows that the effect of Blair’s jugglings was to reduce considerably
the loss of positional influence apparently implied in Figure 18.2. Indeed, if
it is legitimate to count the Deputy Prime Minister as squarely in the Blair
camp, then the Prime Minister’s bloc’s share of the points across the cabi-
net system as whole did not shrink but slightly grew under Labour.
Elsewhere, the Lord Chancellor (Lord Irvine, a close career and personal
friend of Blair’s) and the Chief Whip moved up the rankings of ministers
appreciably, to eleventh and twelfth places in the rankings, putting their
normally low salience posts above all the major departmental ministers.
Adding them in as well would take the Prime Minister bloc’s share to over
a quarter of all Cabinet Committee system points in 2001, up considerably
on 1992. Of course Major had allies in his Cabinet, but amongst ministers
who had their own independent personal and political basis for being there,
and who seemed much less dependent on him for their positions chairing
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committees. The Chief Whip under Major was also less prominent in terms
of his position. On this basis, the Prime Minister’s personal involvement has
declined, but the presence of his wider ‘bloc’ is not much changed. Blair
wields his influence more at one remove, where Major seemed to have felt
more that he needed to be present in person at committees.

Apart from Prescott, the heads of most major Whitehall departments
lost ground somewhat under Blair, because the top positions in the cabi-
net committee system were carved up between the Prime Minister’s allies
(including the parliamentary/legislative ministers) and the Treasury. The
Trade and Industry Secretary moved downwards sharply, falling from
eight in importance in 1997 to fifteenth in 2001. An exception was the
Secretary of State for Social Security, who acquired some new prominence
(again reflecting a pattern typical of previous Labour governments chang-
ing over from the Tories, for whom this welfare state role was less impor-
tant). The biggest loser in the new cabinet structures was the Secretary of
State for Scotland, whose rank plunged from tenth in 1992 to twentieth
in 2001 on the weighting system used here. This change reflecting the
Scottish Office’s much reduced role because of legislative devolution to
Scotland. By contrast, the Welsh Secretary actually acquired more points
share in 2001, although moving down the ranking of ministers slightly.

Of course, this analysis provides only a starting point for discussion.
The precise scores given here can easily be varied by changing the start-
ing weights assigned to committee or sub-committees, and by assigning
a greater or less weight to committee chairs vis-à-vis ordinary committee
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Table 18.1 How the PM’s and the Chancellor’s blocs matched up in 1992
and 2001

Notes: MSCO is the Minister of State, Cabinet Office; CDL is the Chancellor of the
Duchy of Lancaster; LC is the Lord Chancellor; CW is the Chief Whip.

% of all points in the cabinet 
committee system

1992 2001 Change 1992
to 2001

Chancellor alone 6.4 9.5 +3.1
All Treasury ministers 10.7 13.8 +3.1

PM alone 14.9 7.6 –7.3
PM bloc (includes CDL in 1997, 19.3 14.5 –4.8
and MSCO + CDL in 2001)
PM bloc + Deputy PM 19.3 20.2 +0.7
PM bloc + DPM + LC +CW 24.2 26.9 +2.7



members. But notice that the patterns shown here are very, very resis-
tant to change. If you want to increase the positional power of the Prime
Minister you have to weight full committees as more than twice as
important as sub-committees and also increase the weight of committee
chairs to more than twice that of ordinary members. But these same
changes will benefit all the other top five ministers as well as the Prime
Minister, and strengthen the power of the Chancellor in 2001 and his
increase in influence relative to the Prime Minister. Similarly, it is possi-
ble to pick on any particular minister’s ranking in positional terms and
dispute it. But however you score these positions the scope for changing
any minister’s relative position against others is really quite small.

In sum, the Cabinet Committee data give an important insight into
Blair’s leadership style. They unequivocally show him conceding a far
greater role to his Chancellor on domestic policy issues than his
Conservative predecessor. Blair restricted his own committee system activ-
ity in 2001 to three key committees with tiny memberships that he must
chair (Defence and Overseas Policy, the Intelligence Services, Northern
Ireland) and two others: Constitutional Reform Policy, and a special case
committee on Health Performance and Expenditure, carved out of the
Chancellor’s public expenditure domain in 2000 because of its central
political significance for Labour’s election pledges. For the rest Blair seems
to rely more than Major did on trusted allies and agents to chair and to
nudge policy in the ‘right’ direction, and to give a committee presence to
his influential Downing Street special advisors and larger Number 10 staff.

The data on committee allocations are not much help if we want to
go further, and to understand how influence is distributed amongst
those clearly involved in decision-making. To understand these wider
aspects we can turn to what we know about the core executive’s inter-
nal operations in a general way, and consider how rational actor models
may help us shed more systematic light on what is going on.

Thinking about power using rational choice models

Why does the Prime Minister not decide every contentious issue in
government? Since they appoint and can dismiss every minister, why are
their preferences not just simply decisive, sweeping through and over-
riding the views of other ministers? Of course the Prime Minister’s
involvement may be limited for logistical reasons. There are only so
many hours in a day to master information and decide upon policy
options, and there are multiple competing demands upon his or her
time, especially in the fields of foreign affairs and overseas summitry.
But with the burgeoning Number 10 staff to assist him, why should
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Blair not have been able to extend his competence ever more widely,
using them to pre-process issues for his attention and then to police
what ministers and Whitehall departments do about implementing a
wide range of decisions he wants to see go through?

One obvious constraining possibility is the rivalry between PM and
Chancellor. Perhaps Blair has been thwarted in his efforts by the growth
of Treasury influence? Public expenditure control requires Treasury
involvement in almost all major policy choices and the Blair-Brown pact
has given the Chancellor an unassailable political position. But if Brown
has in fact been guaranteed a ‘reserved area’ of mainly domestic policy to
influence, then the same questions apply equally to him. Why are there
limits on Treasury control? Why cannot his officials simply refuse to fund
any scheme with which Brown disagrees, keeping the money tap turned
off until departmental ministers come round to his way of seeing things?

To understand some of the limits on Prime Ministerial and Treasury
power some simple rational choice models can help. At their foundation
is the idea that decision making entails ‘transactions costs’ for those
who take part. To launch an issue or try to change or defend their poli-
cies, any minister or actor must take risks of failing, losing reputation
and incurring penalties (such as seeming weak and ineffective, or even
risking losing office altogether). Win or lose, those senior actors who
decide to get involved in any given policy scrap must also immediately
run up costs in marshalling information, trying to justify more funding,
writing policy documents, and lobbying potential allies in Whitehall, the
Cabinet and the parliamentary party. None of these activities comes
cheap in terms of information, time, reputation and other political
resources. The longer an issue drags on, the more these downside cost
factors and political risks will rise.

In fact the whole British policy system is structured to take advantage
of this feature of rising transactions costs over time. Issues or initiatives
start off in departmental or inter-departmental working groups of offi-
cials before they migrate from the network of ‘official’ committees into
the cabinet committee system involving ministers. No department can
manage this transition without the agreement and active support of their
departmental minister. Since most major and many quite minor policy
initiatives require public spending or changes in the law, departments are
also rarely in a position to change things on their own. They have to take
their case and make it work before a sceptical Treasury anxious to curtail
the growth of the department’s spending, or make cutbacks, or at the
least secure important efficiency improvements in return for more fund-
ing. Often too the department and its minister must argue for parlia-
mentary time and priority with an even more sceptical set of ministers
managing the government’s legislative and parliamentary processes.
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Behind all these interactions lies ‘the shadow of the Prime Minister’, as
Albert Breton (1998) describes the Prime Minister’s role in the
Westminster systems as the ultimate core executive tie-breaker, the
person who can knock together the heads of recalcitrant parties, enforc-
ing a final deal on everyone.

Yet despite the strong concentration of resources in the Prime
Minister’s hands described in detail in institutional accounts, there are
significant limits on the premier’s ability to get their way because other
actors are ‘first movers’, and they can perhaps settle issues early on
before they ever get bid up to the Prime Minister. Perhaps the most
important and pervasive policy scrutiny process in British government is
that where departments seek budgetary approval for new or existing
programmes from the Treasury. Both sides know that if they cannot
reach agreement between themselves in bilateral discussions, then the
unresolved issues will have to be referred up to the Public Services and
Public Expenditure (PSX) committee of the cabinet, which is chaired by
the Chancellor and mostly includes non-departmental ministers. Issues
that PSX in turn cannot determine will generally go to the Prime Minister
to resolve. (There is a notional recourse to a full cabinet vote as well, but
the Prime Minister very rarely allows this option to be activated).
However, bidding up issues from bilateral discussions between the
Treasury and the department to the PSX committee or to the Prime
Minister carries transactions costs for both sides, in terms of extra prepa-
ration, disapproval from top government personnel if trivial issues are
added to their workload unnecessarily, and risks that the policy decision
will go off in directions that the department or Treasury may not like.

We can look at this process in stages using some simple diagrams.
Figure 18.3 shows the opening stage of the budgetary process. Both the
department and the Treasury define their ideal positions on a dimension
running from high to low levels of spending. We can assume that the
department officials are generally keen to spend more and the Treasury
to spend less on a programme. The civil servants in the department are
limited in what they can propose by the attitude of their minister, whose

Analysing Political Power 353

Figure 18.3 The UK core executive budget process 1

The department and the Treasury try to resolve their disagreements in bilateral
bargaining
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Dept Minister Treasury

High Low
spending spending
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agreement is essential before the issue can go into the budgetary or cabi-
net systems for processing. We show the minister’s optimum position
here as next to the department’s, but to the right and hence a bit closer
to the Treasury position. (Of course, different situations could easily
arise). A large gulf still separate the minister’s proposal from the
Treasury’s ideal point however. In negotiations they will almost
certainly split the difference between them if they can. But whereabouts
exactly?

To formulate a realistic position both the minister and the Treasury
will try to anticipate what will happen if they do not reach an agreement
but instead the issue gets bid up to a higher level in the Cabinet
Committee system. Figure 18.4 shows that at stage 2 their divergent
views would go to the PSX committee to resolve, which as drawn here
has a more centrist ideal point between the minister’s and the Treasury’s
positions, but more towards the Treasury end of the dimension. (This
position would actually be that of the crucial deciding member of the
committee – which might be the Chancellor who is chairing it, or of the
member of the committee most in the middle in this controversy, but we
need not go into such complications here). Given his or her position is a
long way from the PSX point, the department minister clearly has to
compromise, to try and offer the PSX committee a settlement that they
will find just a little bit better than the Treasury’s position. A rational
minister will pitch her or his case to the committee just to the right of the
PSX (T) position, a very important location which has a special name. It
is the committee’s ‘reflection point’ for the Treasury, defined as being the
same distance to the left of the committee’s ideal point as the Treasury’s
demand is to the right of it. Remember that the PSX committee wants to
get as close as it can to its ideal point. A bid just to the right of the PSX
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Figure 18.4 The UK core executive budget process 2

The issue is bid up to the PSX committee in stage 2
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(T) reflection point would still involve more spending than the commit-
tee really wants to approve. But the committee will prefer this outcome
to making the deep cuts which the Treasury are holding out for. Notice
too that in negotiating to the right of PSX (T), the departmental minis-
ter can also know that the worst outcome they can finish up with is a
settlement at the committee’s ideal point PSX. The minister will never
risk getting an outcome at the Treasury’s position so long they are will-
ing to compromise. The Treasury may try to combat departmental
concessions, by moving its own position closer to the PSX ideal point.
If both the departmental minister and the Treasury can successfully
anticipate where the PSX committee stands they will realize that they
should settle within the range y to y′ shown on the lower scale.

Perhaps the Treasury could force the issue even higher, however,
beyond the PSX committee and up to the Prime Minister to decide. To
justify this risky step, and to get the Prime Minister’s attention, the issue
would have to be a significant one in expenditure terms or one with
considerable political implications. But if the Treasury knows that the
Prime Minister’s ideal point is closer to their position than the committee’s
is then they might be prepared to bear the costs of this course. Figure 18.5
shows a situation where the Prime Minister is indeed keener to hold down
spending than the PSX committee. So the departmental minister will have
to make more concessions, pitching his or her bid at a point closer to the
Prime Minister’s optimum than the Treasury’s position. So the final
proposal from the minister would be to the right of the Prime Minister’s
reflection point for the Treasury, somewhere between the point PM (T)
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Figure 18.5 The UK core executive budget process 3

The issue is bid up to the Prime Minister by Treasury in stage 3
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and the Prime Minister’s optimum on the stage 3 dimension line. Again
the Treasury could only counter this move by converging its own posi-
tion towards the Prime Minister’s optimum point. If the departmental
minister and the Treasury had both been able to anticipate that the issue
would be bid up all the way to the Prime Minister, and to accurately
identify where the Prime Minister stood on the issue, they would have
negotiated between them within the range z to z′ shown on the original
bargaining line at the bottom of Figure 18.5.

There are good reasons to believe that the elite actors in the cabinet
and in Whitehall will be able to anticipate pretty well how the PSX
committee and the Prime Minister are likely to react on any spending
issue. Cabinet colleagues will know the Prime Minister and other PSX
committee members well at a personal level and have ample opportu-
nity to study their views and reactions. The civil servants in the depart-
ment and Treasury will also know in detail what is the balance of
political and social or economic benefits and costs in each issue area. So
if all the actors involved hold the positions diagrammed here, then right
from the earliest stages of bilateral bargaining between the minister and
the Treasury both sides will know that the range of potentially viable
solutions is that shown as y to z′ in Figure 18.6. In other words if actors
behave rationally, and prefer to get the closest possible outcomes to
their position, then the range of feasible solutions runs from the PSX (T)
point at the high-spending end to the Prime Minister’s position at the
low-spending end.

Notice where this leaves the Prime Minister though – occupying an
‘extreme’ position within the feasible range, which is highly unlikely to be
reached. The Prime Minister will not get exactly what he or she wants on
this issue unless the Treasury insist on bidding the issue all the way up the
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Figure 18.6 The UK core executive budget process 4

The next round if departments and the Treasury can correctly identify the positions
of the Prime Minister and the PSX committee
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cabinet committee hierarchy. Until the last possible moment the Treasury
must be determined to defeat and humiliate the departmental minister,
whatever the transaction costs and other risks involved. Such a protracted
struggle is unlikely to occur frequently. Far more commonly the depart-
mental minister and the Treasury will do a deal somewhere in the range
from y to z´ in their early bilateral discussions, so that the decision will
become a fait accompli, never to trouble the Prime Minister’s busy agenda.
Because other actors have strong ‘first mover’ advantages, the Prime
Minister may get something of what they want some of the time. But they
will very rarely exercise the unfettered and detailed ability to fix policy
claimed by the exponents of ‘Prime Ministerial dominance’ arguments.

This point could be firmed up further, and generalized beyond the
budgetary process to apply to all kinds of policy discussions and debates
within the core executive, for example by looking at situations where the
Prime Minister’s influence may be cut out altogether or severely
reduced). The cases considered so far assume that ministers adopt posi-
tions close to those of their departmental civil servants. But what if they
do not? If the Prime Minister appoints the ‘wrong’ person to head up a
Whitehall department, someone out of sympathy with its basic mission,
the results can be disastrous for the government. Where the wrong
person is picked, the normal weak checks and balances of the Cabinet
Committee system can be completely short-circuited. In the early 1980s
Margaret Thatcher put her ideological mentor, Sir Keith Joseph, in
charge of the Department of Industry for two years, even though he
opposed all state intervention in the economy and kept holding seminars
with his civil servants on whether to close down the department. His
stance did not prevent policy interventions from occurring as the econ-
omy sagged and unemployment soared, but it did rob departmental
policy of much of its coherence. Later on in the decade Thatcher repeated
the mistake when Nicholas Ridley was made Secretary of State for the
Environment and made no secret of his disdain for green issues, and
eventually left the Cabinet after a separate row over his anti-EU remarks.

A second main source of difficulty for Prime Ministers arises from the
multi-dimensionality of politics, the fact that most policy problems are
not just about one thing, but instead involve several connected aspects
(see Dunleavy 1995b for a case study). The paradox for a Prime Minister
is that the more influence she has on where policy is fixed, the less differ-
ence she can make by intervening personally to decide anything. A Prime
Minister confronting such problems, and able to find out what they
were, will try to fight being pushed to the sidelines in various ways. For
instance, a Prime Minister could do what Blair has done, developing a
strong staff in 10 Downing Street, and trying to make the perennially
useless (or perennially constrained) Cabinet Office better at shaping
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policy options and generating strategies or implementation ideas. Like
Blair too, he or she could appoint trusted colleagues to sit on Cabinet
Committees as their eyes and ears and tied votes, and use patronage or
other incentives they control to persuade ministers to move policy closer
to the premier’s ideal point. We might think that an intelligent and
middle-of-the-road premier like Blair, instinctively inclined to Third Way
solutions and able to grasp a lot of policy information, might have more
personal influence in changing policy formation than someone who
adopts cruder or more extreme positions, like Margaret Thatcher. But no
such effect is obvious empirically. And even if we could reliably establish
such variation in the capabilities of individual premiers, it might not
make a huge impact. There are only so many issues that a Prime Minister
can intervene on, and they can never be more than a fraction of the flow
of business through the Cabinet Committee system, forcing him or her to
radically prioritize his or her time and effort.

It is also no accident that so much of this section has focused on
budgetary issues. Any Prime Minister struggling to get their policy pref-
erences enacted against a Chancellor of the Exchequer with different
views will face an uphill struggle in the Cabinet Committee system, even
in finding out what ministers and departments have agreed with the
Treasury. But on issues where he disagrees with Gordon Brown, Blair
must face a very substantial extra burden because he has conceded so
much additional positional advantage to his rival, so much extra weight
within the committee places and rankings. The Chancellor also derives
immense reputational advantage from the widespread talk about the
Blair-Brown pact, which makes him seem politically invulnerable, as no
doubt his supporters hope. Departmental ministers have stronger incen-
tives to get on well with Brown since they know that he will be there for
the long run, and perhaps will inherit the premier’s mantle at the end of
his chancellorship. So this theoretical analysis in terms of rational
choice models provides strong circumstantial reasons for believing that
perhaps the empirical changes captured in Figure 18.2 above are real
ones. These changes almost seem to signal a ‘split premiership’, with
Brown in control of much domestic policy and Blair confined to foreign
affairs and the few domestic policy issues which he can take directly
under his wing, such as aspects of health service modernization, and
educational policy change.

The Prime Minister has a last power which can be used in extremis to
enforce their will, but again not without costs. This source of influence is
their veto-power, their capacity to intervene late on to stop progress
towards an outcome they oppose, a capability much discussed for other
chief executives like the United States President (Camero, 2000). Even if
Number 10 and the Prime Minister have not been extensively involved in
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an issue early on, they may still be able to halt initiatives they find objec-
tionable, spotting and stopping deals which have already been done
between the department and the Treasury, or between the department and
the guardians of the legislative programme. This ‘last mover’ competence
seems dramatic. But it also entails costs for the Prime Minister to inter-
vene to scrap the progress made on a new spending programme or new
legislation, and instead send the issue back to the drawing board. Often
the government has to do something about pressing issues that will not go
away and cannot be delayed, so it will face political costs if it does noth-
ing (Thompson 1995, Keliher 1995). And other actors may easily antici-
pate the threat of a Prime Ministerial veto by placing their proposals just
within the bounds of acceptability – for example, choosing an outcome
that is just better for the PM than the policy status quo. A premier who
then aborts progress has to live with an even less satisfactory status quo.
So even the veto power may be a more limited resource for the Prime
Minister than institutional accounts normally acknowledge.

Conclusion

Writing just after the English civil war in the mid-seventeenth century,
the philosopher Thomas Hobbes argued that a powerful person needs
friends and servants, wealth to buy friendship and service, a reputation
for being powerful to attract the adherence of people needing protec-
tion, and success to seem lucky or wise (either of which will tend to
make opponents back off from open conflicts with them). In the more
settled institutional context of contemporary British government, pres-
ence on the right committees and agenda control over their business are
current corollaries, along with relevant ministerial roles. Both Blair and
Brown can use institutional and political resources to ‘buy’ friends and
maintain thriving factions in partial tension and conflict across the
Labour government and the wider Labour movement. The importance
of allies within the heart of government arises from the detailed
budgetary and policy-making arrangements within the core executive.
We have shown that important mechanisms are in place which inher-
ently limit the influence of any given position to control policy making
at different levels or different sectors of the overall decision-making
system. On their own the Prime Minister and Chancellor control only
narrow strategic bridgeheads within the committee system. But with
organized blocs they may operate a controlling duopoly for now, and
muster resources for a possible future showdown, a polite undercover
civil war between the ‘royalist’ Blair and the ‘puritan’ Brown for the
soul of the Labour movement.
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Guide to Further Reading

Chapter 2 Remaking the Constitution

An indispensable source on how the constitutional reform programme is
unfolding is the Constitution Unit, especially their Monitor which appears four
times a year. Their website is www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit. For arguments
on all sides of the constitutional argument see Johnson (1999), Hutton (1995),
Heffer (1999), Freedland (1998) Bogdanor (1997) and Barnett (1997).
Parliament is well covered by Riddell (1998) and the Monarchy by Bogdanor
(1995). See also the Fabian Society (2003). The constitutional implications of
the European Union are analysed in Siedentop (2000). For an account of the
rise of Charter 88 see Evans (1995).

Chapter 3 The Europeanization of British Politics

The history of Britain’s relationship with the EU is covered by George (1998)
and Young (1999), while Baker and Seawright (1998) offer detailed issue driven
analyses. Good introductory accounts of the EU include George and Bache
(2001) and McCormick (2002). More detailed and advanced discussion of EU
institutions and policy-making dynamics can be found in Richardson (2001)
and Wallace and Wallace (2000). The concept of Europeanization is variously
covered by Bomberg and Peterson (2000), Börzel (2002), Knill (1998, 2001),
Knill and Lehmkuhl (1999), Ladrech (2001) and Radaelli (2000). Specific
analyses of Europeanization in Britain can be found in Annesley (2001), Bulmer
and Burch (2001) and George (2001). A very good analysis of Britain and EMU
is Gamble and Kelly (2002). The principal source of information about the EU
on the internet is http://europa.eu.int while information on the European
Convention can be found at http://european-convention.eu.int. The European
Commission’s representation in Britain is at http://www.cec.org.uk while infor-
mation about British public opinion and European integration can be accessed
from http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/findingData/euroBarometer.asp.

Chapter 4 The Core Executive and the Modernization
of Central Government

For the recent debate on the Prime Minister and Cabinet see Hennessy
(2001) and Foley (2000). The Core Executive framework is developed in
Rhodes and Dunleavy (1995) and Smith (1999). For a recent and useful
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account of developments in Number 10 see Kavanagh and Seldon (1999). For
the role of the Cabinet Office see Lee, Jones and Burnham (1998) and for an
examination of the impact of the EU see Bulmer and Burch (1998). On joined-
up government Perri 6 et al. (2002) give a good account of the key issues. For
recent developments at the centre see the webpages at Number 10 and the
Cabinet Office which are available through www.ukonline.gov.uk. For an
examination of the wider context, and the impact of Europeanization and glob-
alization, in which changes are occurring see Richards and Smith (2002) and
Rose (2001).

Chapter 5 Political Culture and Voting Participation

The best work on recent trends in political participation and political percep-
tions in Britain can be found in the British Social Attitudes series: Bromley and
Curtice (2002). Bromley, Curtice and Seyd, B. (2001) present a large amount of
evidence covering a vast range of issues in an informative manner. A longer
time series is provided by Heath and Taylor (1999), who also examine issues of
theory. Comparative perspectives on turnout are provided by Franklin (2001)
while Norris (2002) covers cross-national themes in other forms of political
participation. Those interested in young people’s political participation will
find White, Bruce and Ritchie, (2000) a useful source of information. Park
(1999) provides a good introduction to evidence and issues and Plutzer (2002)
presents advanced analysis with a more theoretical emphasis. Websites are plen-
tiful: www.edemocracy.gov.uk presents the proposals in the Government’s
consultation on e-democracy and www.electoralcommission.org.uk contains
useful reports a range of issues.

Chapter 6 Changing Voting Systems

Good recent accounts of the broader comparative literature on alternative
voting systems are given in Bingham Powell (2000) and Colomer (2001). On
electoral systems in general, see Dummett (1997) and Farrell (2001). The
Jenkins Report (1988) remains essential reading for the future, and on recent
electoral reform in Britain see Dunleavy and Margetts (2001). Lijphart (1994)
and (1999) provides analysis of electoral system impacts on democratic
processes.

Chapter 7 Political Parties and the Party System

Useful up-to-date recent histories of the major parties are provided by Seyd
(2002), Norton (2002) and Denver (2002) while King (2002) and Butler and
Kavanagh (2002) contain studies of the 2001 election and brief histories of the
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parties in the 1997 Parliament. Webb (2000) remains the best introductory
text on British parties and the party system, and both Ware (1996) and Maor
(1997) apply theoretical approaches to British party politics. Dalton and
Wattenberg (2002) contains an excellent collection of essays on the compara-
tive study of parties, which illuminates study of the British case. This is well
complemented by Gunther, Montero and Linz (2002) and Muller and Strom
(1999). Hay (1999), Heffernan (2001), Ludlam and Smith (2001) and Driver
and Martell (2002) discuss the changing nature of the Labour Party, and
Norris (1997a) and Denver (2002a) provide an overview of the changing elec-
toral environment within which British parties are located, as does Sanders
(2002).

Chapter 8 The Media and Politics

On the general idea of public relations politics see Davis (2002), which exam-
ines the expansion of professional public relations and its impact on the media
and political process in contemporary Britain. Manning (2001) provides an
excellent analysis of the relationship between sources and news media within a
broadly political–economic framework, while Barnett and Gaber (2001) exam-
ine the interdependence between politicians and media with an emphasis on
political journalism and its practitioners. Writing from the perspective of a BBC
political correspondent, Jones (1993; 1999; 2002) provides an informative and
stimulating insider account of politicians’ attempts to manage the news. For an
academic analysis of the relationship between the Blair government and the
media see Scammell (2001). Finally, Blumler and Gurevitch (1995), Franklin
(1997) McNair (2000) and Norris (2000) examine from different perspectives
the notion of a ‘crisis’ in public communication, covering issues such as the
professionalization of communication techniques by political actors, adversar-
ial journalism, the alleged ‘dumbing-down’ of news and the possible conse-
quences for audiences in terms of voters’ civic knowledge and attitudes to
political participation.

Chapter 9 Politics in Scotland

There is vast and growing literature on Scottish politics and for reviews of these
see McGarvey (2001) and Mitchell (2001). Useful studies on voting behaviour
and public opinion include those by Brown et al. eds (1999) (2000), and a short
historical overview of political parties in Scotland is provided by Hutchison
(2001). Of the numerous works on devolution, the best legal overview is
Burrows (2000) and Wright (2000) makes some interesting contributions on
the politics of devolution, including good work on policy making under devo-
lution. The current affairs journal Scottish Affairs is a lively forum for debates
at a level of high journalism, and carries some important updates on research
of Scottish politics.
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Chapter 10 Politics in Northern Ireland

Dixon (2001) offers an illuminating account of how much of the peace process
was choreographed by the British, Irish and American governments, assisted by
the political parties. Tonge (2002b) argues that the peace process was
constructed because of the changed political agenda of republicans. Hennessey
(2002) offers a detailed guide to the negotiations leading to the Good Friday
Agreement and Wilford (2001) and O’Leary (1999) provide thoughtful analy-
ses of the consociational basis of the Good Friday Agreement and the precari-
ous institutions created by the deal. Maloney (2002) offers one of the most
authoritative works yet produced on the IRA and a comprehensive and intel-
lectually rigorous pre-Good Friday Agreement analysis of the basis of the
Northern Ireland problem is provided by McGarry and O’Leary (1995).

Chapter 11 Politics in England and Wales

There is a growing literature on the working of devolution including the regions.
Especially useful are Hazell (2001) and Trench (2001) and Wales is well covered
in Chaney, Hall and Pithouse (2001). Regional and decentralized government is
explored in Pierre (1995). London government is well covered in Travers and
Jones (1997) and Pimlott and Rao (2002). On local government more generally
Rao (2000) and Pratchett (2000) offer an excellent discussion of the issues
surrounding local democracy and the modern local government agenda. Stewart
(2000) and Wilson and Game (2002) offer a thorough overview of all aspects of
local government. Stoker (2000) provides an overview of the new politics of
local government and management issues. Jones (2002) looks at local govern-
ment finance. Jones and Stewart (2003) look at central control. Websites are an
essential tool for keeping up to date in these fields. Particularly useful are the
Constitution Unit website http://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/ which moni-
tors developments in the various parts of the United Kingdom and the Office of
the Deputy Prime Minister website (www.odpm.gov.uk). The Local Government
Association website (www.lga.gov.uk) and NLGN (www.nlgn.org.uk) website
are also a source of much useful material.

Chapter 12 Asymmetric Devolution: Toward a
Quasi-Federal Constitution?

Pilkington (2002) provides a basic introductory discussion of devolution and
its impacts, while Bogdanor (2001) is the best text on the subject published
so far. The Constitutional Unit based at University College, London has
produced two useful texts on post-1997 constitutional reform in the UK, edited
by Hazell (2000) and Tench (2001). It also produces a quarterly bulletin, The
Monitor, which provides an update on constitutional developments,
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/reports/monitor.htm and has an useful
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ancillary webpage, Nations and Regions: The Dynamics of Devolution, at
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/leverh/index.htm. Aughey (2001) is
worth consulting on the nationalist challenge devolution poses to the British
state, as is Nairn (2002) Elcock and Keating (1998) and Bulmer et al (2002)
consider the wider impacts devolution has on politics and public policy. The
House of Commons fact sheet, Scottish and Welsh Business (2000), is also
worth consulting at http://www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/fs65.pdf

Chapter 13 Ideas and Policy Agendas in
Contemporary Politics

The best introduction to the concept of ideology remains Freeden (1996). The
idea of the Third Way has had an extensive discussion but the best place to start
remains Giddens (1998 and 2000) and the collection of essays edited by
Giddens (2001). The Third Way as an ideological form is discussed by Lukes
(1999) White (2001) and Plant (2001). For a polemical critique of the Third
Way as a new direction for social democracy see Callinicos (2001). On social
and political changes that underpin the turn to Third Way thinking such as
globalization see Held and McGrew (1999). The literature on the political
theory of equality is vast, new approaches focusing on basic income, stake-
holding and asset based eqalitarianism can be found in Van Parijs (1995) and
Ackerman and Alstott (1999), see also the IPPR website as www.ippr.org. For
a source of ideas that is increasingly being taken up in Conservative policy
making see www.civitas.org The Conservative party website remains a good
source of recent speeches www.conservative-party.org.uk and Tony Blair’s
speeches can be accessed at the Downing Street website.

Chapter 14 Economic Policy

Grant (2002) and Middleton (2000) provides an introduction to British
economic policy and performance since 1945. Heffernan (2001) analyses the
intellectual links between the Thatcherite settlement and New Labour. Scholte
(2000) offers a comprehensive survey of the globalization debate and Deakin
and Parry (2000) provide excellent insights into the role of the Treasury under
New Labour. A journalistic but nevertheless useful account of the pivotal rela-
tionship between Gordon Brown and Tony Blair can be found in Naughtie
(2002). Balls and O’Donnell (2002), is an interesting attempt by the Treasury
to provide its own textbook account of current economic policy.

Chapter 15 Public Services

For an audit of New Labour’s performance in regard to health, education and
welfare policy during its first term, see Dixon (2001), Brighouse (2001) and
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McCormick (2001). Toynbee and Walker (2001) provide an audit of the
Labour government’s successes and failures across a range of public policy
fields. For further analysis of public–private partnerships, PFI and the future of
public services, see Institute of Public Policy Research (2001) and the following
websites:
http://www.society.guardian.co.uk/privatefinance
http://www.society.guardian.co.uk/futureforpublicservices

Chapter 16 Environmental Policy

For a recent and very thorough treatment of environmental politics in its policy,
theoretical, and party and pressure group dimensions see Carter (2001). For
works more specific to UK environmental politics and policy in its European
and global context see Garner (2000) Gray (1995) and Lowe and Ward (1998).

Chapter 17 Britain in the International Arena

Hershberg and Moore (2002) provide analysis of 11 September and its impacts
across the world and Hirsh (2002) presents a useful analysis of the foreign policy
of the Bush Administration and the United States’ sense of its place in the world,
both before and after 11 September. A good general introduction to the foreign
policy of the Labour government (and of New Labour’s sense of international
politics) is the edited collection by Little and Wickham-Jones (2000). Vickers
(2000) and (2003b) looks at Labour’s external policy in the 1997 Parliament,
and Wheeler and Dunne (1998) critically examine its ideological underpinnings.

Chapter 18 Analysing Political Power

Two good short books analysing the concept of power are those by Dowding
(1996) (1991). Morriss (2002) provides a longer and wordier account and
makes mistakes later on, but chapters 2 to 11 are helpful. The best empirical
coverage of where power lies within the core executive can be found in Rhodes
and Dunleavy (1995) which includes several useful case studies of limits on the
PM’s power, especially Jones (1995), Keliher (1995), Thompson (1995) and
Dunleavy (1995b). It also has a chapter on how to measure influence in Cabinet
Committees, Dunleavy (1995a); or alternatively see Dunleavy (1994). The best
coverage of more conventional literature on who has ‘power’ in Britain, none
of which even seems to define ‘power’ before starting, is given in Weir and
Beetham (1999), chapters 6 to 8. For rational choice approaches there is
currently no UK work, but Breton (1998) is a Canadian’s analysis which applies
to Britain and Cameron (2000) uses a similar approach to that here to look at
US Presidents’ influence over Congress.
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