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2.2. Democratic role of political parties

Executive Summary

This chapter reviews the available evidence relating to the five 'search questions’ concerned with the democratic
role of political parties in the UK.

Our analysis in this chapter identifies a number of changes and continuities since our last full Audit of UK democracy. These are
summarised below under three separate headings: (a) areas of improvement; (b) areas of continuing concerns; and (c) areas of new or
emerging concern.

(a) Areas of improvement

1. Party campaigns are reaching more voters.

Survey data suggests that political parties are reaching more voters through campaigning than they were in 1979. There are clear long-term
increases in the proportion of the electorate claiming to have received a leaflet from a political party, as well as in the percentage who have
seen party advertising on billboards (see Figure 2.2e).  However, it is almost certain that this apparent success in reaching more voters at
election time is a by-product of record levels of election spending by political parties from the late 1980s onwards - a development which
we highlight in Section 2.1.3 as a significant concern. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.1)

2. The party system has, so far, adapted to coalition government.

Until very recently, the UK party system could be described as being overly-effective in producing and sustaining single-party governments
which ensured executive dominance on the back of a minority of the votes cast. The formation of a coalition government in 2010 clearly
bucks this trend and, to date, the experience suggests that governmental stability and parliamentary assertiveness can co-exist in the UK
political context. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.2)

3. Experiments with 'open primaries' are encouraging.

Limited Conservative Party experiments with 'open primaries' to select parliamentary candidates suggest that it may be possible for political
parties to both broaden the 'selectorate' and promote the adoption of more female candidates in winnable seats. However, the use of
genuinely open primaries, in which all registered electors are able to participate, remains extremely limited and the cost of such exercises
(around £40,000 each) represents a significant barrier. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.3)

4. Membership of smaller parties grew during the 2000s.

The Greens, the SNP and the BNP all gained members from 2003-2009, and there were clear surges in the membership of both UKIP and
Respect in the mid-2000s (see Table 2.2c). However, while the rise in membership levels among smaller parties reflects their growing
significance in the UK political system, the numbers concerned are nowhere near sufficient to compensate for the declining membership of
the two main parties. Moreover, it is clearly questionable whether a growth in membership of extremist parties such as the BNP is anything
to celebrate. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.3)

(b) Areas of continuing concern

1. The main UK political parties are still losing members.

Membership of political parties in the UK continues to decline and both Labour and the Conservatives have lost roughly 100,000 members
each over the past decade. Whereas around three million people were members of political parties in the 1960s, the combined
membership of all UK political parties had fallen to about 0.5 million by 2010. The share of the UK electorate belonging to a political party
(roughly 1-2 per cent) also ranks among the lowest in Europe. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.3)

2. Levels of party activism are dwindling.

Levels of party activism appear to have declined in parallel with levels of party membership. While the evidence is somewhat sketchy, it
seems evident that party activists are an increasingly rare breed. Available estimates suggest that, in the average parliamentary
constituency, election campaigns and other forms of party politics are sustained by no more than a few hundred party activists drawn from
across all political parties. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.3)
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3. Internal party democracy remains weak.

Although there are considerable variations between political parties in the extent to which they are internally democratic, there are few
signs of the larger parties allowing members more say in the development of party policy. Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that
apparently 'democratising' reforms may have increased the power of party leaders and/or parliamentary parties at the expense of ordinary
members. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.3)  

4. The main parties remain over-reliant on big donations.

The main political parties continue to be heavily reliant on large donations for their funding and there is a steady stream of accusations
regarding links between big donations and specific policy decisions and/or the awarding of honours. Although claims of corruption or
impropriety are rarely proven, concerns about the influence of big donors on political parties are now widely-held and clearly impact
negatively on public confidence in politics more widely. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.4)

5. The religious divide in the Northern Ireland party system persists.

Despite the success of power-sharing at an elite level in Northern Ireland, the religious/ethnic divide in the province remains deeply
entrenched in patterns of support for its two rival political blocs. With little evidence of support for political parties in Northern Ireland
bridging this fundamental social cleavage, there is a risk that the non-sectarian impulse will simply result in dwindling turnouts. (For further
details and discussion, see Section 2.2.5)

(c) Areas of new or emerging concern

1. Rules on deposits are penalising smaller parties.

There have been more than 1,000 lost deposits at every general election since 1997. The 1,873 deposits forfeited in 2010, which had a
combined total value of almost £1 million, constituted an all-time record. The principal reason for this growth in the number of lost deposits
is the rise in the number of candidates standing for smaller parties, which are especially disadvantaged by the way in which requirements
for deposits combine with the electoral system to protect the interests of the largest parties. In 2010, 56 per cent of lost deposits, by value,
were accounted for by candidates from UKIP, the Greens and the BNP. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.1 and also
Section 2.1.3)

2. Parties may need to adapt further to coalition politics.

While the experience of coalition government in the UK to date has offered proof of its viability at an elite level, the more serious test will be
whether the UK's political parties and party system will be able to adapt to it over the longer-term. Should 'hung parliaments' become the
norm, as long-term trends in voting behaviour suggest, the political parties will need to adjust further in order to ensure stable government.
(For further details and discussion, see Section 2.2.2)

Introduction

It is very difficult to conceive of representative democracy without political parties. Indeed, political scientists generally concur that if political
parties did not exist, we would almost certainly have to invent them (Beetham, 2005). In academic writing, the core functions of political
parties in a democracy are clearly defined. Political parties aggregate and weigh-up competing demands from civil society to formulate
policy proposals and programmes, and compete at elections to secure a mandate from the electorate to implement their respective
programmes. This inter-party competition at elections also offers the best guarantee that effective (whether single party or coalition)
governments can be formed and are held to account by an effective opposition. In short, political parties are essential to representative
democracy because they provide the link between free civil society and effective, accountable government.

In recognition of their functions, virtually all established democracies, the UK included, grant extensive freedoms to political parties to
recruit members, engage with the public and campaign for office. Despite such freedoms, however, political parties are in many ways the
weak link in the chain between the electorate and the political system. Indeed, the role of political parties in mature democracies tends to
be characterised by some clear, and widely noted, paradoxes. First, while political parties are deemed a democratic necessity by political
scientists, they also tend to be deeply unpopular with voters. UK party membership and activism have declined dramatically in recent
decades, as has popular identification with, and faith in, political parties. Today, not even the largest two parties can boast an extensive
membership base, or claim to be engaging directly with substantial proportions of the public, even at election time.
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Second, while they theoretically represent the interface between civil society and government, political parties risk becoming increasingly
detached from the grassroots as they seek to centralise and modernise their operations, and as their affairs become interdependent with
the activities of the state and the media. Increasingly, the large parties have moved towards a more capital-intensive and professionalised
approach to policy development, media management and campaigning operations. Underpinning these changes in party activity has been
a parallel shift in their resourcing, which increasingly comes from a combination of large donations, loans and various forms of state support
(Wilks-Heeg and Crone, 2010a).

In past Audits, our analysis of the role of political parties in UK democracy has reflected the concerns alluded to above. In particular, we
have underlined how the party system and the electoral system interact in the UK to sustain the dominance of the two main parties, despite
their diminishing levels of popular support, whether measured by membership levels or votes cast at the ballot box. We have also
highlighted the persistence of party funding controversies arising from the main parties' reliance on large donations and have made the
case for far-reaching reforms in this area. These concerns continue to dominate the findings of our 2012 Audit, which shows that
membership of the two largest parties is continuing to fall and that their dependency on 'big money' is more pronounced than ever.
Moreover, while declining party membership and a loss of faith in political parties are common features of established democracies, we
present statistical evidence to suggest that the UK ranks poorly on such measures when compared to its European neighbours.

Our 2002 Audit did note some modest improvements in internal party democracy, in particular the granting of a greater say to members in
the election of a party leader. We also welcomed the measures contained in the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000,
which introduced greater regulation of political parties, including a requirement to declare the source of large donations. However, in
pinpointing these examples of reform, we also added significant caveats in each instance. We noted how reforms claiming to enhance
internal party democracy often showed signs of creating greater centralisation within parties and of increasing the influence of party
leaders. The evidence presented in this Audit echoes and adds weight to this assessment, and also points to the possibility that even the
Liberal Democrats may be less internally democratic than is generally supposed. Likewise, our earlier assessment that greater
transparency alone would not be sufficient to tackle widespread concerns about impropriety in party funding arrangements has proved well-
founded; if anything, greater transparency has only served to ensure that party controversies flare up even more regularly.

A changing party system

Since our last Audit in 2002, there have been some profound changes in the UK party system. The declining support for the two main
parties in Westminster elections (documented in Section 2.1.4) and the continued distinctiveness of party politics in Northern Ireland (see
Section 2.2.5) are only part of this story. Following the introduction of a more proportional list systems for European elections in Great
Britain after 1999, smaller parties have significantly increased their representation. As Figure 2.2a shows, clear two-party dominance in
European elections in Great Britain has given way to multi-party representation, with seven British parties now having at least one MEP.

Figure 2.2a: Share of the seats gained, by party, in elections to the European parliament, Great Britain, 1979-
2009
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Sources:  Derived from Rallings and Thrasher (2009); BBC News (2009)

Similar patterns are evident with devolved elections held under the additional member system (AMS) in Scotland and Wales since 1999.
The success of the Scottish National Party (SNP) in securing sufficient electoral support to form a minority Scottish government in 2007
and, subsequently, a majority administration in 2011, is the most dramatic illustration of the changing party system. Figure 2.2a, which
shows the distribution of seats in the Scottish parliament underlines that Scotland not only has a multi-party system but also that, over four
sets of elections, a 'small' party has overtaken the others to become clearly dominant. In Wales, meanwhile, multi-party politics is just as
evident, as illustrated by the share of the seats gained by the parties in the Welsh assembly (see Figure 2.2b). While Plaid Cymru has not
been able to match the performance of the SNP, it has emerged as the second largest party at three out of four sets of elections to the
Welsh assembly.

Figure 2.2b: Share of the seats gained, by party, following elections to the Scottish parliament, 1999-2011

Sources: Driver (2011, p. 182); BBC News (2011a)

Figure 2.2c: Share of the seats gained, by party, following elections to the Welsh assembly, 1999-2011
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Sources: Driver (2011, p. 184); BBC News (2011b)

In light of these developments in the party system, this Audit gives greater consideration to smaller parties than was the case in our
previous studies.  While smaller parties remain understudied by UK political scientists, and the evidence base relating to smaller parties
is therefore limited, we identify a number of important contrasts between the main two parties and some of their smaller rivals. Indeed,
where we find modest signs of encouragement about the democratic role of political parties in this Audit, it is generally with reference to the
smaller parties. In particular, the SNP, UKIP and the Greens have all been able to recruit significant numbers of additional members over
the past 10 years, while the SNP, Plaid Cymru and the Greens appear to exhibit a much greater degree of internal party democracy than
the two main parties. There are also some possible signs of devolution providing a counterweight to the recent centralisation of UK political
parties, a development which may have significant implications for internal party democracy in the main two parties in future.

2.2.1 Forming parties and campaigning

How freely are parties able to form and recruit members, engage with the public and campaign for office?

There are few, if any, legal barriers to the formation of political parties in the UK or measures which formally restrict the capacity of parties to
recruit members, engage with the public, or campaign for office. Despite such freedoms, however, UK democracy cannot be said to be
characterised by pluralistic competition between multiple political parties which command widespread popular support among the
electorate. Indeed, while there is remarkable pluralism in the number of political parties in the UK and in the political positions which they
adopt, UK politics continues to be dominated by two large parties.

Forming parties and recruiting members                                              

We noted in our last Audit in 2002 that the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 had introduced new forms of state
regulation to party politics - an area which had previously been characterised by a remarkably laissez-faire approach. Under the act, all
political parties intending to stand candidates for elections in the UK must register with the Electoral Commission and adhere to a
regulatory framework, particularly with regard to income and expenditure see (Case Study 2.2a for details).

Case Study 2.2a: Registering a political party in the UK

Since 2000, any political party wishing to contest elections in the UK has been required to register their name and contact details
with the Electoral Commission, together with the names and contact details of the party leader, nominating officer and treasurer. The
registration process also requires a party to submit a copy of its constitution, evidence that it has financial systems in place adequate
to the task of complying with legal regulations covering party finances, and details of any accounting units within the party.
Registered parties also have the option to register up to twelve short party descriptions and a party emblem. There are separate
registers for Great Britain and Northern Ireland.

The registration process presents no significant barrier to the formation of a party. Registration is relatively straightforward, supported by
extensive EC guidance written in 'plain English' and is also inexpensive (the one-off registration fee is currently £150). Indeed, the relative
ease of registering a political party is reflected in the number of parties currently registered and the level of turnover on the register. As of 15
February 2011, there were 381 parties registered in Great Britain and 43 in Northern Ireland, while a further 450 parties have also been
either deregistered (statutorily or voluntarily) or renamed in the period from 2002-10.

The ease of registration, and the lack of any significant legal barriers to forming a party, is also evidenced by the diversity of registered
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parties. The range of political positions represented by the UK's registered political parties extends from the far left (e.g. Workers
Revolutionary Party, Socialist Labour Party, Communist Party of Britain) to the extreme right (the National Front, the British National Party).
The existence of both a wide range of 'single issue' parties (e.g. Reduce Tax on Beer, Pirate Party UK) and a large number of parties with a
highly localised focus (e.g. 1st 4 Kirkby, Barlborough First, Sutton on Sea First) is also highly evident.

The growing number of specifically 'local' parties standing candidates in local elections is an especially significant trend. A total of 141
parties stood candidates in the May 2007 English local elections, for instance, with the great majority of these comprising what Sloan
(2010) describes as either local 'micro' parties (standing candidates in several wards in a single local authority) or local 'nano' parties
(standing a candidate or candidates in a single ward).

Similar patterns are evident in general elections. While only ten political parties are currently represented in the House of Commons, a total
of 135 parties fielded candidates at the 2010 general election (compared to 119 in 2005). Some 108 of these 135 parties (80 per cent)
contested fewer than ten constituencies. By contrast, only seven parties (five per cent) contested more than 100 of the 632 constituencies in
Great Britain. As at previous elections, three parties - the Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal Democrats - contested every seat in Great
Britain (with the exception, by convention, of the seat held by the speaker of the Commons - Buckingham in 2010). The next largest party,
the UK Independence Party, stood in 558 constituencies, while the British National Party (BNP) fielded 338 candidates and the Green
Party 335. The Scottish National Party and Plaid Cymru contested every seat in Scotland and Wales respectively.

There are very few restrictions on the membership of political parties in the UK. The most obvious instances have occurred in relation to
political parties adjudged by the authorities to be 'extreme'. As we noted in our 2002 Audit, post-war governments banned members of the
Communist Party of Great Britain from working in areas associated with state security. More recently, members of the BNP have been
banned from serving as police officers and staff, or as employees of the Prison Service or the Church of England (Goodwin, 2011). Calls for
members of the BNP to be banned from a variety of other professions, including teaching, probation and the civil service, have not resulted
in any further restrictions, although as Goodwin (2011, p. 139) notes 'individuals who have represented that party in elections have been
sacked, expelled from unions or urged to resign'. 

Of course, neither the freedom of parties to recruit members nor the enormous plurality of political parties registered in the UK offer any
guarantee of mass party membership. In fact, levels of party membership have been declining sharply for several decades - as is detailed
in Section 2.2.3.

Engaging with the public and campaigning for office

There are very few restrictions on the freedom of UK political parties to engage with the public or campaign for office. Indeed, political
parties contesting elections are provided with various forms of in-kind support to facilitate such activity. As detailed in Section 2.1.3, such
support includes a freepost allowance to distribute election leaflets, free use of public buildings to hold public meetings and, for qualifying
parties, free broadcasting time on radio and television. The principles and practices governing the access of UK political parties to the
broadcast media, highly significant as a means of engaging voters and campaigning for office, are considered in Section 2.1.3. In this
section, we largely restrict our discussion to two specific issues. First, we highlight past instances where media access has been restricted,
either by the state or by journalists, for political parties judged to be 'extreme’. Second, we identify the requirement for candidates to pay
deposits when standing for elections as a potentially significant financial barrier for smaller political parties seeking to content elections.

During the 1980s, the access of Sinn Fein to the media became the subject of controversy between the Thatcher governments and the
broadcasters, particularly following Thatcher’s (1985) speech declaring that 'we must try to find ways to starve the terrorist and the hijacker
of the oxygen of publicity’ (Edgerton, 1996). Subsequently, a directive was issued to broadcasters by home secretary Douglas Hurd in
October 1988 'banning the spoken words of anyone representing any of eleven republican or loyalist paramilitary or political organizations’,
including Sinn Fein (Edgerton, 1996, p. 123). Described at the time by Liberal Democrat leader, Paddy Ashdown, as 'potentially
dangerous, likely unworkable, and almost certainly ineffective’ (Edgerton, 1996, p. 123), there was initial evidence to suggest that the ban
resulted in significant 'self-censorship’ by journalists (Maloney, 1991). However, changes within the Irish Republican movement from the
early 1990s onwards were to result in a significant increase in Sinn Fein’s media coverage, in the print and broadcast media, and the ban
was subsequently lifted, in 1994, following an IRA ceasefire (Lago, 2000).

The access of far-right parties such as the BNP to the mass media has also been a significant issue. Although no official ban has even
been in place, the 'no platform' policy of the National Union of Journalists severely restricted the access which representatives of far-right
parties had to the media for several decades. However, by the early 2000s the 'no platform’ policy became increasingly difficult to sustain,
due to the election of BNP councillors in a number of local authorities and the party’s use of the internet to communicate its views. Between
2001 and 2007, the BNP leader, Nick Griffin, appeared three times on Newsnight and twice on BBC Radio 4’s flagship Today programme
in June 2003 (Wilks-Heeg, 2009). The party’s media access widened further following the election of two BNP candidates, including Griffin,
to the European parliament in 2009, which ultimately resulted in Griffin’s controversial appearance on the BBC’s Question Time in October
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2009 (Goodwin, 2011, p. 98).

As was noted in Section 2.1.3, candidates standing at a general election are required to pay a deposit of £500, which is refunded if they
secure 5 per cent or more of the votes cast. The number of deposits forfeited at general elections has shown a clear tendency to increase
over the last century. Figure 2.2d shows that, with the exception of 1950, when the Liberal vote was squeezed dramatically, fewer than 200
deposits were typically lost at elections from 1918-64. Changes in the party system during the 1970s then prompted a sharp increase in lost
deposits, leading to a review of the arrangements after the 1983 general election, when 1,000 candidates lost their deposits. After 1985, the
value of the deposit was increased from £150 to the current £500, but the threshold which candidates needed to cross to retain their deposit
was reduced from 12.5 to 5 per cent of the (valid) votes cast. While these changes prompted the number of lost deposits to fall dramatically
to 289 at the 1987 general election, the impact proved to be short-lived. There have been more than 1,000 lost deposits at every general
election since 1997, and the 1,873 deposits forfeited in 2010 constituted an all-time record.

Figure 2.2d: Number of lost deposits at general election, 1918-2010.

Sources: Data from: Rallings and Thrasher (2009, p. 74); Cracknell (2010, pp. 12-13).

The principal reason for this growth in the number of lost deposits is the rise in the number of candidates standing for smaller parties. In
2010, 458 out of 558 UK Independence Party (UKIP) candidates lost their deposits, as did 327 of the 335 Green Party candidates and 267
of the 335 British National Party (BNP) candidates. The total value of lost deposits in 2010 was almost £1 million, 0.4 per cent of which was
accounted for by the three largest parties, but 56 per cent by candidates from UKIP, the Greens and the BNP as the three next largest UK-
wide parties.

Table 2.2a: Number and value of lost deposits, by party, 2010 general election (ranked by value of deposits
lost)

Party Seats contested Deposits lost Value of lost deposits

UKIP 558 458 £229,000

Greens 335 327 £163,500

BNP 339 267 £133,500

English Democrats 104 103 £51,500

Christian Party 67 67 £33,500
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Labour 631 5 £2,500

Conservative 631 2 £1,000

Liberal Democrat 631 0 £0

Others (127) N/a 644 £322,000

Total --- 1873 £936,500

Source: Derived from Cracknell (2010, pp. 12-13).

It should, of course, be noted that the £500 deposit entitles the candidate to a freepost allowance (see Section 2.1.3), the notional value of
which will run to tens of thousands of pounds in the average constituency. Moreover, some may regard deposits as an effective means of
preventing 'extremist’ parties such as the BNP gaining a foothold in British politics. However, in both instances, it is important to examine
the long-run trends in lost deposits alongside wider changes in the party system. There is clear evidence of the emergence, albeit
suppressed, of a multi-party system in the UK in recent decades (see Section 2.1.4). The current rules about deposits for general elections
clearly have a disproportional impact on smaller parties - not least because of how they operate in concert with the electoral system to
protect the interests of the largest parties. At nine general elections since 1974, the Green (previously Ecology) Party has paid out a total of
over £800,000 in lost deposits, measured in 2009-10 prices. UKIP, which secured 3 per cent of the UK vote in 2010, has forfeited almost
£900,000 (again measured in current prices) in lost deposits since 1997.

The volume and value of lost deposits aside, growing concern has been expressed in recent years about the capacity of UK political
parties to engage with the electorate. While the capacity of parties to engage is evidently a distinct issue from their freedom to do so, the
issue clearly merits attention. As we note in Section 2.2.3, the principal political parties face declining levels of membership and activism,
while the operation of the electoral system has prompted them to focus their campaigning activity on a handful of marginal seats at general
elections. The decline of local political parties, in particular, points to a virtual absence of campaigning by even the largest two parties in
many local elections, and even in some parliamentary contests (Wilks-Heeg and Clayton, 2006; Wilks-Heeg, 2010a; Wilks-Heeg, 2010b).
These issues, which also reflect deeper patterns of change in the internal organisation of political parties, as well as the organisational
strategies which they adopt, are considered in more detail in Section 2.2.3.

Despite these concerns about local parties, survey data since 1979 suggests no straightforward decline in the reach of election
campaigning by political parties at general elections. Figure 2.2e summarises data on four forms of 'campaign penetration’ collected from
Ipsos MORI surveys since 1979. These figures reveal no long-term decline in the extent to which political parties are engaging the
electorate (although a dip in the reach of all forms of communication is evident at the lacklustre election of 2001). If anything, the MORI data
suggests that political parties are reaching more voters through campaigning than they were in 1979. Whereas only half of those surveyed
during the 1979 campaign recalled receiving a leaflet from a political party, the figure had risen to 93 per cent in 2010. There is a similar
overall increase in the proportion of voters reporting that they had seen party advertising on billboards - from 35 per cent in 1979 to 62 per
cent in 2005 (data for 2010 is not available). Admittedly, there is a gradual long-term decline in the proportion of the population watching
party election broadcasts, from 78 per cent in 1979 to 70 per cent in 2005. Yet it should be added that three-quarters of those surveyed in
2010 claimed to have watched at least one of the leaders’ debates. Even the proportion of voters saying they have been called on by a
party representative during the campaign has not declined significantly.

Figure 2.2e: Campaign penetration at general elections, 1979-2005/2010.
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Source: Ipsos MORI (2010)

That political parties have been able to sustain, and possibly even increase, their campaign presence despite being faced with a declining
membership and activist base reflects a long-run shift towards more professionalised and more costly forms of campaigning. Indeed, it is no
coincidence that the 2001 general election saw both a sharp fall in spending by political parties and a clear decline in the contacts with
political parties reported by voters. This shift towards new forms of campaigning has important implications for the ways in which
contemporary political parties are both managed and financed (see Sections 2.2.3 and 2.2.4 respectively).

2.2.2 Forming and sustaining governments

How effective is the party system in forming and sustaining governments in office?

In our 2002 Audit, we described the UK’s two-party system as 'formidably effective in forming and sustaining governments in office’,
pointing to only two brief periods of instability in the mid-1970s and the mid-1990s (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 109). Indeed, in light of wider
evidence of executive dominance, we previously took the view that the UK system was in many ways 'too effective’ at forming single-party
governments. As we note in Section 2.1.4, from 1979 onwards, electoral landslides became commonplace on vote shares of 43 per cent or
below. Until recently, powerful, single-party governments, opposed by a clear majority of the electorate, and with limited accountability to
parliament had appeared to become the norm.

As Table 2.2a shows, of the eight elections fought from October 1974 to 2005, four resulted in government majorities of 100 or more (the
Conservative landslides of 1983 and 1987; and the Labour landslides of 1997 and 2001). Only one election in this period resulted in a
majority of less than 40 (the Conservative Party’s fourth-term victory in 1992). The average government majority from October 1974 to 2005
was 90 and the average length of parliaments in this period was 4 years 5 months.

By contrast, only one election from 1945-70 - the Labour landslide of 1945 - resulted in a three digit government majority (although the
Conservatives did gain a 99 seat majority in 1959). During this period, four elections resulted in majorities of less than 40, with the single
digit majorities of 1950 and 1964 prompting fresh elections to be called within two years. In this period of clear two-party dominance, the
average government majority was 58 and the average length of a parliament was 3 years 6 months.

Table 2.2b: The length of post-war parliaments

Date of General Election Size of majority Government Length of Parliament

Thursday 4 July 1945 147 Labour 4 years 4 months

Thursday 23 February 1950 6 Labour 1 year 8 months

Thursday 25 October 1951 16 Conservative 3 years 7 months

Thursday 26 May 1955 59 Conservative 4 years 4 months

Thursday 8 October 1959 99 Conservative 5 years

Thursday 15 October 1964 5 Labour 1 year 5 months

Thursday 31 March 1966 97 Labour 4 years 3 months

Thursday 18 June 1970 31 Conservative 3 years 8 months

Thursday 28 February 1974 None Labour (minority) 7 months

Thursday 10 October 1974 4 Labour 4 years 7 months

Thursday 3 May 1979 44 Conservative 4 years 1 month
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Thursday 8 June 1983 144 Conservative 4 years

Thursday 11 June 1987 101 Conservative 4 years 10 months

Thursday 9 April 1992 21 Conservative 5 years 1 month

Thursday 1 May 1997 178 Labour 4 years 1 month

Thursday 7 June 2001 166 Labour 3 years 11 months

Thursday 5 May 2005 65 Labour 5 years

Thursday 6 May 2010 None Conservative-Liberal Democrat (coalition) ---

Average, 1945-70 58 4 Labour; 4 Conservative 3 years, 6 months

Average, Oct 1974 -2005 90 4 Labour; 4 Conservative 4 years, 5 months

 

The typically narrower government majorities of the immediate post-war decades were very much the product of the operation of the two-
party system. With the two parties so finely balanced, and each typically receiving 45 per cent or more of the votes cast, election outcomes
were more likely to be tight. Nonetheless, British governments from 1945-70 appeared highly stable compared to the early part of the
twentieth century, when the growth of the Labour Party had prompted the emergence of a three-party system. There were five elections
between November 1922 and October 1931, with the average parliament lasting just two years and two months.

Trends in voting patterns in recent decades, and the failure of any party to achieve an overall majority at the 2010 general election, clearly
point to the possibility that the dynamics of government formation and durability will change again. The formation in 2010 of the first UK
peace-time coalition in over sixty years therefore presents a significant test of how effective the changing UK party system will prove to be
in forming and sustaining governments, should single party majorities become as rare as they were in the 1920s. The experience of the
coalition to date has shown it to be remarkably robust at elite level, yet the greater test will be whether support for the coalition can be
sustained in parliament and at grassroots level in the two parties. While our concerns about an over-dominant executive remain (see
Sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.2), there are certainly signs that parliament has become more assertive in the context of coalition government.
Overall, we would regard these as healthy developments, but clearly it is early days for coalition government in the UK. If the UK political
system fails to adapt to coalition government, the exceptionally 'strong and stable’ governments characteristic of the period from 1979-2005
may clearly come to represent something of an aberration, and a tendency towards governmental instability, typified by the period from
1922-31, may become more evident.

2.2.3 Parties as membership organisations

How far are parties effective membership organisations, and how far are members able to influence party policy
and candidate selection?

All UK political parties, large or small, operate in the context of a long-run decline in the proportion of the UK population who are party
members. While an estimated 10 per cent of the electorate were party members in 1964, this had fallen to around 1 per cent in 2010, and
there is also compelling evidence to suggest declining levels of activism among the party members who remain. Despite these common
trends, the extent to which members are able to influence party policy varies enormously between parties. Finally, candidate selection has
become a matter of controversy between party leaders and some local party units, especially for Labour and the Conservatives.

Parties as membership organisations

Reliable figures for party membership in the UK are notoriously difficult to obtain. There is a general belief that all parties tend to inflate the
number of paid-up members. In addition, the Conservative Party has generally been reluctant to release membership figures at all, and
there are particularly strong grounds for assuming that estimates for the period before the 1990s greatly exaggerate Conservative
membership. Despite these caveats, by combining the various pieces of evidence available it is possible to construct some reasonable
estimates of how membership of the three main parties has changed since 1964. Figure 2.2f, which draws together the figures published in
eight different sources, highlights that all three of the UK's main political parties have experienced a dramatic decline in membership levels
since the 1960s.

The decline in Conservative Party membership has been most dramatic, falling by over nine-tenths since the mid-1960s. Current figures
suggest that the Conservatives now have around 175,000 members, compared to more than 2 million in the mid-1960s. Similarly, there has
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been almost continual decline in Labour membership since the early 1960s - when there were almost 1 million in the party. Despite a brief
surge in membership after Blair became leader in the mid-1990s, Labour’s reported membership of  156,000 in 2009 represented about
one-eighth of the peak membership figure of 1.2 million reported in 1952 (Flinn et al., 2005). Finally, while Liberal Democrat membership
levels have proved more stable over the past decade, the party’s current 65,000 members represents less than a quarter of the 280,000
claimed by the Liberals in 1964. Current figures therefore suggest that the three main parties can count a current combined membership of,
at most, 450,000 -  equating to about one per every 100 electors. If the estimates for previous decades are at least somewhat plausible,
then there were some 3.3 million UK party members in 1964, one for every 11 electors.

Figure 2.2f: Membership of the three main parties in general election years, 1964-2010

Sources: Labour Party ‒ membership figures to 2000 are from Butler and Butler (2000, p. 159); figures from 2001-2009 are taken
from Labour's annual reports and accounts as submitted to the Electoral Commission; the figure for 2010 is the reported number of
ballots issued to individual members for the Labour leadership election that year. Conservative Party ‒ membership figures to 2001
are derived from Butler and Butler (2000, p.141), Beetham et al. (2002), and T. Bale (2011, p. 143). The latter provides the number of
ballot papers issued to members for the 1997 and 2001 leadership contests. Figures for 2005 and 2010 are from Conservative
Home. Liberals/Alliance/Liberal Democrat – membership figures to 1987 from Beetham et al. (2002, p.113); figures for 1988-2000
are from Marshall (2009); figures from 2001-2009 are taken from the Liberal Democrats’ annual reports and accounts as submitted to
the Electoral Commission; the 2010 figure represents the number of ballot papers issued for the election of the party president and
Federal Executive.

In our 2002 Audit we suggested that 'British political parties are not likely to increase in size ever again’ (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 114). The
evidence we have compiled for this Audit reaffirms our past assessment that declining party membership may prove irreversible, not least
because the problem may be greater than we were previously aware. In 2002, we estimated that there were a total of around 840,000
members of political parties in the UK, based on the data then available. The membership information contained in the annual accounts
submitted by political parties to the Electoral Commission since 2000 has enabled us to revise our estimates. Based on this evidence, we
have downgraded our broad estimate of total party membership in the UK in 2002 to 700,000 - of whom about 650,000 were members of
the three main three parties. On the same basis, we estimate that the combined membership of all UK political parties in 2010 had fallen to
about 0.5 million, about 420,000 of whom were drawn from the three main parties. This decline in combined party membership of roughly
200,000 in under a decade is almost entirely explained by Labour and the Conservatives losing roughly 100,000 members each. As Childs
(2006, p. 69) notes, 'the era of mass parties is clearly over’.

It is not just party membership which is in decline, but also party activism (Driver, 2011). Seyd and Whiteley (2004) found that the proportion
of Labour Party members who delivered leaflets during an election fell from 77 per cent in 1990 to 61 per cent in 1999. Party members
doing at least some door-to-door canvassing (i.e. knocking on doors to talk to voters) fell from 55 to 32 per cent over the same period.
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James Graham (2006) estimated that 10-24 per cent of local Labour party members were active during the 2005 general election
campaign. Labour’s experience is by no means unique; available evidence suggests levels of activism among Conservative and Liberal
Democrat members declined just as rapidly during the 1990s (Seyd and Whiteley, 2004). The Conservative Party’s 2009 membership
survey found that only a third of members defined themselves as 'active’, prompting Bale (2011, p. 407) to comment that 'even that
proportion would come as a surprise to many of those who do actually deliver leaflets and knock on doors'. Even if we make the generous
assumption that one third of all UK party members are active, the combined activist base therefore amounts to no more than 160,000
individuals - roughly 250 per parliamentary constituency. Yet, other evidence suggests that this figure almost certainly represents a
considerable over-estimate of levels of activism. For instance, based on interviews with local party secretaries in Burnley and Harrogate
and Knaresborough, Wilks-Heeg and Clayton (2006) estimated that there were a total of about 100 party activists in each constituency in
2005.

There is evidence of a growth in the membership of smaller parties during the 2000s (Driver, 2011), although on nothing like the scale that
would be required to compensate for the loss of members among the main two parties. As Table 2.2c shows, the Greens, the SNP and the
BNP all gained members from 2003-2009, reflecting their growing significance in the UK political system (most notably in local, devolved
and European elections). Moreover, there were clear surges in the membership of both UKIP and Respect in the mid-2000s - some of
which is likely to have arisen from defections from the Conservatives and Labour respectively. Yet, based on the figures available, it would
appear that we need to combine the membership of a dozen or so of the more significant smaller parties to obtain a figure broadly
equivalent to the membership of the Liberal Democrats.

Table 2.2c: Membership of smaller parties, 2002-2009

 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Green Party (England & Wales) 5,268 5,858 6,281 7,110 7,019 7,441 7,553 9,630

SNP --- 9,450 10,854 10,995 12,571 13,944 15,097 15,644

UKIP 10,000 16,000 26,000 19,000 16,000 15,878 14,630 16,252

BNP 3,487 5,737 7,916 6,008 6,281 9,784 9,801 12,632

Respect --- --- 3,751 5,674 5,739 2,472 494 1,085

Source: Annual reports and accounts as submitted to the Electoral Commission

The UK is not alone in witnessing a decline in formal political participation associated with party politics. As with electoral turnout, party
membership is declining in virtually all established democracies. Van Biezen et al. (2011) estimate that, since the 1980s, party membership
has declined by around 50 per cent or more in France, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Switzerland and Ireland. Nonetheless, the picture in the
UK appears especially worrying; our figures suggest a 75 per cent decline in party membership in the UK over the same period. As a
consequence, the share of the UK electorate belonging to a political party now ranks clearly among the lowest in Europe (Driver, 2011).

Figure 2.2g compares two sources of information about party membership in Western Europe. The first source is derived from surveys of
the general public from 2002-04 and the second from the membership figures published by political parties during 2006-09 (in both cases,
the level of party membership is expressed as a percentage of the total electorate). There are some discrepancies between the two sets of
estimates for each country. In particular, the figures based on party data almost certainly overestimate levels of party membership in Austria
and Italy. Conversely, Figure 2.2g suggests either that survey-based estimates inflate the figures for Sweden, Ireland and the UK, or that
party membership in these countries dropped very sharply from the mid-2000s (the latter is highly possible, and clearly true of the UK).

These caveats aside, the pattern which emerges from these estimates is very clear. While as few as two per cent of electors in the UK,
France and Germany were members of political parties in the 2000s, the average figure for West European democracies at that time was
five to six per cent. The UK compares especially poorly against the 'consensual democracies’ of northern Europe and also the Nordic
states - notwithstanding the evidence of a rapid decline in party membership in many of these countries. Indeed, even if party membership
in the UK now stabilises, probably at less than one per cent of the electorate, it is likely to remain close to the bottom of the international
league table for years to come.

Figure 2.2g: Estimates of party membership levels in Western Europe, 2002-04 and 2006-09
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Sources: Scarrow and Gzegor (2010); Van Biezen et al. (2011)

Political scientists have put forward both supply-side and demand-side explanations for the decline in party membership and activism
(Webb, 2000; Seyd and Whiteley, 2004; Driver, 2011). Supply-side accounts emphasise factors such as reduced personal attachment to
political parties, particularly as a result of declining class-identity (see Section 2.1.6), and the rapid growth of single-issue pressure
organisations (see Section 3.2.2). Conversely, demand-side explanations focus on the strategies followed by the political parties
themselves, notably the shift from local to national campaigning and the growing dependence of parties on big donations rather than
membership fees and member-led fundraising (see Section 2.2.5). Table 2.2d (c.f. Childs, 2006, p. 70) summarises the main factors
identified by these competing perspectives.

Table 2.2d: Explaining the decline in party membership and activism: supply- and demand-side accounts

Source: Adapted from Childs (2006, p. 70)

It would be misleading to see supply- and demand-side explanations as mutually exclusive. It has been widely noted that UK political
parties are moving from mass-membership organisations to 'electoral professional parties’ (c.f. Webb, 2000). Increasingly, political parties
adopt a more centralised and top-down approach centred on maximising electoral prospects via opinion polling and sophisticated political
communications (Heffernan, 2009). Underpinning this shift is a mutually-reinforcing cycle of change characterised by the interaction of the
supply and demand side factors identified above. As one recent account explains:

'The steady decay of parties as mass membership, activist organisations has had a profound impact on party finances and on
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campaign strategies. The three main parties have become increasingly reliant on forms of corporate support as membership dues
wither away, a tendency accelerated by the steady displacement of 'old style’, door-to-door election campaigns by financially
costlier, but less labour-intensive, political marketing strategies. This drift towards centralisation within the parties has, in turn,
impacted negatively on the scope for, and scale of, local activism' (Wilks-Heeg, 2010, pp. 379-380).

The changing nature of political parties, including their declining significance as membership organisations, therefore has significant
implications for the role of those members who do remain. It is to this matter that we now turn.

Influence of members on party policy

While there is much truth in the characterisation of contemporary UK political parties as 'electoral professional’ organisations, it can also be
argued that it 'does not quite describe the realities of modern British party politics’ (Childs, 2006, p. 69). Indeed, as Childs notes, there is
plenty of evidence that party leaders would like to have more members and activists to call on, and that they would prefer their parties to be
less reliant on big donors. In many ways, the more significant tension is that 'despite wanting to attract more members, party leaderships
remain wary of giving their membership too much power' (Childs, 2006, p. 71).

It is equally important to distinguish between the membership at large and the rather smaller core of party activists who, in the past,
mediated much of the interaction between members and leaders. It is widely accepted, for instance, that internal Labour Party reforms from
the early 1990s onwards were motivated by a desire to empower members as a check on the influence of activists, who were deemed by
party leaders to be more left-wing than either the parliamentary party or the wider membership. In this sense, apparently democratising
reforms can be managed by party leaders to help modernise a party and enhance central control (Lees-Marshment and Quayle, 2001;
Hopkin, 2009). For these reasons, our 2002 Audit noted that signs of UK political parties becoming more internally democratic tended to co-
exist alongside indicators of the very opposite trend (Beetham et al., 2002).

The most obvious sign of increased democracy within UK political parties in recent decades has been in the selection of party leaders. In
the period since the mid-1970s all three of the UK's largest political parties have introduced reforms granting party members at least some
influence in the process of how a leader is chosen. To some extent, the UK experience appears to reflect a wider international trend. As
Cross and Blais (2011) note, mechanisms designed to enhance the influence of members over decisions about who leads the party have
been introduced in a number of English-speaking Westminster democracies. As well as in the UK, there has been a general shift towards
political parties in Canada and Ireland expanding the 'selectorate' responsible for choosing the party leader, although such moves have
been resisted by parties in New Zealand and Australia.

Within the UK, the Liberal Party was the first to introduce all-member ballots to choose a leader, adopting this mechanism in 1976. The
SDP followed suit after its foundation in 1981, and when the Liberals and the SDP merged in 1988, the use of all-member ballots to select
the new party's leader was retained. By contrast, Labour moved initially to the use of an electoral college in 1981, in which the votes were
cast by individual members of the Parliamentary Labour Party as well as by Constituency Labour Parties and trade unions. In 1993, further
reforms resulted in the introduction of 'one member one vote’ (OMOV). More recently, the Conservatives introduced reforms under William
Hague's leadership in 1998 which allow party members to vote on a short-list of two candidates, as determined by members of the
parliamentary party.

In each case, reforms were initially demanded by party members and were met with resistance from the party leadership. This was most
evident in the case of the Labour Party, where a group of party members formed the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy in 1973 to push
for 'a package of reforms which would have had the effect of curbing the nearly exclusive control of the parliamentary wing’ (LeDuc, 2001,
p. 329). Yet, while ballots of members may appear to be an impeccably democratic means of a party electing a leader, there is also
evidence to suggest that there is more central or elite control over the process than immediately meets the eye. Heffernan (2009, p. 450)
suggests that in both the Conservative and Labour parties  'widening the franchise to elect the party leader beyond the parliamentary party
[...] has served to strengthen, not weaken, the party leader’. As the same author also points out, the wider franchise does little or nothing to
enable members to remove a leader meaning that, in practice, a leader’s survival will still depend on them maintaining the support of their
parliamentary party (Heffernan, 2009). Similarly, Cross and Blais (2011) also point to the power which Labour and Conservative MPs retain
in determining the leadership of the party, arguing that the role of parliamentary parties is especially significant when a party is in
government. Thus, the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) effectively decided that Gordon Brown would replace Tony Blair as leader, and
therefore as prime minister, since no other MP was able to secure a sufficient number of nominations to stand.  There is every chance that
the Conservative Party would handle a leadership transition in a similar way at a time when the party is in government.

While the manner in which UK parties select their leaders shows a degree of convergence, mechanisms for involving members and,
indeed, non-members in other aspects of party decision-making exhibit quite different trends.  The degree of internal democracy within the
UK’s political parties varies enormously. Prior to the last general election, the campaign organisation Unlock Democracy (2010) evaluated
the extent to which the UK’s nine largest political parties showed a strong commitment to democracy, including an assessment of the

Democratic Audit

2.2. Democratic role of political parties
Published: 12th May 2011
Updated: 24th Apr 2012

Page 15 of 29

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03003931003738181?journalCode=flgs20
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-923X.00359/abstract
http://ppq.sagepub.com/content/15/2/179.short
http://ppq.sagepub.com/content/early/2011/01/25/1354068810382935.abstract
http://ppq.sagepub.com/content/7/3/323.abstract
http://ppq.sagepub.com/content/early/2011/01/25/1354068810382935.abstract
http://votefordemocracy.org.uk/index.php


degree to which members and non-members could influence party policy and candidate selection. As Table 2.2e illustrates, this
assessment suggested that, among the three main parties, internal democracy is weakest within the Conservative Party and strongest
within the Liberal Democrats, although Labour gains some recognition for granting a role for members of affiliated trade unions and
socialist societies. Among the smaller parties, internal democracy is generally much stronger – most notably in the cases of the Greens,
Plaid Cymru and the SNP, although Unlock Democracy found limited evidence of mechanisms for engaging non-members. The BNP, by
contrast, was found to be highly centralised.

Table 2.2e: Unlock Democracy’s Evaluation of Internal Party Democracy (2010)

Party Extent of Member and Non-Member Influence

Conservatives
Limited internal democracy: members have no formal role in shaping policy, which is determined 'almost
exclusively by the Leader’. The party’s attempts to encourage adoption of more female and ethnic minority
candidates has rendered candidate selection increasingly centralised. 

Labour
Encourages participation of trade unions and socialist societies in the party, providing for the involvement of civic
society in party politics; internal party democracy is not as strong as that of some other parties.

Liberal
Democrats

Strong culture of active participation among party members, but less evidence of broadening participation to
include non-members.

Green Party
Strong internal democracy within the party but the party’s commitment to  participatory democracy does not
appear to extend to engaging people who are not members.

Plaid Cymru
Internal democracy is strong and allows members to engage in decision-making in the party, but little evidence
that the party encourages participation from non-members.

SNP Exhibits strong internal democracy although it could go further in involving non-members in decision-making.

Respect Appears to have good internal democracy and it seeks to involve trade unionists in the party.

BNP
While the BNP does have a formal policy-making structure that involves members, power is generally centralised
within the party and essentially resides  with the party’s chairman.

UKIP Insufficient information provided to enable an assessment to be made.

Source: Derived from Unlock Democracy (2010)

The nature of membership involvement in party conferences offers important clues about the extent of member influence on political parties
more generally. The role of party conferences in determining party policy contrasts markedly between the three main parties. These
differences have been neatly captured by Peter Facey, Unlock Democracy’s Director, in the following terms: 'the Liberal Democrat
conference thinks it makes policy and it does, the Labour conference thinks it makes policy but doesn't and the Conservative conference
knows it doesn't make policy and doesn't care’ (cited in Graham, 2007). That said, there has been something of a common trend across the
three largest parties for conferences to become showcase media events, rather than forums for policy deliberation (Kelly, 2001; Driver,
2011), although this tendency is clearly less pronounced for the Liberal Democrats. To some extent these developments are
understandable. Party leaders are keen to avoid what they see as highly damaging media coverage of disunity or adoption of policies
which risk being a 'difficult sell' to voters. Yet, the changing nature of party conferences has clearly become a source of frustration for some
party members, as Tony Benn expressed in his reflections on Labour's 2000 annual conference:

'Once we had regular and proper argument [...] now we just let off balloons, sing pop songs, greet showbiz celebrities and, if we're
lucky, have the odd debate' (Tony Benn, cited in Kelly, 2001, p. 329).

While Benn’s nostalgia for the atmosphere of past Labour conferences will not be universally shared within the party, his observations do
help highlight wider issues about how members are supposed to be able to shape party policy. Labour’s formal processes for engaging
party members in policy development are complex and reflect a wider tendency for party leaders to attempt to recast opportunities for
member involvement in a way which shifts policy debate away from party conferences. Reforms were introduced by Tony Blair in 1997 as
part of his Partnership in Power agenda, through which 'Labour’s policy machinery was completely revamped' (Laffin et al., 2007, p. 96).
Under these arrangements, Labour Party policy is determined by a National Policy Forum, based on reports from six policy commissions
and with the process steered by a Joint Policy Committee (see Case Study 2.2b for details, including details of arrangements for devolved
matters).  As Case Study 2.2b suggests, despite some relatively optimistic initial assessment of these reforms, dissatisfaction with them
began to mount during the 2000s - notwithstanding attempts to bolster the role of policy commissions. The mechanisms for policy-making
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within the party are currently being reviewed as part of the 'Refounding Labour’ initiative, overseen by Peter Hain MP.

Case Study 2.2b: Labour’s National Policy Forum

Under the reforms introduced during Tony Blair’s leadership of the party, policy-making within the Labour Party was radically
overhauled. The centrepiece of Labour's new approach to policy-making was to become the National Policy Forum (supplemented
by Scottish and Welsh Policy Forums responsible for policy development on devolved matters). Operating on a two-year rolling
cycle, the National Policy Forum (with around 180 members) receives reports from six Policy Commissions, whose work is
coordinated by a Joint Policy Committee. Acting as a steering group for the National Policy Forum, the Joint Policy Committee is
chaired by the party leaders and comprises members from the party’s National Executive Committee, the National Policy Forum and
the Parliamentary Labour Party.

Views have always differed on the extent to which the reforms allowed members any genuine influence over party policy. Both Kelly
(2001) and Russell (2005) offered relatively positive evaluations in the period after the changes were introduced, while Driver (2011,
p. 103) suggests the changes 'reinforced the power of the leadership and allowed it to exert even greater control over the party'.
Evidence that party members were unhappy with the arrangements began to mount, particularly as a result of the imposition of
policies by senior party figures, such as the abolition of the 10p tax rate, which proved deeply unpopular with members and voters
alike. The procedures were subject to further reform following reviews during the 2000s. From 2005, attempts were made to
empower the Policy Commissions to play a stronger role in driving the process and to encourage them to engage beyond the party.
Further changes followed in 2007, when the party conference was given a clearer role in driving the work of the National Policy
Forum; a duty was placed on Constituency Labour Parties to engage with the wider community; and a requirement was introduced
that members’ endorsement of a policy programme be secured  via a postal ballot prior to a general election.

Despite such changes, by the time Labour lost office in 2010 there was a widely-held view within the party that policy-making
centred on the National Policy Forum was not working well and that the process had become too distant from ordinary members.
Following his election as party leader in Autumn 2010, Ed Miliband appointed Peter Hain to lead Labour's National Policy Forum,
with a view to addressing the concerns which had mounted among members while the party was in government. In an interview with
the Guardian (2010), Hain gave clear indications that radical changes were required to the way in which party policy was
determined, stating: 'I defend the policy forum principle, but there is a great deal of cynicism amongst party members that we need to
address. If you disempower your membership, you start down the road to losing, and that is what happened during our 13 years of
power’.

It is widely recognised that, of the three main parties,  the Liberal Democrats grant the fullest degree of influence over policy to their
members. Formally, the Liberal Democrats are a highly decentralised party, organised on a federal basis, and with considerable autonomy
provided to: the state parties (England, Scotland and Wales), regional parties (for the English regions), local parties, and Specified
Associated Organisations (e.g. Association of Liberal Democrat Councillors; Ethnic Minority Liberal Democrats). All of these organisational
sub-units can, for instance, submit motions to the federal conference, which serves as the sovereign policy-making body for the party.
 However, it is generally recognised that most substantive policy is developed by the Federal Policy Committee, which is chaired by the
party leader. It has also been argued that the reality of policy-making within the Liberal Democrats is that MPs play a far more significant
role than is generally recognised: 'the parliamentary party has established a relatively tight grip on the policy-making mechanisms within
the Liberal Democrats despite the constitutional limits on its power’ (Russell et al., 2007, p. 96). Much the same argument can be made with
regard to the role of the parliamentary party in determining who leads the party, as the 'coups' to oust both Charles Kennedy and then Ming
Campbell underline (Russell et al., 2007; Driver, 2011).

The influence of Liberal Democrat MPs and peers in shaping party policy has clearly grown as the size of the parliamentary party has
expanded - in part because of the staffing and other resources which MPs, in particular, have access to (Driver, 2011). This tendency for
Liberal Democrat parliamentarians to exercise power far beyond that ascribed to them in the party's constitution has almost certainly been
strengthened since the Liberal Democrats formed a coalition government with the Conservatives in May 2010. Even the party’s 'triple-lock
mechanism’, designed to provide members with the power of veto over significant changes of strategic direction, is perhaps best
understood as a case of party members following the lead of the parliamentary party (see Case Study 2.2c)

Case Study 2.2c: The Liberal Democrats’ ‘triple-lock’ mechanism

The Liberal Democrats’ so-called 'triple lock' mechanism is designed to ensure that the party provides 'positive consent' to any
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proposals involving significant changes in strategy or positioning, particularly 'any substantial proposal which could affect the Party’s
independence of political action'. The nature of the mechanism was widely discussed in the run-up to the 2010 general election,
when the prospect of a 'hung parliament’ raised the prospect of the Liberal Democrats becoming engaged with one or both of the two
main parties about forming a government. Subsequently, this 'triple lock’ had to be undone after talks with the Conservatives
resulted in proposals to form a coalition government following the election. 

The three stages which must be negotiated in order to endorse such a change in strategy or positioning are as follows. First, the
consent of a majority of members of the parliamentary party in the House of Commons and the Federal Executive must be
forthcoming. Second, unless the ratio of those in favour of the proposal to those against is at least 3:1 in both of these groups, a
special conference must be convened to discuss and vote on the proposal. Third, if the conference fails to achieve a two-thirds
majority in favour of the proposal, the matter is then put to a ballot of all members, with a simple majority being required to provide
consent. Writing prior to the election, Steve Richards of The Independent predicted that these provisions would make forming a
coalition a near-impossibility:

'Clegg would need the agreement of his MPs, the party's executive and the membership. By the time he had secured such
agreement a Prime Minister, let alone the rolling television news channels, would have collapsed with impatience. There is
no guarantee he would get such agreement anyway. It is not going to happen. There will be no coalition' (Independent,
2010a).

In the final event, the 'triple-lock’ presented no such barrier to the Liberal Democrats forming a coalition. During the evening of 11
May, following Gordon Brown’s sudden resignation as prime minister, meetings of both Liberal Democrat MPs and the party’s
Federal Executive were hastily convened to seek endorsement of the draft coalition agreement with the Conservatives (Fox, 2011). 
All but one of the Liberal Democrats’ MP’s voted to endorse the agreement with the Conservatives (it later emerged that the former
party leader, Charles Kennedy, had abstained), while the Federal Executive were unanimous in their support.  As such, the third-
stage in the process, securing the consent of members, was not required - although a special conference was anyway convened, in
great haste, in Birmingham on 16 May, to seek such endorsement. Coming five days after party leader Nick Clegg had accepted the
post as deputy prime minister in a coalition government, the vote was largely symbolic, and only about a dozen of the 2000
delegates present voted against accepting the coalition agreement.

Of the three main parties, the Conservative Party grants least influence to members in the formulation of policy. As Bale (2011, p. 16) notes,
the party leader dominates the Conservative Party and, in opposition in particular, the party operates as 'an essentially top-down
organization'. Indeed, Bale portrays the Conservative Party’s vesting of power and autonomy in its leader as almost the polar opposite of
the Labour Party’s model of organisation, while noting that with this power comes very clear personal responsibility; compared to Labour,
the Conservative Party tends to be ruthlessly effective in removing leaders who do not deliver. Nonetheless, disquiet within the
Conservative Party is not always restricted to concerns about how a leader is performing. Clear tensions emerged between constituency
parties and the parliamentary party after the Conservatives’ 1997 election defeat and the, admittedly 'tiny’, Charter Movement within the
party began to push for greater internal democracy (Bale, 2011, p. 75).

These dynamics were a significant, but by no means the only, factor in William Hague promising delegates at the 1997 party conference
that the 'party is going to involve its members more than ever before’ (quoted in Lees-Marshment and Quayle, 2001, p. 205). As well as the
introduction of one member one vote elections in the final round of leadership contests (see above), Hague’s reforms included the use of
regular ballots of the membership to consult on policy development (see Case Study 2.2d for details and discussion) and the introduction of
new policy forums. However, these changes were clearly not a response to member demands alone, and it would be naïve to assume
either that the measures significantly empowered members, or that they were ever intended to. While designed to assuage disquiet among
constituency parties and the party membership at large, the wider package of reforms introduced by Hague are widely recognised to have
been motivated by a desire to modernise and centralise the party (Lees-Marshment and Quayle, 2001; Bale, 2011). As Bale (2011, p. 75)
notes, 'the reforms also granted unprecedented rights to the centre [...] to intervene in the affairs of associations deemed to be failing to
meet specified “minimum criteria” on membership, fund-raising and campaigning’. In a similar vein, Driver (2011, p. 82) finds that neither
Hague's policy forums nor the later specialist groups appointed to develop policy under David Cameron have undermined the 'firm grip' of
the party leadership on the determination of party policy.

Case Study 2.2d: Consulting Conservative Party Members on Policy

The Conservative Party has never granted its members any real influence over policy, which has generally been the preserve of
senior party figures (albeit with significant influence from leading right-of-centre think-tanks in recent decades). However, following
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William Hague’s elevation to the leadership in 1997, the Conservative Party began to consult its membership on policy via periodic
membership ballots. In contrast to the use of OMOV to select a party leader, introduced as part of the same package of reforms,
these ballots asked members to endorse anything from a set of principles to a single policy position or an entire draft manifesto. In
total, five such ballots took place after 1997, beginning with the October 1997 vote to endorse the principles outlined by Hague
following his election as leader under the previous system (in which only Conservative MPs had been able to vote). Further ballots
followed in February 1998 on Hague’s proposed party reforms (entitled Fresh Future) and, in October 1998, on the specific issue of
the party’s position on EU membership.

Conservative Party Membership Ballots, 1997-2006 (excluding leadership elections)

Subject Date
Total
votes

Yes No

Endorsement of principles of Hague’s leadership October 1997 176,314
142,299
(80.7%)

34,092
(19.3%)

Endorsement of Fresh Future proposals
February
1998

114,590
110,165
(96.1%)

4,425
(3.9%)

Approving Hague’s policy of ruling out UK membership of a single
currency in this parliament and the next

October 1998 207,050
175,558
(84.8%)

31,492
(5.2%

Endorsement of Believing in Britain (draft manifesto) October 2000 50,499
49,932
(98.8%)

676 (1.2%)

Endorsement of Built to Last (statement of aims and values)
September
2006

65,646
60,859
(92.7%)

4,787
(7.3%)

Sources: Lees-Marshment and Quayle (2001); ConservativeHome (2006).

Relatively high levels of participation in these first three ballots, and the large majorities in support of the central party in each
instance, provided a sense of legitimacy for Hague’s leadership. However, the fourth ballot in October 2000, in which members were
asked to endorse the draft manifesto, Believing in Britain, saw a sharp drop in the number of ballots returned to just over 50,000,
representing a 'turnout' of around 16 per cent. Moreover, subsequent party leaders were less enthusiastic than Hague about the use
of membership ballots on matters of policy. There were no such ballots under Iain Duncan-Smith or Michael Howard and the only
time the membership has been balloted by David Cameron was on his Built to Last statement of aims and values in September
2006. As Bale (2011, p. 312) notes, this last membership ballot proved to be something of a 'damp squib', with only a quarter of the
membership participating. Of possibly greater concern, however, was that the number of ballot papers issued (247,000) seriously
undermined the party's earlier claims that membership levels had surged under Cameron (Bale, 2011).

For the main three UK parties there had been suggestions that the creation of new, sub-state arenas for political decision-making might
trigger parallel processes of intra-party decentralisation (Hopkin, 2009). However, while the effects of devolution on intra-party dynamics
are not particularly well understood, it appears that the process has not resulted in drastic changes with regard to member involvement.
Large-scale re-organisations of state-wide party hierarchies have been avoided; and although changes to party structures were witnessed
during the period following devolution, these have been evolutionary rather than revolutionary (Hopkin and Bradbury, 2006). Certainly, the
Scottish and Welsh units of each of the three major parties have all been ceded a degree of control over leadership elections and
candidate selection, but the powers of these units vary between parties (Hopkin and Bradbury, 2006).

Within the Labour Party, for instance, the Welsh and Scottish parties can now formulate policies pertaining to areas which fall within the
jurisdiction of their respective assemblies (Laffin and Shaw, 2007); enjoy reasonable freedom over campaigning (Fabre, 2008); and have
made some effort to differentiate themselves from the national leadership. However, the changes in overall party structure and operations
remain fairly small (Hopkin, 2009). Labour’s NEC retains the right to formulate candidate selection rules for all elections which the party
contests, and also continues to control the party’s finances (Laffin and Shaw, 2007). Regional leaders have made some effort to make their
own parties distinctive - and have, on occasion, come into conflict with the national leadership over matters of policy. For the
Conservatives, it is notable that the Scottish Conservative Party was re-established as a constitutionally sovereign body just before the
process of devolution began, although less autonomy has been ceded to the Welsh Conservatives (Fabre, 2008). This asymmetrical
approach has not been shared by the Liberal Democrats, however. Instead, the Liberal Democrats' federal structure has allowed it to avoid
the difficult political and organisational questions that have exercised others, with the party happy to allow regional branches to develop
their own policies (Fabre, 2008).
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As with the larger parties, the degree of internal democracy within smaller parties varies enormously. The Leaders of the SNP, Plaid Cymru
and the Greens are all elected via a ballot of the entire membership, and national officers are also elected (either by postal ballot or by
members at conference). The constitutions of these three parties all invest supreme authority in their party conferences, with policy
development taking place between conferences via designated forums or committees. In the case of the SNP, branches are held to have
remained the backbone of the party and its 'decentralised political culture’ since its foundation in the 1930s (Lynch, 2002). However, other
small parties are far less democratic. UKIP’s party constitution, for instance, explicitly states that the decisions of party conferences are not
binding; whilst the BNP has historically invested all power in the party’s chairman (Copsey, 2004).

Influence of members on candidate selection

Granting local parties the power to select candidates for election is very much the international norm. Bille (2001) found that the vast
majority of political parties in Western Europe empowered sub-national party units to select candidates, either by allowing them complete
control over the process or through the party units submitting their nominations for approval by the party centrally. In addition, Bille (2001)
found that a growing proportion of west European political parties were using membership ballots to select candidates (while under one-
fifth had done so in 1960, around a quarter had by 1990).

In the UK context, it has been noted that 'the right to select candidates for Westminster has long been recognised as an incentive that party
members value and one which they will robustly defend’ (Childs, 2006, p. 73). The trouble with this much-cherished form of internal party
democracy, however, is that it may conflict with other democratic objectives - such as ensuring social representativeness in candidate
selection. As Bogdanor (1984, p. 113) has noted, where decisions are made by local party selection committees they show a tendency to
opt for candidates 'who will be as near to an identikit model of an MP as it is possible to find. The candidate will be white, middle-aged and
male'.

It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that candidate selection has been one of the greatest sources of tension between party leaders and
party members over the last decade or so. As we noted in Section 2.1.5, the leaderships of all three main parties have sought to take steps
to promote the adoption of more female and ethnic minority candidates. Concerted efforts began with Labour’s decision to introduce all-
women shortlists (AWS) in winnable seats from the early 1990s, while the Conservative Party adopted an alternative approach, using a
national 'Priority List’ of candidates, after 2005.  As Childs (2006) notes, such interventions are necessarily top-down in character and
involve the central party restricting the autonomy of local parties in their choice of election candidates, essentially out of recognition that, left
to their own devices, local party choices will reinforce the usual pattern of selections. While experience suggests that such forms of central
direction are almost certainly essential to ensuring the selection of female and ethnic minority candidates, some local parties have,
unsurprisingly, resented their 'imposition’. 

As was noted in Section 2.1.5, Labour's use of AWS encountered early resistance from some local parties in the run up to the 1997 general
election and was subsequently subject to a successful legal challenge. This challenge was brought by two male party members, Peter
Jepson and Roger Dyas-Elliot, who sought legal redress after being unable to apply as prospective candidates, for Regents Park and
Kensington North, and Keighley, respectively (Russell, 2000). However, the most notable controversy occurred after parliament passed the
Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002, thereby enabling Labour to reinstate the use of AWS. This conflict concerned the
selection of Labour’s candidate to fight the safe seat of Blaenau Gwent at the 2005 general election. In this instance, resistance to AWS
was such that the majority of local party members boycotted the selection process. After Maggie Jones was nonetheless selected from the
shortlist to contest the seat, the Welsh assembly member for Blaenau Gwent, Peter Law, opted to stand as an independent. Law gained the
support of some other local party members in doing so, subsequently winning the contest by a margin of more than 9,000 votes and
declaring to the national Labour Party:  'this is what happens when you don’t listen’ (Cutts et al., 2008).

A similar degree of controversy became evident after 2005 as a result of David Cameron’s decision to adopt measures to promote greater
diversity among Conservative candidates contesting safe and marginal seats. Under this initiative, announced within the first week of his
leadership, the party’s Candidates Committee was charged with recruiting 100 especially able candidates.  At least 50 of these candidates
were to be female and an undefined share from ethnic minority groups. Other than in exceptional circumstances, local parties selecting
candidates for safe or winnable seats were expected to choose from this list. Following the announcement, the Daily Telegraph (2005)
noted that 'the imposition of a priority list would not be popular with many local Conservative associations, which have jealously guarded
their right to select their own candidates’. Quickly dubbed the 'A’-list, dissent among party members duly emerged, particularly as the
identities of some of the chosen candidates, initially kept secret by Conservative Central Office, began to leak out. Criticism was especially
vocal on the ConservativeHome website, but grumblings were also heard within the parliamentary party and there was early evidence of
constituency associations seeking to avoid selections from the Priority List (Bale, 2011). Nonetheless, Cameron retained the policy, later
adding a requirement that Conservative Associations should select from a shortlist of four candidates, at least two of whom must be female.
The significant increase in the number of female and ethnic minority MPs elected for the Conservatives in 2010 almost certainly owes a
great deal to Cameron's determination to face down opposition to the policy within his own party. Indeed, focus groups and surveys of party
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members suggested that, while there was a willingness to accept the principle of a more socially representative parliamentary party, there
was also clear hostility to the use of any 'positive discrimination' mechanism to achieve this goal (Childs et al., 2009).

Uniquely among all political parties, the Conservative Party has also experimented with the use of American-style primaries to select
parliamentary candidates. Under this system, candidates are selected either at an open meeting of all local party members (closed primary)
or by allowing all electors in the constituency vote for their preferred candidate to represent the party (open primary). Although the
promotion of primaries has also been associated with Cameron’s leadership, a small number had been held to select candidates for the
2005 general election (Childs, 2006). Since 2005, the party claims to have operated over 100 primaries, although the vast majority of these
appear to have taken the form of meetings attended principally by party members (Williams and Paun, 2011). Genuinely open primaries
have been especially rare, with the principal examples being the Totnes primary in August 2009 and the Gosport primary in December
2009. In these two instances, all registered voters in each of these constituencies were sent a ballot allowing them to vote for one of three
candidates from the local party’s shortlist. About one quarter of Totnes voters and just under one-fifth of Gosport voters participated in these
primaries, which cost an estimated £40,000 each. In both cases, they resulted in a local female candidate being selected - Sarah Wollaston
in Totnes and Caroline Dinenage in Gosport, both of whom were elected for the Conservatives in 2010 (McSweeney, 2010). Although
limited, Conservative experiments with open primaries do stand in contrast to the more general trend towards UK political parties becoming
more centralised.

While we have noted that some of the smaller parties boast a more internally democratic set of arrangements than their larger counterparts,
they do not tend to trust local members enough to make binding decisions on candidate selection. Whilst Plaid Cymru and SNP members
are given the responsibility for choosing their local candidates, they can only - in most cases - select candidates who have been approved
by the national executive committee. The selection of candidates by UKIP party members  are subject to similar 'safeguards’. They too may
choose their own council and parliamentary candidates. However, the latter must be drawn from a list of centrally-approved candidates;
selections for either can be effectively vetoed by the central party; and the selection procedures for other elections are conducted at the
discretion of the UKIP NEC.

2.2.4 Funding of political parties

How far does the system of party financing prevent the subordination of parties to special interests?

The manner in which UK political parties are funded has been a long-standing democratic concern. Indeed, our periodic Audits over the
past two decades have highlighted the persistence of a number of serious issues raised by party funding arrangements. Despite
widespread recognition of these concerns, and regular attempts to address them via reform, much of what was said more than a decade
ago regarding party funding still stands today.

Our second periodic Audit noted that the UK’s political parties had long been dependent on big donations, mostly in the form of corporate
donations to the Conservatives and trade union funding of the Labour Party (Weir and Beetham, 1999). At the same time, we argued that
such funding was unlikely to be the product of corporate or trade union altruism; rather, both sets of interests had come to 'expect the parties
to pursue their interests in (and out) of government’ (Weir and Beetham, 1999, p. 92). Written in advance of the publication of the findings of
the Committee on Standards in Public Life inquiry into party funding, our 1999 Audit raised additional concerns about the growth of large
individual donations to the main two parties and the absence, at that time, of any disclosure requirements about such donations. We also
found grounds to suggest that this reliance on large donations was fuelling public concern about improper influence over matters such as
nominations for honours and decisions about party or government policy. Finally, we pointed to the role of big donations in sustaining a
broader set of inequalities in parties’ access to funds, partly because of the limited role which state funding plays in ensuring a more 'even
playing field’ in party political finance (Weir and Beetham, 1999). 

Almost without exception, these very same issues remain at the centre of concerns about party funding over a decade later. Yet, ironically,
the period since 1999 has witnessed more concerted attempts to resolve the problems of UK party finance than any other in UK political
history, including the introduction of major reforms in 2000. Many of our own earlier concerns were echoed in the Committee on Standards
in Public Life’s (1998) report, which recommended disclosure requirements on donations, limits on party expenditure at general elections
and the introduction of state 'policy development grants’. Moreover, in a rare instance of cross-party consensus on party-funding reform, the
committee’s recommendations were introduced almost wholesale via the Political Parties, Elections and Referendum Act (PPERA) 2000.
Following an election where the main parties had spent unprecedented sums during the campaign, and in the light of growing public
disquiet about 'sleaze’, the parties agreed to a new regime of expenditure controls and a public register of donations. While donations were
not to be capped, it was widely believed that public disclosure would shine a purifying light on the murky world of party finance. It was
therefore assumed that greater transparency would bring about greater integrity, following the dictum that 'sunshine is the best disinfectant’
(c.f.  Ewing and Issacharoff, 2006, p. 3).

While PPERA stands as a significant political achievement in the history of party funding reform, the early assessment of the act we offered
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in our 2002 Audit has proved prescient. Writing shortly after the legislation had been passed Beetham et al. (2002) suggested that, since
PPERA did not provide for a significant increase in state support for political parties, a reliance on large donations would remain. Moreover,
with disclosure requirements in place, but without any measures to limit the size of donations, we highlighted the risk that 'the new era of
openness has fostered more suspicions, rather than dispelling them, since the media question most large donations and link them to
government decisions or policies seen as being in the interests of donors’ (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 119).

Again, these issues remain at the heart of concerns about party funding. While a great deal more is now known about how parties are
funded, disclosure requirements have not reduced their reliance on wealthy donors. Based on their annual accounts, we estimate that
donations accounted for 59 per cent of Conservative Party, 44 per cent of Liberal Democrat and 30 per cent of Labour Party central income
(i.e. national accounting units) in the period from 2005-09. By contrast, the share of central party income obtained from membership fees
over the same period was 14 per cent in the case of Labour, 13 per cent for the Liberal Democrats and just three per cent for the
Conservatives (Wilks-Heeg and Crone, 2010a). The reliance on 'big money’ is very striking. Using the Electoral Commission’s register of
donations, we estimate that, from 1 January 2001 to 30 June 2010, donations of £50,001 or more accounted for 41 per cent of Liberal
Democrat, 54 per cent of Conservative and 76 per cent of Labour Party declared donation income. We also found that, from 2001-10, some
39 per cent of the total donation income (£318 million) received by the three main parties combined was sourced from just 224 separate
donations. To compound our concerns, these 224 donations originated from fewer than 60 sources - a combination of individuals,
companies and trade unions (Wilks-Heeg and Crone, 2010b).

The extent to which these financial arrangements have rendered the parties subordinate to special interests is, however, difficult to assess.
Certainly, if we base our assessment on sources of income alone, there are clear grounds for concern. Democratic Audit research has
shown that from January 2001 to June 2010, the Conservative Party sourced £45.5 million, amounting to just under one-third (31.9 per
cent) of its total donation income, from just 15 'donor groups’, that is clusters of donors who are linked by family ties and/or where the
sources of personal and commercial donations appear to overlap (Crone and Wilks-Heeg, 2010). Further research by the Bureau of
Investigative Journalism (BIJ) found that donations from companies and individuals connected to the financial services industry amounted
to £11.4 million in 2010, representing 50.8 per cent of all Conservative Party donation income in that year. In total, City interests were found
to have donated some £42.8 million to the Conservatives since 2005 (Mathiason and Bessaoud, 2011). Turning to Labour Party donations,
the Electoral Commission’s registers of donations reveal that in the period from January 2001 to June 2010, trade unions donated a total of
£98.6 million to the Labour Party, making up 61.8 per cent of their total donation income over this period. By historical standards, Labour
was almost certainly less dependent on trade union funding in the 2000s than it had been in previous decades, mostly because of the
success of the party, under Blair's leadership, in attracting  large personal and corporate donations. In more recent years, however, it would
appear that trade union donations have again increased in significance to Labour. In 2010, trade union donations amounted to £17.9
million, comprising 71 per cent of Labour’s donation income for the year.

While the patterns of donations are very clear, however, evidence that large individual or organisational donors expect, are promised, or
receive anything in return for their gifts is notoriously difficult to pin down. The strongest statement on record by an individual donor was
probably made by Stuart Wheeler, who donated £5 million to the Conservatives in 2001. Wheeler told the Committee on Standards in
Public Life on 23 November 2010 that it was 'absolutely natural and unobjectionable’ that anyone making large donations to political
parties expected to gain influence and shape future policy (Wilks-Heeg, 2010c). There are also frequent assertions that specific cases of
policy change are linked to large donations, although impropriety is rarely, if ever, proven (Ewing, 2006). Four key examples of such
instances in recent years may be cited as illustrations of such concerns, as well as the difficulty of 'proving' that policy decisions were
influenced by donations:

In November 1997, the newly elected Labour government began to make the case for Formula One to be exempt from a proposed
EU-wide ban on tobacco advertising at sporting events. It subsequently emerged that Tony Blair had met with Bernie Ecclestone,
head of Formula One, and Max Mosley, president of the Fédération Internationale de l'Automobile (FIA), the governing body of motor
sport, on 16 October that year. It was then discovered that Mosley had previously donated several thousand pounds to the Labour,
while the party had accepted a total of £1 million from Ecclestone (Ewing, 2007).
In early 2001, the secretary of state for trade and industry, Stephen Byers, announced his decision not to refer Richard Desmond’s
£125 million purchase of the Daily Express newspaper to the Competition Commission. While no impropriety was ever proven, the
Labour Party received a £100,000 donation from Desmond a few days later, shortly before the disclosure regulations introduced by 
PPERA, 2000 were to come into force (Ewing, 2006, p. 63). 
In 2011 controversies emerged concerning the government's decision to cancel an £80m loan to Sheffield Forgemasters, agreed by
the outgoing Labour government. It emerged that Andrew Cook, a Sheffield-based industrialist and chairman of engineering firm
William Cook Holdings, had written confidentially to Mark Prisk, the business minister, arguing that the loan was unnecessary. It
subsequently emerged that Andrew Cook had himself previously tried to invest in Sheffield Forgemasters (The Engineer, 2010) and
that his email to Prisk began: 'I am the largest donor to the Conservative party in Yorkshire and have been since David Cameron
was elected leader. I am delighted you are back in power, albeit in coalition (Guardian, 2010).
Since 2010, concerns have been expressed about the possible influence of John Nash on Conservative Party policy. John Nash
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has donated £10,000 to the Conservative Party since 2006, with a further £172,000 in donations recorded in the name of his wife,
Caroline Nash. Mr Nash, who has substantial business interests in private education, was appointed as a non-executive director at
the Department of Education in December 2010 (Beetham, 2011). He is also the Chairman of Care UK, which was awarded a £53
million contract to deliver health care in prisons in North East England in early 2011 (Northern Echo, 2011).

In addition to these specific examples where individual donors appear to have 'coincidentally'  benefitted from specific policy decisions,
there are also wider concerns about whether donations influence policy in a more pervasive sense. For instance, media reporting of the
BIJ’s research  (Mathiason and Bessaoud, 2011) resulted in widespread debate about whether the government’s apparent reluctance to
impose tighter banking regulation might be linked to their reliance on donations from financial interests. On the other side of the political
spectrum, frequent accusations are made about the influence which trade unions have on the Labour Party as a result of its dependence on
union donations. Again, such influence is hard to demonstrate in a concrete way. Indeed, as we have noted in previous Audits, there are
strong grounds to question the view that trade unions exert significant influence over Labour’s policies (Beetham et al., 2002).

A further, long-running concern is that some donations represent a 'cash for honours’ transaction in which wealthy individual are promised
a place in the House of Lords or nomination for a knighthood in return for donations. Such allegations are exceptionally hard to prove, as
the Metropolitan Police discovered during the lengthy 'cash for honours’ inquiry in 2005-06. In this case , it emerged that both Labour and
the Conservatives had received a number of large loans from individuals prior to the 2005 general election and that a number of those
providing loans had thereafter been nominated for honours (Fisher, 2010). While the House of Lords Appointments Commission rejected
all of these nominations, the scandal prompted the government to make provisions to amend the Electoral Administration Bill, then before
parliament, stipulating that loans also had be declared to the Electoral Commission. The controversy also led to an, ultimately fruitless,
attempt to secure party funding reform via a review conducted by Sir Hayden Phillips (Wilks-Heeg and Crone, 2010).

In the absence of reform, questions about possible 'cash for honours' transactions continue. In late 2010 major donors to all three parties
were granted seats in the House of Lords. These included three new Conservative peers (Stanley Fink, Andrew Feldman and Bob
Edmiston) who had donated almost £5 million between them over the previous decade; a new Labour Peer (Sir Gulam Noon) who had
given £738,000 over the same period; and a new Liberal Democrat Peer (Paul Strasburger) who had contributed £765,000 to his party over
a period of five years (BBC News, 2010). In light of these developments, one UK broadsheet argued in its leader column that 'Cash and
honours are as close as ever’:

'It appears little has been learnt by our political parties since the 2007 cash-for-honours affair. Two of the new peers, Sir Gulam and
Mr Edmiston, were even questioned by the police in that tawdry business three years ago [...] All three parties will doubtless argue
that these new wealthy peers merit their place in the upper house because of their public works, and that their donations have
nothing to do with their elevation. But it looks appalling'. (Independent, 2010)

In short, while there is little hard evidence of corruption or impropriety in the funding of UK political parties, or of other forms of subordination
of parties to special interests, a suspicion of at least some degree of foul play remains. Moreover, the existence of a 'big donor culture’ in
UK party politics is beyond dispute; all three parties have become embroiled in controversies associated with specific large donations as
they strive to generate donation income. Ironically, the introduction of disclosure requirements under PPERA 2000 has if anything only
served to heighten awareness, and hence concern, about the wider implications of large donations. The dominance of such concerns in
discussion of how UK political parties are funded has significant implications for how the public view political parties (Wilks-Heeg and
Crone, 2010a).

The problems raised by the reliance of the political parties on big donors is specifically recognised in the coalition’s 'Programme for
Government’ which promises to 'limit big donations’ and 'take big money out of politics’. Quite how this is to be achieved remains to be
seen. The Committee on Standards in Public Life began an inquiry into the issues in mid-2010 and is expected to make recommendations
in October 2011. Its task is not an easy one. The most obvious means of addressing concerns about the role of big donations in party
politics would be to provide higher levels of state funding to political parties, as the Phillips Review recognised. Indeed, UK party funding
arrangements contrast sharply with practice in most other West European countries, where political parties tend to receive a far greater
share of their income from the state; and where, in many cases, there are also tight restrictions on the size and sources of donations.
However, quite aside from the likely public backlash to proposals for increased levels of state funding to political parties, there is a genuine
risk that state funding could weaken the parties' roots in civil society still further. Some means of channelling state funding so that it bolsters
the efforts of parties to recruit more members and engage more widely with the electorate is therefore essential (Wilks-Heeg and Crone,
2010a).

2.2.5 Parties and social divisions

To what extent does support for parties cross ethnic, religious and linguistic divisions?
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Cleavages associated with ethnic, religious and linguistic divisions tend not to play a significant role in British party politics, with the
obvious exception of Northern Ireland and, to some extent, Scotland and Wales. There are higher than average levels of support for the
Labour Party among members of most ethnic minority groups, while voters expressing an affiliation with the Church of England tend to
favour the Conservative Party more than the population as a whole.

In contrast to the rest of the UK, religion continues to play a vitally important role in the fabric of Northern Irish society. The ESRC-funded
Northern Ireland General Election Survey (2010) found that an estimated 57 per cent of the Northern Irish population claimed to attend a
religious service at least once per month (in Great Britain the figure is usually estimated at around 15 per cent).  At the same time, religion
constitutes the principal fault-line in Northern Irish society and politics, albeit one which is reinforced and cross-cut by conflicts over
national identity, as well as by socio-economic divisions. The 2010 ESRC survey found that 43 per cent of the population regarded
themselves as Roman Catholic and 52 per cent as protestant (for whom affiliations were spread across 14 different denominations), while
less than one per cent indicated affiliation to other religions and faiths (four per cent either indicated they had no religious affiliation or
provided no answer to the question).

It is this basic social divide which has led to the emergence of a Northern Irish party system which is entirely distinct from that in the rest of
the UK. The role of religion as a social cleavage in Northern Ireland is inseparable from the struggles over national identity in the province,
and political loyalties are, in turn, closely associated with these deep-rooted sectarian divisions. The two main voting blocs of unionist and
nationalist parties, which became dominant in Northern Irish politics from the early 1970s, have proved highly resilient. At the 2010 general
election, 42 per cent of votes were cast for the two main nationalist parties (Sinn Fein and the SDLP), while 44 per cent of votes were
shared by the three principal Unionist parties (the DUP, UCUNF and the TUV). The non-sectarian Alliance Party secured just 6.3 per cent
of the votes, with a further 7.6 per cent of ballots being case for an assortment of 'others' (Tonge et al., 2010). There have been significant
shifts over time in electoral support for parties within the two respective blocs. However, there is little evidence that the experience of
devolution, based around the power-sharing model which was developed following the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, has
served to foster any 'melting of the region's ethnic bloc glaciers' (Tonge et al., 2010, p. 11).  

The extent of association between religion and party support in Northern Ireland is underlined by  constituency level analysis of the
relationship between religious affiliation and voting patterns. Tonge et al. (2010) found an almost perfect correlation at a constituency level
between the size of the catholic population and votes case for nationalist parties (r2 = 0.987) and an equally clear association between the
size of the protestant population and the scale of support for unionist parties (r2 = 0.943). The authors note that, if there are any signs of
sectarian impulses being in retreat in Northern Irish politics, they are most likely to be found among the 40 per cent of the electorate who
now typically fail to cast ballots in elections in the province. They conclude that 'considerable electoral prizes await a party capable of
attracting sizeable cross-community support across Northern Ireland, but that prospect remains distant' (Tonge et al., 2010, p. 26).

Outside of Northern Ireland, social divisions associated with religion and national identity have had much less salience, although they are
by no means irrelevant. The reassertion of Scottish and Welsh national identities since the 1970s has clearly played a significant role in the
growth in support for the Scottish National Party and Plaid Cymru. In the case of Plaid Cymru, the campaign to preserve Welsh as a
minority language has also played an important role in relation to the emergence of the party as a significant player in Welsh politics, and
its electoral support is heavily concentrated in Welsh-speaking areas.

It is certainly true that, beyond Northern Ireland, religious affiliation appears to be of declining significance to Britons. The British Social
Attitudes (BSA) surveys document an increase in the proportion of the population declaring no religious affiliation from 32 per cent in 1983
to 45 per cent in 2008, while the British Election Study (BES) of 2010 put the figure at 54 per cent. The BSA surveys also found that the
proportion indicating attendance at a religious ceremony or meeting at least monthly declined from 21 per cent to 15 per cent from 1983-
2008.

Despite these trends, however, the relationship of religious belief to patterns of party support is by no means entirely irrelevant.  Data from
the 2010 British Election Study (BES) points to some notable contrasts in party support among those expressing adherence to particular
faiths. As Figure 2.2h shows, the quarter of the population describing themselves as Anglicans were more likely to vote in 2010 and
significantly more likely to vote Conservative than any other denominational category or faith group, including non-affiliates. Among the 95
per cent of Anglicans who claimed to have voted, 46 per cent said they had voted Conservative, 26 per cent Labour and 21 per cent Liberal
Democrat. Conversely, 90 per cent of Roman Catholics participating in the survey said they had voted, of whom 40 per cent had voted
Labour, 30 per cent Conservative and 23 per cent Liberal Democrat. Intriguingly, among those who said they were not religious, there were
higher levels of support for the Liberal Democrats than any other party. While it  would be misleading to claim that such figures suggest any
significant form of denominational divide in party support, since religious affiliation overlaps significantly with social class, these figures are
nonetheless striking. 

Figure 2.2h: Party support by religious affiliation, 2010
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Source: Clements (2010)

There are also clear contrasts in levels of party support among different ethnic groups. Until recently, members of most ethnic minority
groups showed an overwhelming tendency to vote Labour. In 1979, it was estimated that 86 per cent of British Asians and 90 per cent of
Black British (Afro-Caribbean) people casting ballots voted Labour, while the figures in 1997 were 60 and 92 per cent respectively (Anwar,
2001, p. 538). Figure 2.2i, which measures broad party identification, rather than actual voting behaviour, among different ethnic groups in
2005 confirms this pattern. Members of all ethnic minority groups were significantly more likely to describe themselves as Labour
supporters than as Conservatives or Liberal Democrats, although this pattern is most obvious in relation to those of Caribbean and African
descent. Tellingly, significant numbers of respondents expressed no preference for any of the three main parties - a tendency particularly
evident among those of Bangladeshi origin.

Figure 2.2i: Party support by ethnic group, 2005
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Note: The question asked was: 'generally speaking, do you think of yourself as Labour, Conservative, Liberal Democrat?'

Source: Ipsos Mori/The Electoral Commission (2005).

Conclusion

As this section has illustrated, political parties occupy something of a paradoxical role in modern representative democracy. They are
regarded as the means through which the demands of civil society are translated in policy programmes, although only about one per cent of
UK electors are members of one, and fewer still are active members. Moreover, despite their rapidly falling membership levels, the UK’s
two main political parties have clearly been able to sustain their dominance at Westminster. The two-party duopoly is sustained via a series
of factors which combine to limit the extent of party competition, despite the rapid growth in support for smaller parties. The practical barriers
faced by parties seeking to challenge this duopoly are considerable. The 'winner-takes-all' electoral system, legal requirements for election
candidates to pay deposits, and the criteria for allocating state funding to political parties all present significant hurdles for smaller parties. If
party politics is to be revitalised in the UK, these forms of structural bias will need to removed - as they largely have been in devolved
elections, with striking consequences.

The large parties have been able to compensate for their respective shrinking membership and activist bases by sourcing large donations,
loans and state support to finance a more capital-intensive and professionalised approach to policy development, media management and
campaigning operations. While there are some signs that these developments have enabled the political parties to reach more voters at
election time, the large parties' need for financial resources has clearly increased their dependency on 'big donors'. The introduction of
declaration requirements in relation to donations to political parties has done nothing to reduce the significance of  the 'big donor culture',
but has certainly given rise to even greater concern about the influence which large donations have on the political parties.

While there are some, modest signs of encouragement - such as in the growing membership of smaller parties - the evidence presented
above does not present an encouraging picture in relation to our overarching question for this section. At a basic level, the party system
clearly does assist the working of democracy in the UK. Political parties in the UK are successful in developing policy programmes for
elections and in recruiting candidates to contest them. The party system enables governments to be formed and sustained in office
including, to date, the first peace-time coalition since the 1930s. Yet, at a deeper level, we have highlighted some profound concerns about
the operation of  the UK's political parties. Provisions for internal democracy generally remain weak, and recent reforms appear to have
reduced the scope for members to exert influence. Perhaps most worrying of all, the growing reliance of the political parties on large
donations raises serious concerns about the extent to which influence can be bought. 

Trends in the funding of political parties documented in this chapter are a further illustration of the concerns we express throughout this
Audit regarding the growth of political inequality and the apparent rise of corporate power in our democracy. All three of the main parties
saw a sharp increase in income from wealthy individual donors during the 2000s, although this tendency has been most evident in relation
to the Conservative Party in recent years. Moreover, there has been a very clear rise in donations to the Conservatives from companies and
individuals connected to the financial services sector, at a time when concerns about the impact of deregulation in that sector have reached
their peak. We have underlined throughout this section that impropriety cannot be proven with regard to these, or almost any other,
donations. However, it surely cannot be doubted that this reliance on wealthy donors does little to enhance the democratic credentials of
the UK's political parties.
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