Labour's leadership race: And the winner is…
The ideological divisions in the Labour Party may turn out to be more explosive than the fraternal contest for its leadership 

Sep 16th 2010 
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FOR the first time in thirty years, the Labour Party is electing a new leader without knowing in advance who it is likely to be. There are other parallels with 1980: Labour has recently been evicted from office, and its successors are turning out to be radical remakers of the state. 

All this should have made for a more compelling race than the slog that has dragged on since the general election in May. Perhaps the narrow range of the five candidates is to blame: only the left-wing Diane Abbott (left in the photo above) is not a forty-something professional politician from the party’s ideological middle. At its climax, however, the contest has belatedly become intriguing. 

David Miliband, the former foreign secretary (in shirtsleeves), who ducked more than one chance to challenge Gordon Brown, is still the narrow favourite. But his younger brother, Ed (centre-left in photo), has a broad popularity in the party that may yet bring him victory. The other contenders—Ed Balls (right), Andy Burnham (not pictured) and Ms Abbott—are vying for third place. Of the three, only Mr Balls, the shadow education secretary, has looked a plausible leader.

The mechanics of the contest make polling and prediction difficult: the tripartite electoral college comprises party members; MPs and MEPs; and the members of affiliated trades unions, who vote individually rather than as a bloc. Voters can rank candidates, so second-preferences count if nobody wins a majority of first choices. Ballots were sent out earlier this month. The result is due on September 25th. 

If the contest has only rarely excited, it has fleshed out the ideological differences between the three main candidates and their allies. These disagreements might be less dramatic than the splits that afflicted the party in the 1980s, but they could make the winner’s job uncomfortable. 

David Miliband is the closest thing the contest has to a New Labour candidate. At the Trades Union Congress (TUC) in Manchester, he was alone in refusing to commit to attending a rally against the coalition government’s planned spending cuts. He wants to cut the deficit at least as quickly as Labour intended before the general election (ie, to halve it in four years). He says the centralisation of the state is as much a problem as its bulk. 
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But the elder Miliband makes plenty of nods to the left, too. He proposes new taxes on banks and expensive homes, and wants the ratio between spending cuts and tax rises in the deficit-reduction push to be nearer to 2-to-1 than the government’s preferred 4-to-1. This is partly because Mr Miliband is more of an orthodox social democrat than his association with Tony Blair might suggest: the former prime minister, whom he advised, reportedly never regarded him as a truly fervent believer in public-service reform or free markets. But his left-wing gestures also reflect the changing make-up of the party. Genuine Blairites have quit Parliament in droves; the centre has shifted leftward.

His brother Ed is the main beneficiary. The former energy secretary says Labour should concentrate on recouping the 4m voters it lost between 1997 and 2005, most of whom did not turn to the Tories. He has the endorsement of unions such as Unite, as well as Compass, a group that speaks for Labour’s soft left. His signature themes—greater income equality, permanently higher taxes for the rich, a rather belated opposition to the Iraq war—play well with the grassroots.

Too well, say some. Even some who share Ed Miliband’s views say he specialises in making the Labour Party feel good about itself. Even those who think he is canny enough to tack right after winning wonder if he has the mettle to face down his party. Mr Balls, like him a former disciple of Mr Brown, is thought to disdain his woolly line on the deficit. 

Clarity—and its attendant virtue of toughness—are Mr Balls’s strongest claim to the leadership. His mix of social democracy and a hard line on crime and immigration is evocative of the Old Labour Right, once the spine of the party. He is the loudest foe of both halves of the government’s radicalism: he thinks its austerity plan is too harsh for a fragile economy and says decentralising ideas such as schools reform undermine the universal ideals of the welfare state. His pugnacity and links with Mr Brown limit his appeal, but he has probably gained more respect within the Labour tribe than any other candidate.


The storm after the calm 

There are great opportunities for whoever takes the crown. The party does not need a huge leap in parliamentary seats to win the next election. Polls already put it close to the Tories—before its new leader is unveiled and the coalition’s austerity drive bites. Even if no candidate matches David Cameron, the prime minister, as a political performer, Labour could have a stronger front-bench team than the coalition. They have many politicians with the profile cabinet experience bestows, but who are still young enough to represent the future.

But daunting challenges await the new boss too. Labour may be rising in the polls precisely because it is leaderless: voters are not being asked to choose between the government and a specific, perhaps less attractive, alternative; the Tories do not have an enemy to attack. (Having once feared Ed Miliband more than his brother, they now see David as the bigger threat.) 

The race has pointed up serious internal problems too. On tax-and-spend, many in the party—including many unions, who help to fund it—are to the left of even the two Eds, and hope vaguely that tax increases on the rich can close the deficit. Reforming the state is just as contentious. Many at the top of the party know that opposing government plans to expand choice in areas such as education and policing could make them look like enemies of the voters. But there is intense hostility to those ideas among the many public-sector workers who support Labour. 

These splits matter. Unless someone wins a crushing victory (unlikely), power will be spread among an oligopoly of shadow-cabinet big beasts and union leaders. That could make for a fractious party.

Meanwhile, the winner will need to hurry. George Osborne, the chancellor of the exchequer, delivers his spending review on October 20th. Labour’s new leader will have less than a month to formulate his response, which could bind and define his leadership for over four years. 

Angry trade unions: The comrades take on the coalition

The weakened unions could still obstruct the coming spending cuts 

Sep 16th 2010 

THE annual conference of the Trades Union Congress (TUC), which began on September 13th, is often the poor relation of the political conference season. But this year it garnered plenty of attention. Union bosses are unhappy about the government’s plans for sharp public-spending cuts over the next five years. On the first day of the conference, delegates approved a motion calling for “joint industrial action”—in other words, lots of strikes—if and when the cuts happen. 

Brendan Barber, the TUC’s boss, had previously called for “street protests” against measures that, he says, risk making Britain a “dark, brutish and more frightening” place. Bob Crow, the leader of the Rail, Maritime and Transport union and a serial agitator, has compared the cuts to the poll tax that helped to bring down Margaret Thatcher, and advocates a campaign of peaceful “civil disobedience”.

The prospect of a showdown between unions and the government invokes folk memories of the three-day working week of 1974 (caused by striking coal miners), the 1978-79 “winter of discontent” and the miners’ strike of 1984-85. The “winter of discontent” saw hospitals picketed, rubbish piled in the streets and, most famously, Liverpudlian gravediggers downing spades. The 1984 miners’ strike lasted for almost a year, before Mrs Thatcher defeated the National Union of Mineworkers.

This time, are the unions’ threats credible? To be sure, their power isn’t what it used to be. Membership has declined sharply, from 13m in the early 1980s to just over half that today (see chart). And trade unionism has become concentrated in the public sector, where 57% of employees are members compared with just 15% of privately employed workers. That weakening has been accompanied by a period of unusually serene industrial relations. Official records dating back to 1891 suggest that strikes have never been as infrequent as they are today. Twice as many days were lost to walkouts in 1984 alone as in the two decades since 1990.
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Nevertheless, the unions are far from a spent force: the 7m Britons who still carry union cards remain, collectively, an important social movement (by comparison, only around 4m people attend church once a month or more). Concentration in the public sector has helped to preserve their power. Strikes by transport workers can cause chaos if commuters are unable to get to work. A recent two-day walkout by workers on the London Underground, for example, caused widespread disruption in the capital; one estimate, from the London Chamber of Commerce, put the cost to firms at £48m ($75m) a day. A full-blown rail strike would be much worse. A walkout by teachers would require millions of parents to stay at home minding their children; binmen could leave the streets as filthy as some were in the “winter of discontent”; and so on. 

All this is plausible, which is why some are suggesting further curbs on union powers. Policy Exchange, a right-leaning think-tank, argued on September 11th that bigger unions should be broken up and strikes made harder to call. The Chartered Institute of Personnel Development, a trade body for managers, has suggested a ban on strikes in key industries such as transport. For the time being, the government is taking a conciliatory line. Francis Maude, a Conservative who runs the Cabinet Office, said on September 13th that the government wanted a “partnership” with the unions, and ruled out a return to the days of “standoffs” between the two.

But with many government departments facing real cuts of 25% in their budgets over the next five years, that olive branch will almost certainly be spurned. The order of battle ought to be clearer after October 20th, when the government’s spending review will spell out the exact shape of the retrenchment. 

Keeping the public onside will be vital in any conflict—and there are early signs that the government is losing the battle. Although one poll conducted by the BBC suggested that 60% of respondents supported cutting the deficit in principle, another for the Times found that 75% felt the planned cuts were too deep and being implemented too quickly. It may get worse, too: some senior Tories reckon that voters have not yet grasped the sheer scale of the cuts—nor their potential impact on the users of public services, as well as their unionised providers—and that opposition will harden from next April, when they take effect in earnest. If the unions can get the public on their side, ministers will find it much harder to resist them. 

