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Where is Labour now?  The future for Labour post-election 
A discussion document from the Lancaster Branch of the Labour Party, July 2015 

 
In the wake of the general election result of May 2015, about 30 members of the Lancaster Branch 
of the Lancaster and Fleetwood Constituency Labour Party met for a Policy Discussion Meeting.  This 
document summarises the opinions expressed.  People took a variety of views, and inclusion in this 
account does not imply approval by all of the members present, or even by a majority.  The 
document is presented here in order to generate further discussion amongst Labour Party members 
and supporters, and amongst those whose support we have either lost or so far failed to attract, 
who are nevertheless concerned by the direction taken by the current government of the country.  
The text has been prepared from the meeting discussions by John Whitehead and Nick Moule, 
respectively Chairman and Secretary of the Branch. 
 
Three topics are covered: 
 

1. The truth about the past:  Did Labour spend too much before 2008? 
2. The 2015 election message:  Was it right, was it clear? 
3. Principles and policies:  What should be the means for achieving our ends in the UK of the 

21st century?  
 

 
1.   The truth about the past:  Did Labour spend too much before 2008? 
 
The clear answer to this question is: No - Labour did not spend too much before 2008.  Too little was 
said by the party, before and during the election about the last Labour Government’s achievements, 
and to counter the myth that Labour had overspent prior to having to bail out the banks.  More 
should have been said about the good policies that taxpayers’ money was spent on, such as 
hospitals, schools, tackling deprivation, protecting the countryside and the Sure Start programme.  
Gift Aid was introduced, at a cost of reduced tax income to Government.  Borrowing was cheap at 
the time – how could a Labour government have defended withholding public spending at a time 
when it could clearly be afforded. Labour made major success on many fronts which we should be 
proud of and this should have been said much more robustly.  Labour should have countered the 
suggestion that the party is anti-business, and been clearer about which aspects of business practice 
it celebrates and which are felt to be destructive, not just for consumers but for the practice of 
capitalism itself.  
 Some criticism of the way that the economy was run during 1997-2010 is merited.  PFI was a 
poor deal at a time when conventional borrowing was cheap.  Too much income was raised from 
indirect taxation (which is not progressive) rather than through income tax (which is).  Finally, Liam 
Byrne’s attempt at humour in his note to his successor proved disastrous. 
 For the future, it is important that Labour set the record straight on government spending 
between 1997 and 2008 and on the real causes of the financial crash within the next two years.  That 
will provide a platform of economic credibility on which to build a programme for the future to put 
into our 2020 manifesto.  Coalition mistakes, such as under-pricing the Royal Mail sell-off, and future 
mistakes during the present administration must be highlighted by the party.  The folly of tax breaks 
which put money into the hands of the rich (who don’t spend it all) while imposing austerity which 
takes money away from the poor (who would), needs to be continually highlighted.  Economists 
appear to be virtually united in the opinion that austerity is a barrier to economic recovery.  
Borrowing makes sense during times of high inflation, when debts shrink substantially by the time 
they have to be repaid, but is less desirable when inflation is close to zero or even negative.  This can 
be used to explain why, even though borrowing was desirable in the past, it might not be as 
attractive to a future Labour government.   
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2.   The 2015 election message:  Was it right, was it clear? 
 
It was generally felt that, with the exception of the pledge to secure controls on immigration, the six 
key election pledges were obvious and unexceptional statements of Labour values.  The literal 
casting of them in stone was, however, an embarrassing and damaging publicity stunt.  While 
individual manifesto pledges were attractive, they were not presented as part of an overall vision.  
There was too much compromise and acceptance of the Tory agenda.  There was too little defence 
of the need to spend on provision of services. 

The policies set out in our election campaign were broadly desirable, having been developed 
through extensive consultation.  The detail in the manifesto and its presentation, however, probably 
masked our overall vision for the country.  A sizeable majority of the electorate were unconvinced 
that we would improve the country and meet their aspirations. The Tories effectively got simplistic 
messages across while at the same time damning what we were saying, much helped by a biased 
and self-interested press.   It was clear that the NHS was our central theme, but this led to an 
unbalanced message.  We had a problem dealing with the SNP, and were unable to balance the need 
to go out to win Scottish seats with the opportunity for collaborating in a wider anti-Tory alliance.  
There was a tactical tendency to target different groups of voters with different messages, and this 
caused confusion.  Ed Miliband’s leadership did become a problem, and this could have been 
alleviated in part by giving greater prominence to the full Labour front-bench team. 

Locally, winning Lancaster and Fleetwood from the Tories was a great achievement.  Factors 
in that success included having an excellent, dedicated and hard-working candidate in Cat Smith, and 
in our committed team of volunteer canvassers who achieved a contact rate of 70% of voters, 
compared with 35% in less successful constituencies.  The local message was clear, and a national 
lesson can be drawn from the constituencies such as ours which achieved impressive swings to 
Labour. 
  
 
3.    Principles and policies:  What should be the means for achieving our ends in the UK of the 21st 

century? 
 
Labour needs to embrace the reasons why the party was originally formed as those founding 
principles of social justice, fairness, high quality public services and democracy are the bedrock of 
what we are. Our policies must move forward with the changing needs of the country and the world, 
but our abiding principles must remain unaltered. 
 In future, we must present a powerful and clear vision over the way we will really make a 
difference to people’s lives. Yes, this needs be underpinned by worked up policies, but the overall 
thrust has be seen as viable and convincing.  At the same time we have to develop a strategy for 
overcoming the influence of the right wing press which has consistently been a major obstacle for 
the Labour Party.   

The party has suffered from an inability to connect culturally with major sections of voters. 
We fail to speak up for their needs and for the aspirations of people who were and are the roots of 
the Labour Party.  We need leading members who have directly experienced the life of the people 
who represent the roots of the Party, as well as supporting the ambitions of the wider electorate. 
During the Blair governments we benefitted from having senior Cabinet members such as John 
Prescott, Marjorie Mowlem and David Blunkett with whom many people could identify. 
 As a progressive party we need to be prepared to work with political parties and 
organisations that have common ground with us. This will be crucial over the next five years as we 
try to counteract the negative impact of the Tory government.  It was difficult to meet the challenge 
of the SNP, but in the end the party was seen as isolationist, handing David Cameron a trump card 
with which to beat us. 
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Sources 
 
1. Excellent background information on the UK economy, from 1950 (and even earlier) through 
to projections to 2016 can be found on the website http://www.ukpublicspending.co.uk/ compiled 
by Christopher Chantrill.   The data and software provided there were used to prepare the graphs 
below that informed the discussions. 
 

(a)  Total government spending as a percentage of GDP, 1955-2016 
 

 
 

http://www.ukpublicspending.co.uk/
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(b)  The National Debt – Public net debt as a percentage of GDP, 1950-2016 
 

 

 
(c)  Interest payments on borrowing as a percentage of GDP, 1955-2016 

 

 

Further information can be found in the House of Commons Library Briefing Paper, Number 05745 
by M. Keep, entitled Government borrowing, debt and debt interest: statistics -  
http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN05745/SN05745.pdf.  These data allow 
the scale of spending and borrowing before and after the banking crisis to be put into historical 
context, and show that since 1950 Labour governments have run surpluses more often than the 
Conservatives. 
 
 
  

http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN05745/SN05745.pdf
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2. The six key election pledges that formed Labour’s  A Better Plan.  A Better Future.  were 
 

 A strong economic foundation 

 Higher living standards for working families 

 An NHA with the time to care 

 Controls on immigration 

 A country where the next generation can do better than the last 

 Homes to buy and action on rents 

  

The complete manifesto is available at: 

http://www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf 

 

3. Labour’s principles are summarised in Clause IV of the Party Rulebook - 
http://labourlist.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Rule-Book-2013.pdf.  Labour principles are 
summarised in the Membership booklet as follows:  
 
The values we stand for today are those which have guided us throughout our existence: 
 

 social justice 

 strong community and strong values 

 reward for hard work 

 decency 

 rights matched by responsibilities 
 

http://www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf
http://labourlist.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Rule-Book-2013.pdf

