Election analysis

John Curtice analyses the Liberal Democrat vote in the European

elections in May 2019
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ESPITE BEING BRITAIN'S most pro-Euro-

pean party, hitherto European elec-

tions have rarely been a happy hunting
ground for the Liberal Democrats. In the eight
elections held between 1979 and 2014, the party
never even won as much as a fifth of the vote and
twice slumped to well below a tenth. Not even
the introduction in 1999 of proportional repre-
sentation made much difference to the party’s
prospects. At 12 per cent, its share of the vote on
average between then and 2014 was in fact a little
less than it had been in those elections held under
first-past-the-post (14 per cent).

But in this year’s election — organised late in
the day in the wake of the UK’s failure to leave the
European Union as scheduled on 29 March — the
party flourished. It won 20 per cent of the vote,
enough to secure second place in a nationwide

ballot for the first time since Labour displaced the
former Liberal Party as the principal opposition
to the Conservatives after the First World War.
Above all, perhaps, it represented the party’s best
performance at any nationwide election since it
entered into coalition with the Conservatives in
2010 —and thus it seemingly held out the promise
that perhaps the party had finally put the adverse
electoral consequences of its participation in gov-
ernment behind it.

But is that judgement correct? After all, it has
long been noted that European Parliament elec-
tions tend to be regarded by voters as second-
order affairs in which, inter alia, they are more
inclined to vote for smaller parties, including
not least those that take a strong stance on the
future of the European Union." Perhaps the suc-
cess of the Liberal Democrats — together with the
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even more spectacular performance of the Brexit
Party, which came first with 31 per cent of the
vote —was simply a protest vote delivered by an
electorate that was disenchanted with the abil-

ity of the Commons to resolve Brexit but which
would not repeat such behaviour in a general elec-
tion. After all, UKIP came first in the 2014 Euro-
pean Parliament election, only to find itself with
just one MP to its name in the general election
twelve months later. Perhaps, too, the distinctive
stances on Brexit taken by the Brexit Party and
the Liberal Democrats —in the case of the Liberal
Democrats to hold a second referendum in the
hope that it would result in a reversal of the Brexit
decision, while the Brexit Party was campaign-
ing to leave without a deal —had more resonance
for voters in an election about Europe than they
would in a general election.

However, in the UK at least this European
election was like no other. It was taking place in
the wake of intense four-year debate about both
whether the UK should be part of the EU and the
terms on which it should leave. Many voters had
come to identify strongly as either a ‘Remainer’
or a ‘Leaver’, an identity that they might well
want to express at any kind of election.* Moreo-
ver, voters had come to seem polarised in their
views about Brexit between the two divergent
alternatives of either holding a second referen-
dum or else leaving without a deal, with the result
that there was little enthusiasm for the kind of
compromise deal that had been negotiated by the
UK government or indeed an alternative, softer
approach to Brexit that was being proposed by the
Labour Party? While such considerations might

be of particular importance in a European elec-
tion, they hardly seemed likely to be erased from
voters’ minds in future electoral contests, at least
for so long as the Brexit debate continues to rage.
This article endeavours to assess which of these
two perspectives on the Liberal Democrat per-
formance in the European election appears to be
the more appropriate interpretation. It assesses the
extent to which the party’s success was a reflection
of the distinctive stance that the party took on
Brexit, and, in so far as it did, the implications that
this had for the character of the party’s support
as compared with what it has enjoyed at previous
elections. This, in turn, informs an assessment of
the extent to which the party’s performance in the
European election might have provided a founda-
tion for an electoral recovery that might mean the
party reverses the severe electoral damage that it
has suffered since entering into coalition with the
Conservatives in 2010.

The impact of Brexit
As at previous Euro-elections, the votes were
counted at local authority level, as, indeed, was
the EU referendum in June 2016. Table 1 takes
advantage of these decisions to compare the
Liberal Democrats’ performance in those local
authority areas in England and Wales which voted
most strongly for Remain with what the party
achieved in those areas where Leave performed
best.

It is immediately apparent that the party per-
formed much better in those places in England
and Wales which voted heavily to Remain in the

Table 1: Liberal Democrat performance, England and Wales, by EU referendum vote 2016

% Remain vote in 2016 Mean % vote 2019 Mean change in % vote
since 2014 since 2009

55% or more 31.7 +21.0 +14.9

50-55% 25.7 +16.8 +10.0

45-50% 223 +14.6 +7.6

Less than 45% 15.2 +10.3 +3.7

Left: Vince Cable
welcomes Guy
Verhofstadt, leader of
the Alliance of Liberals
and Democrats

for Europe in the
European Parliament,
to London during the
2019 Euro elections.
Catherine Bearder, the
sole Liberal Democrat
MEP from the 2014
election, is next to
Verhofstadt.
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EU than it did in those areas where Leave were
strongest. The party’s share of the vote in areas
where more than §s per cent voted Remain in
2016 was more than twice what it was in those
places where less than 45 per cent backed remain-
ing in the EU. Equally, as compared with the pre-
vious election in 2014, the party’s vote increased
by more than twice as much in the most pro-
Remain places as it did in the most pro-Leave
ones. Although the party’s Euro-election perfor-
mance had always been a little stronger in what in
2016 proved to be the most pro-Remain places in
England and Wales, the party’s performance now
differed much more substantially between pro-
and anti-Brexit parts of the UK.

The extent to which the party’s performance
rested on the support of those who had voted
Remain is even more apparent when we exam-
ine the results of polling of individual voters.
According to a poll conducted by Lord Ashcroft
immediately after the European election, as many
as 36 per cent of Remain voters backed the Liberal
Democrats, compared with just 4 per cent of those
who had voted Leave. These figures can be com-
pared with the results of a similar post-election
exercise that Lord Ashcroft undertook immedi-
ately after the 2017 general election, which found
that on that occasion the party won 14 per cent
of the vote among those who had voted Remain,
and, again, just 4 per cent among those who sup-
ported Leave. This suggests that more or less all
of the increase in support for the party registered
in the European ballot boxes as compared with
the 2017 election came from those who voted
Remain. Moreover, when asked why they had
voted the way that they did, no less than s8 per
cent of those who voted Liberal Democrat gave as
their first reason that the party had the best policy
on Brexit. Far from representing some general
protest vote, the Liberal Democrat performance
in the European election was rooted entirely in
the party’s ability to persuade Remain voters of
the merits of its stance on Brexit. As a result, the
party acquired an electorate that was much more
pro-European in its orientation than previously.

This pattern also meant that the party was
now challenging the position that Labour had
previously enjoyed as the party with most sup-
port among those who had voted Remain. No
less than s1 per cent of Remain voters (accord-
ing to Lord Ashcroft) had voted for Jeremy Cor-
byn’s party in the 2017 election. However, as
noted above, in contrast to the Liberal Democrats,
Labours first preference was a soft Brexit rather
another referendum, which was simply regarded
as a possible fall-back mechanism, and support for
Labour among Remain voters fell to just 19 per
cent in the European election. Unsurprisingly,
therefore, the Liberal Democrats were more suc-
cessful in winning over those who had previously
voted Labour than it had been those who had
voted Conservative. Over one in five (22 per cent)
of those who had voted Labour in 2017 switched

to the Liberal Democrats, compared with just one
in eight of those who voted Conservative. Even
so, once we bear in mind that in 2017 only half as
many Remain voters backed the Conservatives
as supported Labour, these figures imply that the
Liberal Democrats were probably at least as suc-
cessful in winning over the support of Remain-
inclined Conservative supporters (whose party
was backing the Brexit deal the government

had negotiated) as it was their Labour-voting
counterparts.

Scotland

That said, there was one clear limit to the party’s
ability to win the backing of Remain voters.
Some of the highest levels of support for Remain
in the EU referendum were registered in Scot-
land. However, at 13.9 per cent of the vote the
party’s performance north of the border was no
better than that in the most pro-Leave parts of the
UK. The SNP, in contrast, recorded their high-
est ever level of support in a European election,
with nearly 38 per cent of the vote. According

to a poll of Scottish voters conducted by Panel-
base shortly before the European election, much
of that nationalist vote came from those who

had backed Remain, 49 per cent of who said they
intended to vote for the SN'P, compared with just
20 per cent of Leave voters. North of the border,
Brexit had breathed new life into the debate about
Scottish independence, while the SNP were also
advocating a second EU referendum. This appears
to have constrained the Liberal Democrats’ ability
to corral support from Remain-inclined voters in
Scotland.

Social profile

The party’s relative success among Remain vot-
ers in England and Wales had consequences for
the social profile of the party’s support. Those
who have had a university education are far more
likely than those with few if any educational
qualifications to have voted to Remain in the
EU.* Thus, as one might anticipate, support for
the party was both markedly higher and increased
most in local council areas with most graduates.
On average, the party secured 29.5 per cent of
the vote in those places where more than 32 per
cent were identified by the 2011 census as gradu-
ates, representing an increase of 20 points on its
performance in 2014. In contrast, it won just 11.9
per cent of the vote, an increase of 8.1 points, in
places where less than 22 per cent have a degree.
Meanwhile, Lord Ashcroft’s polling data shows
that the party was much more popular —and its
support increased more —among voters in ‘AB’
middle-class occupations typically occupied by
graduates (27 per cent, up 14 points on 2017) than
it was among those in the most working-class and
least well-off ‘DE’ social group (11 per cent, up §
points).

The extent to
which the party’s
performance
rested on the sup-
port of those who
had voted Remain
is even more
apparent when
we examine the
results of polling
of individual vot-
ers. According to
apoll conducted
by Lord Ashcroft
immediately after
the European
election, as many
as 36 per cent of
Remain voters
backed the Liberal
Democrats, com-
pared with just 4
per cent of those
who had voted

Leave.
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Meeting of Liberal
Democrat MPs and
MEPs, June 2019

Top, from left: Alistair
Carmichael MP,
Dinesh Dhamija MEP,
Caroline Voaden MEP,
Martin Horwood MEP,
Barbara Gibson MEP,
Judith Bunting MEP,
Jamie Stone MP, Tim
Farron MP

Middle: Bill Newton
Dunn MEP, Layla
Moran MP, Tom Brake
MP, Jo Swinson MP,
Wera Hobhouse MP,
Ed Davey MP, Sheila
Ritchie MEP, Norman
Lamb MP

Bottom: Shaffaq
Mohammed MEP,
Vince Cable MP,

Jane Brophy MEP,
Lucy Netsingha MEP,
Christine Jardine MP,
Luisa Porritt MEP, Irina
von Wiese MEP

(Not present:
Catherine Bearder
MEP, Phil Bennion
MEP, Chris Davies MEP,
Anthony Hook MEP)

The Liberal Democrat performance in the 2019 European election

However, one feature that was surprisingly
missing from the profile of the party’s support,
given its heavily pro-Remain character, was
any evidence of it being more popular among
younger voters. Such voters had been much more
likely to have voted Remain. Yet Lord Ashcroft
reports that, at 21 per cent, support for the party
among those aged under 35 was no higher than
it was among those aged 65 or over (also 21 per
cent). In contrast, not only Labour but also the
Greens performed much better among the under-
35s (26 per cent and 19 per cent respectively) than
among those aged 65 or more (8 per cent and 7 per
cent). Equally, there is no consistent evidence of
the party performing better in local council areas
with a relatively young demographic profile. The
implication would appear to be that the party was
more successful at winning over older voters who
voted Remain than it was younger voters, for
many of whom Labour continued to be relatively
attractive, just as it had been in 2017

Implications

The fact that the Liberal Democrats’ perfor-
mance in the European elections was so heav-
ily rooted in support from had those who voted
Remain, thereby giving the party’s support a
somewhat different character, raises two impor-
tant questions. The first is whether such support
is likely to be replicated in a general election.
Does it potentially represent a foundation for a
long-term revival in the party’s fortunes and a
reversal of the decline that the party has suffered
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in the wake ofits participation in government
between 2010 and 2015? After all, the charac-

ter of the party’s performance in the European
election was very different from what the Lib-
eral Democrats achieved in local elections held
just three weeks before the European contest.

In those local elections the party’s performance
represented just a three-point improvement on
what it had achieved in local elections twelve
months previously, while the increase in support
it registered over the longer term (that is, as com-
pared with when the seats up for grabs had last
been fought on the same day as the 2015 general
election) was on average only four points higher
in the most pro-Remain areas than it had been
in those places that had voted most strongly to
Leave — far less of a difference than we have seen
was evident in the European election. Perhaps
this is an indication that many of the Remain
voters who turned to the Liberal Democrats in
the Euro-election will not necessarily turn to the
party when matters European are less central to
the issues at stake.

Yet it seems that the party’s performance in
the European election was more than a one-day
wonder lacking in implications for the party’s
future prospects. For, in contrast, to what hap-
pened around the local elections, the rise in the
party’s support in the European election has been
accompanied by a marked increase in its stand-
ing in polls of Westminster vote intentions. In
the month leading up to the local elections at the
beginning of May, the party’s average level of
support for Westminster stood at just 9 per cent,
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Afterforty years
of relative failure
and disappoint-
ment in European
elections, the
2019 contest—a
ballot that was
never meant to
happen - wit-
nessed the Liberal
Democrats’ best
ever performance
ina European
election. This
achievement is
attributabletoa
stance the party
took in opposition
to Brexit that ena-
bled it to win the
support of many
a Remain voter
who two years
previously had
voted Labour or

Conservative.

only marginally better than the 7.6 per cent that
the party won in the 2017 general election. There
was still little sign of the party emerging from the
electoral black hole into which it had fallen dur-
ing the coalition years. But by the time the Euro-
pean election was over, that figure had doubled to
18 per cent, only a little below the share the party
secured in the Buropean election itself. Moreover,
as in that election, the increase in expressed sup-
port for Westminster occurred entirely among
those who voted Remain. Meanwhile, at the time
of writing some three months after the European
election, that 18 per cent figure has held firm, put-
ting the party in its strongest position in the polls
since the 2010 election.

But if the party’s performance in the European
election has had what has proven to be more than
a temporary impact on its prospects for West-
minster, what are the potential implications of
the fact that its support is so heavily embedded in
Remain voters —and thus in places that predomi-
nantly voted Remain. In particular, might it have
resulted in a change in a change in the geography
of the party’s support that might affect where it
might be able to win seats under first-past-the-
post? For although the level of support for Leave
was on average somewhat lower in seats where the
Liberal Democrats had performed most strongly
in 2010, it was still the case that Leave voters out-
numbered Remain voters in twenty-seven of
the fifty-seven seats that the party won in 2010,
including all of those the party won to the west
of Bristol. Might securing such a predominantly
pro-Remain vote make it more difficult for the
party to recapture some of the seats the party has
held previously?

It is certainly clear that simply replicating the
party’s performance in the European election is
unlikely to be sufficient for it to secure a major
advance in the size of its parliamentary represen-
tation. According to estimates of the outcome of
the European election in each parliamentary con-
stituency constructed by Professor Chris Han-
retty, on average the party won just 25 per cent
of the vote in those Westminster seats that the
party won in 2010, little more than half the 46 per
cent that the party won on average in those seats
in 20710. In truth, this is not the first time that the
party has been unable to replicate in a European
election the local strength that it enjoys in some
constituencies in a Westminster contest.® Even so,
these figures are a reminder that in a general elec-
tion the party will have to do more than appeal to
Remain voters. It will also have to rekindle the
local strength that it had in many a constituency
that once had a Liberal Democrat MP, be that as
aresult of being seen as the party of the Celtic
fringe, through developing a reputation for repre-
senting constituency interests, or securing a tacti-
cal squeeze on the third party locally (most often
Labour). That task is, though, likely to be harder
in those 2010 Liberal Democrat seats where a
majority of voters backed Leave. At twenty—three

points, the difference between the party’s share

of the vote in the European election and what it
achieved in 2010 is rather greater in seats where
Leave were ahead in 2016 than the eighteen-point
gap observable in constituencies in which Remain
were ahead.

Conclusion

After forty years of relative failure and disap-
pointment in European elections, the 2019 contest
—aballot that was never meant to happen — wit-
nessed the Liberal Democrats’ best ever perfor-
mance in a European election. This achievement
is attributable to a stance the party took in oppo-
sition to Brexit that enabled it to win the support
of many a Remain voter who two years previ-
ously had voted Labour or Conservative — though
in Scotland it was less successful at winning over
voters from the equally pro-Remain SNP. In
short, the party was the unintended beneficiary
of the UK’s failure to leave the EU as scheduled at
the end of March, an outcome that ensured that
the debate about Brexit was the key concern for
many voters.

Yet if the circumstances in which the Euro-
pean election was held were especially fortuitous
for the Liberal Democrats, the party’s success has
had wider electoral implications. It appears the
support that it garnered from many Remain vot-
ers during the European campaign has triggered a
revival in its prospects for a Westminster election
— for the first time since the party entered into
coalition with the Conservatives in 2010. This,
perhaps, should not be surprising. After all, while
Brexit may be about Britain’s relationship with
the EU, it has also become the dominant political
issue in British politics and thus one where peo-
ple’s attitudes could be expected to be reflected in
how they might vote in Westminster elections.
Meanwhile, in the case of the Liberal Democrats,
the Brexit debate may have also afforded the party
an opportunity to reconnect with many a uni-
versity-educated voter who became disenchanted
with the party as a result of its about turn in gov-
ernment on tuition fees.

That said, the party will need to meet the chal-
lenge of turning votes into seats under Westmin-
ster’s first-past-the-post system. Winning over
Remain voters alone may well be insufficient for
it to meet that challenge. The party also needs to
create and recreate areas of local strength in the
way that it did up to and including 2010 — often in
places that are a long way away from the metro-
politan-minded world of many 2 Remain voter.
Brexit has given the party a lifeline, but it remains
to be seen how successfully it is seized.

John Curtice is Professor of Politics at the Univer-

sity of Strathclyde, and Senior Fellow, NatCen Social
Research and the ‘UK in a Changing Europe’ pro-
gramme. He is a regular media commentator on British
politics and public attitudes.
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