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Christmas Message

Dear Readers,

Over the past year, Political Promise has brought the voice of  our generation to the 
mainstream. Next year, we will continue to do so. We should protest, we should stand up 
for the causes we believe in. Whether that is for or against the university funding reforms, 
saving a local hospital or helping a neighbour. At this time of  year, it is the little things 
that are most appreciated. Standing idly by whilst a friend or neighbour struggles is not 
what we stand for. At this time of  charity and compassion, please do what you can to 
help those less fortunate than ourselves. We hope you spend Christmas with those you 

love, and have a happy and prosperous 2011. 

The writers, editors and publishers of  Political Promise.
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 Editorial
Dear readers of Political Promise, 

This is not just another magazine, this is a political movement in 
it's own right. Before I start, can I just say thank you for reading 
this magazine. I hope the next forty-or-so pages persuade you to buy 
the next issue.

I set up Political Promise because I feel privileged to witness the 
best of our generation in my everyday life. In the past few months, 
two of my best friends returned a man’s wallet thinking nothing of 
it. Another friend has been given the cancer all-clear for the second 
time. Another friend was rejected from his chosen university with 
A*AA a-level results. You rarely hear stories of such talent, such 
bravery or such honesty in the press - all too eager to highlight the 
flaws of the 'youth of today'. I intended to do something about it.

The general election may be characterised by Twitter, the 
televised debates or maybe THAT conversation with a 'bigoted old 
woman'. But I saw it as a real first for participation among young 
people. Our generation has a ferocious appetite in politics, most of 
you reading this are indeed studying politics in some form.

Political Promise is your voice. It's my voice. It's the voice of our 
generation. A generation fed up with the patronising hierarchy of 
society, the bland media and the many other industries characterised 
by cronyism and favour-mongering. A previous government leaves an 
economic mess we shall clean up, and a current government isn’t 
cleaning up properly: it's no good being apathetic now. 

Politics is not the preserve of old. Not any more.

I have a simple message to those who don't share this view of 
students: in an age of democracy-ignoring politicians, of unacted-
upon strife and hunger, a warped media bubble and financiers 
promising the world and it's dog; we have a Political Promise for you 
right here: the voice of the young generation is here, it is loud, proud 
and worth listening to.

I hope you enjoy reading.

Charlie Edwards, Editor
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An Apathetic 
Generation?
Article by 
Graeme Morrison

A low election 
turnout amongst 
the younger 
generation must not 
be mistaken with 
‘not caring’ about 
politics.

When I first applied to become a contributor on the 
Political Promise team I was working on my undergraduate 
politics dissertation at the University of Strathclyde in 
Glasgow. My research topic coincidentally dovetailed with 
the aims being set in train by our editor Charlie Edwards. I 
thus felt it right that I should make some comment on my 
findings in this magazine and their significance.

Due to voting turnout being consistently lowest among the 
youngest age cohort, there has been a temptation to label 
our young people as being somewhat disengaged with the 
political process. My own dissertation found that we 
should resist such a temptation and instead extend our 
definition of politics to include a wide array of citizenship 
activities - an idea that is convincingly argued by Richard 
H. Kimberlee (2002). For example, the Make Poverty 
History campaign provided a wonderful advert for the 
commitment of young adults to important causes. And this 
is not an isolated event; a walk down any city centre street 
will see charity workers of a young age making the case to 
the public for organisations like UNICEF and Cancer 
Reasearch. By departing from this rigid definition of 
politics, we discover that we should take great 
encouragement in the vibrancy of our youth.

“There has been a temptation to 
label our young people as 
being somewhat disengaged 
with the political process”

Firstly, to illustrate the trends in voting turnout over a 
series of UK General elections, I have plotted the 
percentage of age groups 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 
55-59, 60-64 and 65+, complied by the Office of National 
Statistics, that have turned out to vote from the 1970 
general to the 2001 poll.

(see graph on opposite page for age trends in voting turnout)

As can clearly be seen the 18-24 group continually ranks 
lowest, whilst the older generations generally far more 
likely to make the effort to participate on election day. 
What can we say about this? On the one hand, it would 
seem obvious to draw a conclusion about a generational 
interest in politics. On the other, it is difficult to ignore 
such a gap in electoral turnout.

Quite clearly, quantitative data was not sufficient in itself to 
garner a satisfactory conclusion to this question. To resolve 
this, I used qualitative data in the form of focus groups so 
to ensure that a range of opinions were accounted for. 
From the off, it was fundamental to any discussion about 
apathy that we should understand how people of different 
ages looked at ‘politics’. It was found that young people 
have an extremely narrow conception of ‘politics’, 
associating it with the exercise of power by a few people in 
a Westminster bubble. Despite this, they are by far the 
most active group in charity, volunteering and mass 
demonstrations. This suggests it is the more formal 
connotations related to the political process that 
discourages the participation of younger people rather 
than the idea that they are not interested or simply do not 
care. In the words of one scholar, it would be sufficient to 
say that younger people’s interest in politics is an engaged 
cynicism (Fisher, 1999).

The importance of attention to matters of citizenship has 
never been so acute as it is now. The first decade of the 
21st Century threw up a plethora of challenges which 
must be successfully met as we begin to understand the 

Should we be 
more open to a 
different 
definition of 
political 
participation?

Picture:  The Editor 
and two school 
friends taking part 
in the ASICS British 
10K Run in 
London, July 2010 
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consequences of failure. Terrorism, nuclear weaponry, 
financial austerity, poverty in the developing world and 
social justice are all hugely important issues. Climate 
change perhaps provides the most difficult problem to 
tackle - one which needs a speedy resolution.

“The education of our 
young people underpins 
their capacity to be able to 
appreciate the nature of 
current affairs and 
salient issues”
It is in the light of disastrous foreign policy in the Middle 
East, the growing tension with Tehran over nuclear power, 
university funding reforms and the disappointing 
Copenhagen summit that shows just how important it is 
for this generation to take stock of what is happening and 
to become involved. The education of our young people 
underpins their capacity to be able to appreciate the 
nature of current affairs and salient issues. All too often, 
political and social matters are sacrificed in the classroom 
in favour of a strategic approach to examinations and the 
prioritising of certain subjects. English and Mathematics 
must of course play a central role in our education system 
as they are consistent in most things we undertake on a 
daily basis. Surely though,‘politics’ is of a similar ilk, as I 
have outlined in the challenges we face. 

Leaving minimal room for issues of such high importance 
within education risks further disengagement from the 
process. Indeed, matters of citizenship must permeate the 
educate system rather than act as a simple bystander. We 
know that the young are radical about such issues. We 
must not take this for granted and change what is an 
‘engaged cynicism’ to an ‘engaged participation’. I would 
like to think the publication of Political Promise is 
indicative of this progress.

Whilst Iraq stimulated youth activism in politics and 
evoked passionate views, MPs expenses caused a severe 
detachment from the political system

Picture: Over the past few months, a series of protests aiming 
to shut down parts of London and Universities across the UK 
have stoked political interest amongst young people
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Cabinet of Characters
POLITICS LIGHT

Matt Wheavil
On first impression, it would seem impossible to merge 
Politics with fairy tales. The latter tends to be a story of 
good ousting evil, saving princesses and bringing happiness 
to society. In politics, society tends to suffer, there are no 
princesses and the majority of politicians tend to be rather 
more villainous than heroic.

However, there is and always has been, an intriguing cast of 
political characters - From Tony Benn and Margaret 
Thatcher to Tony Blair and Boris Johnson, a fascinating 
dysfunctional bunch. Now there may be more power 
lusting Gollums than ring destroying Frodos in politics but 
that's no reason to stop us fitting a fairy tale cast to a 
previous cabinet...

Brown's New Labour Cabinet: Harry Potter

Gordon Brown: Hagrid

Could have opted for Professor 
Dumbledore here, which would have 
made a lot of sense in a way, given that 
Snape kills Dumbledore (see 
Mandelson) but Brown just doesn't 
have the grace or loveable air that 
Albus Dumbledore carries around. 
He's definitely more of a Hagrid with 
his awkward charm, lumbering physical 
presence and preference for staying 
out of the public eye. 

Credibility Rating: Pretty solid - Both are dedicated to their job 
and family, physically imposing, liable to bumble, let secrets slip 
(bigot-gate) and keep dragons (Mandelson) - 8/10

Alternatively: Quasimodo (Hunchback of Notre Dame)  

Peter Mandelson: Severus 
Snape

This was a difficult choice - Lord 
Voldermort is much more evil and like 
Mandelson's career, was temporarily 
resurrected a few times. But Snape just 
has that slithery, creeping quality that 
Mandelson exudes. He also shares 
Snape's vagueness - leaving us never 
quite sure what side he's on.

Credibility rating: It would have been perfect if it weren’t for the 
fact that Snape finds redemption in the end. Mandelson on the 
other hand publishes a memoir, which sucks the New Labour pot 

dry and stabs several backs in the name of self-interest. Still, he's 
the Snape we know and loath in 6/7 of the Potter books - 8.5/10

Alternatively: Gollum (Lord of at the Rings)

David Miliband: Harry Potter

This one was easy given the striking 
resemblance but on the other hand, is 
Miliband really the Hogwarts hero in 
disguise? Tony Blair was more of a boy 
wizard back in his day, full of charm and 
carrying the hopes of an entire nation on 
his shoulders. While Potter and Miliband 
both wear glasses, the latter is just that 
bit too geeky to adore...

Credibility rating: The main problem for this one is not the 
charisma factor but rather the narrative loophole - Harry Potter 
is an only child and even his half brother, Dudley, is too lumbering 
and bullish to be likened to Ed Miliband, who happens to be even 
meeker and geekier than big brother Dave. That aside, David 
Miliband doesn't look capable of riding a broomstick, let alone 
saving the world - 5/10

Alternatively: Brains (Thunderbirds)

Yvette Cooper and Ed Balls: Hermoine Granger and 
Ron Weasley

Definitely no narrative loopholes here - Ed and Yvette were 
Britain's first married couple in the cabinet, while Ron and 
Hermoine end up 
getting married. 
They are also 
fairly similar in 
character - like 
Yvette, Hermoine 
is a quiet 
intellectual and 
like Ron, Ed just 
has that awkward 
charm about him. 

Credibility rating: 
There's no 
question of Yvette's 
similarities with Hermoine, both teeming with intelligence Yvette 
attained an Msc in economics and formerly worked as an 
independent journalist (Hermoine was always the most 
inquisitive Wizardette too). Balls meanwhile is similar to Ron in 
that he's in a position of responsibility, yet no-one's quite sure 
how he got there - Balls articulates himself in a quirky, bashful 
and endearing manner. Like Ed, Ron would win his election seat 
by the skin of his teeth and still run for the party leadership, 
regardless of what anyone else thought - 10/10

Alternatively: Peter and Wendy (Peter Pan)
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A Journey:
Tony Blair
Review by 
Elliot Colburn
Tony Blair returns in an attempt to bring clarity to the 
years leading up to and during his time as Prime Minister. 
After reading it carefully, I have come up with several 
conclusions. 

A Journey is an excellent account of the reality behind 
politics; what it really takes to succeed in a political party 
and what it is like to lead a country. It is clear from his 
book that Blair was very fond of American style politics. 
He often makes references to Bill Clinton and other 
influential American Politicians, and claims New Labour 
was based greatly on the New Deal. It is a question often 
asked to politics students; if Blair was more of a President 
than a Prime Minister. Obviously the structures of the 
British political system prevent any Prime Minister 
becoming a President without reform, but it is clear that 
Blair was set on being as Presidential as possible. He uses 
phrases such as “no more team”, “I and my people” and 
most significantly “I would be of the party but also 
removed from it”. Blair speaks about his cabinet and those 
who surrounded him during his time in office, including his 
wife Cherie, as more of an emotional support group rather 
than a political gathering. He describes himself as the 
“moderniser”, the architect and practitioner of New 
Labour, with loyal friends providing the emotional support, 
and the young women providing the appealing image (even 
Blair hints at window dressing).  

Part of that ideology was electoral reform. Blair believes 
this was a major vote winner in the run-up to the 1997 
General Election. New Labour put more emphasis on 
electoral reform than any party had done since women 
were granted the vote. However, Blair displays some 
hypocrisy in terms of party politics. He displays a dislike for 
“safe seats” and voting for a party simply on principle 
rather than reason. However, he talks of his mother being a 
“natural” Labour supporter, he often refers to “Labour 
people”, and even writes that, “Labour was more like a 
cult”. In contrast, when talking about his Conservative 
father, he talks how people “become Tories”. After studying 
his writing of Labour and the Conservatives, he appears to 
bring himself to the conclusion that it is natural and 
possible for everyone to support Labour. People become 

Conservatives for 
reasons that - 
according to Blair 
- often involve 
“greed”. Not 
exactly in fitting 
with the ideology 
of one favouring 
electoral reform. 

In the early 
chapters, we see 
the birth of New 
Labour and the 
birth of a leader. 
What we discover 
is that rifts 
between party 
members, rifts that 
were later to gain 
much coverage in 
the tabloid press, began during the search for a Labour 
leader who could win back what seemed like long lost 
voters after “eighteen years of one-party rule”. The strong 
friendship between Blair and Brown took its first blow 
over the leadership race. Blair talks of how Brown was set 
on being Prime Minister, but was convinced that he would 
be better for the country. If he had not, then history may 
have been very different. 

What I personally enjoyed about A Journey was that Blair 
gives his readers the opportunity to make their own 
judgements on him. It is true that we should not judge 
what we do not understand, and Blair has given people an 
insight into the reality of politics and what it’s really like 
being Prime Minister. I believe for him, this book brings 
closure to his time in politics, and for the public, it gives us 
a chance to make an informed and final judgement on the 
man that carried so much hope on his shoulders. For me, I 
believe it shows a man eager for power, yet scared of facing 
the massive responsibility. A man who did what he thought 
was right, even if no one else agreed. A man deeply in love 
with his party, yet willing to change it for the better. I am 
no Labour supporter, but I give Kudos to Tony Blair for 
doing what I believe no politician has aptly done before, 
and that is to make the public understand a politician’s life. 
Taking them behind the scenes, and not being afraid of the 
consequences of telling the truth. A fan of Blair and New 
Labour, no, but I do believe that Blair has fulfilled his aims 
in publishing A Journey, and they are possibly some of the 
greatest political memoirs of the modern age. 

Tony Blair, A Journey: Random House publishers, available for 

£12.50 (waterstones.com)  

POLITICS LIGHT
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Character Count:
101 Politicos on Twitter

FEATURE

Words by 
Alex Gabriel

The twitter election may have come and passed, but micro-blogging still 
rules in British politics. We’ve compiled 101 of the site’s most prominent 
and influential users – look them up and network till kingdom come.

@uklabour
The Labour Party’s official Twitter – news, links and 
campaigning mostly.
@Ed_Miliband 
Won the leadership election, had a baby but accused of 
having a ‘blank sheet’ of policies as leader
@johnprescott
Tony Blair’s deputy, surprisingly popular and articulate 
online. He’s also running for Labour Party treasurer.
@SallyBercow
Married, as her name suggests, to the (formerly Tory) 
Speaker. Conservatives see her as his weakness.
@ken4london
Can Labour oust Boris in 2012? Yes we Ken, say 
supporters.

@SadiqKhan
Puns don’t end there. Campaigners for Ed Miliband’s 
campaign agent chant ‘Yes we Khan.’
@BevaniteEllie
20-year old student introduced Gordon Brown at his 
manifesto launch. Everything Labour isn't: popular and 
beautiful.
@KerryMP
Labour’s ‘Twitter tsar’. Engaged in a Twitter war with Iain 
Dale (16).
@HarrietHarman
Acting leader and former Deputy PM. Feminist, architect 
of the Equality Act and somewhat scary.
@SarahBrownUK
Gordon’s wife – very influential on Twitter. Works 
heavily in charity, soon to be joined by him.

Conservatives

@Conservatives
The party page, with updates and crosslinks.
Conservatives on Twitter are sparse, so this page is
significant.
@number10gov
Officially the Prime Minister’s page, but run in general
by civil servants. Announced Cameron’s daughter’s
name as Rose
Endellion.
@WilliamJHague
Former leader and something of a grandee. Might be
the next Peter Mandelson in a few years’ time.
@EricPickles
Conservative chairman until this year. Once had a
pickled egg in Brentwood named after him. 
@MayorOfLondon
Boris. Really, just… Boris. You know.

@johnredwood
Right-winger big in the Cornerstone Group (nicknamed
by Alan Duncan ‘the Tory Taliban’.)
@iaindale
Influential Tory writer, recently retiring his blog. Never
an MP, but has brought out twenty books plus.
@Jeremy_Hunt
Secretary of State for Culture; comes from a long line
of Hunts, according to Alan Sugar.
@nicolablackwood
Ousted Evan Harris (26) from Oxford West &
Abingdon. Only a 176 seat majority, so he may win the
seat back.
@RoryStewartUK
Ex-diplomat who Recently called his constituents
primitive. Cameron doesn’t like him, but he might be
one to watch.
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@libdems
Yellow might have gone blue in the wash, but Liberal 
Democrats are loyal on Twitter.
@nick_clegg
The Deputy PM’s approval dropped from 72% to 8%. 
Clearly not everyone agrees with him now.
@vincecable
Predicted twelve of the last ten recessions. The Business 
Secretary also has ballroom ambitions.
@ChrisHuhne
Ran twice for Lib Dem leader, losing both times – now 
the coalition’s Climate Change secretary.
@dannyalexander
Head Treasury minister, replacing David Laws. Key player 
in this year’s coalition negotiations.

@DrEvanHarris
Lost in Oxford West as mentioned. Noted secularist: 
successfully campaigned to repeal blasphemy laws in 
2008.  
@jgoldsworthy
Lost her seat by 66 votes, even more narrowly than 
Harris. Now a special advisor to Danny Alexander.
@charles_kennedy
Hasn’t updated recently, but worth watching – it’s 
rumoured the Lib Dems’ ex-leader might defect.
@lembitopik
Yet another ousted MP – May 6 was a bad night for his 
party. Said to be running for London Mayor in 2012.
@stephentall
Editor of Liberal Democrat Voice, but also Head of 
Development in Oxford University’s libraries.

Minor Parties

@sinnfeinireland
Irish republicans who won’t sit in the Commons. IRA 
links? No, don’t be silly.
@PlaidCymru
Welsh republicans who will sit in the commons. Very big 
on Welsh-speaking, hence the tricky-for-foreigners 
name.
@SNPforscotland
Labour’s main competition in Scotland, led by Alex 
Salmond. Took Glasgow East famously in 2008, but lost it 
again in 2010.
@uuponline
An alliance with Northern Irish Conservatives when 
their sole MP refused to stand jointly, leaving them with 
none.
@socialistworker
Technically a publication, but the Socialist Workers’ 
Party isn’t on Twitter. 

@nickgriffinmep
The BNP’s official Twitter went down when they 
couldn’t spell ‘Britain’. Quote his ravings come Question 
Time (95), but don’t credit him with a follow.
@thegreenparty 
Led by Caroline Lucas, now MP for Brighton Pavillion. 
Whether she’ll win again next time is open to betting.
@CoopParty
Labour’s sister party stands joint MPs for both, most 
notably Ed Balls.
@UKIPtweets
Eurosceptic party to the right of Cameron’s Tories. 
Nigel Farage stood in Buckingham, but didn’t fly.
@uklibertarians
Formed for liberals dissatisfied with the main parties. 
Can’t stand gun control or the minimum wage.

Student and Youth Groups

@LabourStudents
Exists alongside Young Labour, with separate wings in 
Scotland and Wales.
@ConsFuture
Most followed of the major youth wings by quite a way, 
strangely. The party mainstream aren’t so plentiful.
@liberalyouth
Funky logo and website, but Labour still dominates 
Twitter. May have started the ‘I agree with Nick’ 
twibbon.

@nusuk
Twitter for the National Union of Students. Activism 
plus Debenhams discounts – what’s not to like?
@UKYP
The UK Youth Parliament’s members choose national 
campaigns to back, including scrapping tuition fees in 
future.
@StudentRightsUK
Anti-racism at universities, and raised awareness when 
UCAS went haywire. 
@AHSstudents
National Federation of Atheist, Humanist and Secular 
Student Societies: advocates separation of church and 
state. 
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@natyouthagency
Fights discrimination against young people, especially 
over-IDing.
@caspertk
Founded the UK Youth Climate Coalition, now reaching 
out to politicians. Friends with Caroline Lucas, no 
doubt.

@YANinEngland
Youth Action Network, mostly involved with 
voluntarism

Non-Partisan Campaigns 

@libertyhq
Protection of civil liberties. Excellent info on their 
website.
@robinhood
Proposals for a 0.05% ‘Robin Hood tax’ on banks. Had 
Bill Nighy in their ad.
@NatSecSoc
More aggressive secularists than the British Humanist 
Association but good connections and data to hand.
@OtherTPA
Opponents of the Taxpayers’ Alliance. Founded by 
Clifford Sanger, the man behind mydavidcameron (93).
@RepublicStaff
Campaign to replace the monarchy. Lots of distinguished 
supporters.

@stonewalluk
LGBT rights and advocacy. Probably Britain’s major gay 
rights group.
@fawcettsociety
Campaigning to close the equality gap for women.
@OpenRightsGroup
Against the Digital Economy Act – ‘Fair use has a 
posse’. Supported by IT Crowd writer Graham Linehan.
@Greenpeace
Major environmentalist group worldwide. Very regular 
tweets and lots to get involved in.
@TUCnews
Britain’s Trade Unions Congress. A lot of Labour 
sympathies of course, but has its right-wingers too.

Think Tanks

@thefabians
Labour-affiliated, but fiercely critical of New Labour. 
Remains very independent in spirit.
@reformtthinktank
Right-leaning collective; likes to hand out Reactionary of 
the Week.
@compassoffice
‘Direction for the democratic left’. Backed Ed Miliband 
for Labour leader.
@Progressonline
Calls itself radical, but very Blairite in alignment. Vice-
chairs include Andy Burnham and Ed Balls.
@ToryReformGroup
One Nation Conservatives under one flag – opposed 
but well regarded by non-Tory lefties.

@AdamSmithInst
Free market economics and laissez-faire. A hotspot for 
student internships recently.
@Demos
Formally independent – liked New Labour in the 90s, 
but now more Lib Dem.
@CentreForum
Actually a Lib Dem group, and pretty much their only 
think tank.
@TheBowGroup
Britain’s oldest think tank supports the Conservatives, 
unsurprisingly.
@ChathamHouse
Keeps watch on foreign policy across parties, attracting 
various ideologues and opinions.

Publications

@GdnPolitics
The lefties’ choice. Supported the Lib Dems this year, 
but somewhat unlikely to in future.
@TelePolitics
Head of the non-tabloid Tory press. The crossword clue 
‘Nelson’ means ‘Horatio’, not ‘Mandela’.

@IndyPolitics
It is. Are you? Likes to claim neutrality but tends to be 
left-leaning, with Johann Hari (81) blogging.
@TIME
Predominantly worldwide coverage, but too major not 
to include on the list.

FEATURE
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@NewStatesman
Leftist and well known for good investigative writing.
@libcon
Not the coalition; Liberal Conspiracy. Left-wing blogging, 
mostly Labourite.
@SpectatorLive
Not The Spectator’s official Twitter (they don’t have 
one). Fairly right-leaning and generally pro-business.

@PP_tweets
Shameless self-plugging, but it’s really very good.
@ConHome
Grassroots Conservative activism online. Very wide 
readership rivals Iain Dale’s.
@leftfootfwd
Blog site maintained by Will Straw, son of Jack. No 
automaton, he protested against Blair.

The Commentariat

@johannhari101
The left’s messiah, born to Polly Toynbee. Or do I mean 
enfant terrible?
@IanDunt
Politics blogger at Yahoo! News and politics.co.uk (92). 
Distinctly insightful and leans toward the Lib Dems.
@benedictbrogan
Deputy Editor at The Daily Telegraph. That considered, 
not all too fond of Cameron.
@torybear
Casual right-wing comment, but very influential on 
Twitter. Still can’t work out what the name’s a pun on.
@dominiccampbell
Founder of FutureGov, and something of a go-to guy for 
politicians.

@guidofawkes
Conservative blogger (really called Paul Staines) who 
started off the William Hague rumours.
@gabyhinsliff
Writes for The Guardian; lots of domesticity among the 
politics.
@campbellclaret
The king of spin. (Or is that Mandy?) Not the most 
down-to-earth name to choose, though…
@anthonyjwells
The man with the numbers. Found on 
UK Polling Report, based at YouGov 
(94).
@andrewrawnsley
Both an Observer and Guardian writer. 
His book brought the Blair-Brown rift 
to light in 2000.

Miscellany

@TheOnion
Satire par excellence, especially in video form. Think 
Americans don’t do irony? Think again.
@politics_co_uk
A whole range of general information, with ideas from 
every angle to be found.
@mydavidcameron
Surely the definitive website of this year’s election. 
Except maybe Slapometer (99).
@YouGov
Polling and statistics. Well-regarded methods with great 
archives online from past decades.
@bbcquestiontime
Submit your question or comment next time they’re on 
to join the debate.

@HansardSociety
Political education charity supporting electoral reform. 
Ears in all circles.
@eyespymp
Keeps track of MPs’ whereabouts from sent-in 
sightings. Excellent resource.
@Intelligence2
Pitched Ann Widdecombe against Stephen Fry on 
Catholicism. All kinds of debates, with video on their 
site.
@Slapometer
Let you hit the politicians during the debates. Defunct 
now, but included just for its brilliance.
@HouseofTwits
Failing all else, finding Twitter politics here. Ground-level 
campaigning with partisan subgroups.

FEATURE
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PARLIAMENT EXPLAINED

The 66% Rule Aaron Newell comments on 
the Parliamentary issues of 
today and tomorrow.

Would the new proposed 66% rule to dissolve 
Parliament threaten British democracy?

The majority needed to force new elections is set to 
increase from 50 to 66 percent, and within the resulting 
constitutional effects lies the threat of leaving Britain with 
non-directly elected governments.  

50 percent has been the requirement needed to force new 
elections, and therefore throw out the government, since 
the first recall of the electorate in 1782. Margaret Thatcher 
and James Callaghan were the most recent victors and 
losers of this vote, with the victor winning by a single vote 
in 1979.

Now Clegg and Cameron plan to increase this 
requirement, and in doing so codify the entitlement to 
electoral recall at 66 percent, and leaving the vote of no 
confidence at 50 percent, which will no longer be tied to 
the dissolution of Parliament.  The vote of no confidence 
will now only be tied to a sacking of the government. No 
new elections need necessarily be called; only a formation 
of a new government from the largest party or parties.

Soon after the announcement, Labour slammed the 
government for the initial figure of 55 percent, assumed to 
have been chosen because a Liberal Democrat defection to 
the opposition benches could not muster that percentage. 
Labour later attacked the plans for lacking a clause forcing 
new elections should a government not come about after a 
vote of no confidence.

In a Pyrrhic Labour victory, Clegg announced the 
percentage would be increased to 66 percent and the 
addition of a new clause forcing new elections if a 
government was not formed 28 days after a successful vote 
of no confidence.  Britain's system of dissolution and vote 
of no confidence would now resemble the system seen in 
Scotland. 

Scotland's system, however, is only fair because it is truly 
multiparty and tends to lead to coalitions.  The 66 percent 
protects the majority partner in a coalition from being held 
hostage by the minority's threats of defection.  The minority 
partner can only threaten to force the government, not 
necessarily the party, out by a vote of no confidence, being 
only generally able to achieve around 50 percent plus in 
opposition. A minority partner's defection will rarely find 
the 66% needed to force new elections.

Britain, however, is not truly multiparty. We may have a 
coalition now, but, as with previous coalitions, this seldom 
lasts into the next Parliament.  Even the proposed 
Alternative Vote system will not make this much more 
probable than it is currently. It will simply require MPs to 
gain more than 50 percent plus of their local electorate's 
first vote or 50 percent plus of the first and second vote.

Future majority governments in the UK will simply be 
buffered by the increased percentage.  They need scarcely 
worry about a vote to recall the electorate, for even a rough 
20 percent defection from their own party and a concerted 
effort on behalf of the opposition would not necessarily lead 
to the 66 percent needed to dissolve Parliament.

A successful vote of no confidence, too, would still leave the 
same party in government: only the leaders would have to 
change.  It would lead to a Gordon Brown-esque situation 
where the governing party, but not the actual Prime 
Minister, was voted into office. That is, the coalition will soon 
write into the British constitution the increased probability 
of the very situation they vehemently attacked while in 
opposition.

LEARN THE LINGO
Dissolve parliament: to call new elections

Vote of no confidence: a vote where the Parliament 
votes against the government, with differing results 
depending on constitutional arrangements.
British constitution: a set of laws, not codified in a 
single document, dictating how Parliament works
Whipped: an MP who votes the way his party wants him 
to vote
Back-benchers: MPs who often rebel against their 
party's line
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PARLIAMENT EXPLAINED

The linchpin of Liberal Democrats' coalition negotiation 
and the future of the voting system in the United 
Kingdom will be decided in the next few months--
something that could turn to dust in Nick Clegg's hands 
because of Tory and Labour reluctance. As a hung-
parliament was looking more and more likely, the Liberal 
Democrats, echoing a long standing and emotive grass-
roots issue, demanded electoral reform as the 'key 
element' in any coalition agreement. That is, they 
demanded an end to the First Past The Post (FPTP) 
system.

The Tories favour the FPTP system, where the candidate 
with the most votes wins regardless of the candidate's 
overall winning percentage and disregarding all opposition 
votes, claiming it creates 'strong government'. Labour, 
although voicing distaste for it, failed to remedy it in their 
13 years in government, and, together with the boundary 
system, have played it admirably.

Nick Clegg previously described the proposed alternative 
to FPTP, the Alternative Vote system, as a 'baby step' in the 
right direction of his preferred fully proportional system. 
His preferred system, a variant of full proportional 
representation, would include all the votes cast in an 
election, not only the votes cast for a winning candidate. 
During negotiations, however, things changed. 

Both the Tories and Labour have long profited for support 
in specific consistencies, which in turn result in seats in 
Westminster. The Liberal Democrats, however, have profited 
more from country-wide support, which rarely results in 
seats in Westminster, and therefore power. The fact that 
Labour gained 29 percent of the vote and gained 258 seats 
and that the Liberal Democrats gained 23 percent but only 
gained 57 seats is the prime example of this.

In negotiations, therefore, any system which would lose 
either the Tories or Labour seats vis-a-vis a party with more 
proportional support, the Liberal Democrats, would be 
resisted by either. The Alternative Vote, then, where a 
candidate must gain 50 percent or more of the first choice 
votes or of the first and second choice votes in a 
constituency, came as the only viable option for both 
Labour and the Conservatives. Once the coalition 
agreements had eventually been settle between the 
Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats an agreement 
to a referendum on the Alternative Vote was included; that 
is, if a bill to cause the referendum was first passed by 

Parliament. This bill, however, became the main stumbling 
block to the referendum's realisation. The referendum bill 
includes plans to equalise constituency size to around 
74,000 people on the electoral role, to call the referendum 
on the same days as local elections and to decrease the 
number of MPs in Westminster by 50. Labour managed to 
oppose the Referendum Bill on all these counts.   

Labour claimed that equalising constituencies would be 'un-
natural', breaking up the 150,00 strong Isle of Wight 
constituency, for example, and benefiting the Tories, who 
unlike Labour have not specialised in small inner-city 
constituencies. They are also opposing the bill as the 
electoral roll may not necessarily include everyone eligible 
to vote in a constituency if they have not registered their 
vote. The date of the referendum and the decrease in the 
number of MPs also brings Labour's distaste.  

Labour's lack of support nearly dashed chances of the 
referendum even taking place. With this lack of support and 
a suspected Tory back-bench rebellion the Referendum Bill 
was nearly derailed. The Prime Minister David Cameron 
declared that although does not support AV, he was 
delighted the bill went through as “a matter of such 
importance should be decided by the people, not 
Parliament.”

Take Back Parliament and No2AV are currently setting up 
for their campaigns. The Liberal Democrat's jewel in the 
coalition agreement may well come to nothing. And this may 
cause more than the continuation of the old voting system: 
it may cause the collapse of the coalition.

Will The Alternative Vote 
Referendum Take Place?

LEARN THE LINGO
FPTP (first past the post): the UK's voting system 

where the candidate with the most votes wins, regardless of 

winning percentage. The voter casts only one vote.
AV (alternative vote): a voting system where the 
candidate with 50 percent plus of the first choice votes, or 
50 percent plus of the first and second choice votes in a 
constituency wins. The voter casts a first and second choice 
vote.

LINKS Read more at the following websites:

www.no2av.org
www.yestofairervotes.org

http://www.no2av.org
http://www.no2av.org
http://www.yestofairervotes.org
http://www.yestofairervotes.org
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FEATURE

Is There Really 
Life Beyond Bars?
Article by 
Charlie Mole and Lyndon Harris

For the wrongfully imprisoned, overturning their conviction is seemingly the end of a horrifying 
ordeal. Yet many still suffer the effects of their incarceration months and years after their release, 
struggling alone, with no offers of psychological support. 

Charlie Mole and Lyndon Harris talk to two miscarriages of justice victims to find out why the 
justice system has failed them so badly. 

As Billy Mills stood on the steps of the Court of Criminal 
Appeal in Edinburgh a little over a year ago, he was 
overwhelmed with relief as the words of Lord Gill echoed 
in his ears: “You are free to go”.

After two harrowing six months stints behind bars for an 
armed robbery he had not committed, Billy left court that 
day determined to rebuild his life. Yet, 16 months later, the 
43-year-old’s ordeal has left him unable to work and 
suffering from severe depression. His increasingly paranoid 
behaviour has also taken it’s toll on his family and he was 
forced to move from his home in central Glasgow, leaving 
Toni, his wife of more than 20 years, as well as his two 
teenage children.

Speaking quietly, nervously rubbing his hands, it is clear that 
despite his release from jail, Billy's incarceration has had a 
profound effect on him. “When I left prison I thought I had 
left the cell behind. But my life is on hold, I feel trapped” he 
said.

“I am unable to sleep and need someone with me at all 
times. If the police look at me I get paranoid and have a 
panic attack. I have had to move out of the family home, 
away from my wife and two girls which has been heart-
breaking, but it’s best for us all."

“It is the fact that we have 
been abandoned and left 
without help that makes us 
feel betrayed”

Billy's ordeal began on June 7, 2007 when he was woken at 
dawn by officers who burst into his house and arrested 
him for the armed robbery of a Royal Bank of Scotland 
Branch in Glasgow. Locked up in a high security prison, he 
struggled with the knowledge that he had been jailed for a 
crime he had not committed, discovering that those who 
maintain their innocence are provided with very little 
support. 
Whilst a guilty prisoner is assigned a Sentence Planning 
Officer who prepares them for reintegration into society 
with a slow progression through four categories of prison, 
victims such as Billy who maintain their innocence are 
offered no such structure. 

Isolated and alone, he felt helpless as staff and fellow 
prisoners alike refused to take his claim seriously, pressing 
him instead to admit his guilt. 

“You become a laughing stock if you maintain your 
innocence,” said Billy through gritted teeth, still visibly 
pained to talk about his ordeal. 

“They tried to persuade me to admit I was guilty, but when 
I explained I couldn’t, the prison officers weren’t interested 
so I was dropped.”

When his conviction was eventually quashed, due to a lack 
of evidence, Billy was offered no direct psychological 
support from the government, relying instead on a small 
human rights group dedicated to supporting miscarriage of 
justice victims. 

Founded by Paddy Hill of the Birmingham Six, and human 
rights campaigner John McManus in 1993, the Miscarriages 
of Justice Organisation (MOJO) helps victims to re-learn 
key life-skills as well as supplying vital 24-hour emotional 
support. 
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Whilst the government-funded Miscarriages of Justice 
Support Service provides some practical assistance such as 
opening a bank account and registering for a doctor, there 
is no counselling and no specialist assessment of the 
victim’s needs. Founder member John McManus, who has 
been with MOJO for 20 years, has passionately campaigned 
for a fully funded trauma centre to be set up to aid the 
reintegration process and offer a safe haven where victims 
can slowly learn to re-adapt to society after their time 
behind bars. 

He said: “I always describe prison as a dark tunnel which 
you are in for years, your eyesight goes, and then suddenly 
there’s a little speck of light, that’s freedom. When you 
come out of the tunnel you’re suddenly blinded. I think that 
there needs to be an intermediary stage for these guys, 
similar to that offered to guilty prisoners due for release. 
At the moment they are simply released, and that is it: 
there is no structure in place for them to adapt to 
normality.”

”Because they are so vulnerable and in need of specialist 
care, often they will self-medicate with drink and drugs due 
to the lack of recognised support.”

“You become a laughing 
stock if you maintain 
your innocence”
Operating from a small office in Glasgow, the charity relies 
on a dedicated team of staff, including unpaid volunteers, 
who work around the clock. One volunteer estimated that 
she worked around 100 hours a week: "If they need 
someone to talk to at 3am then I'm there, it isn't simply a 
nine to five job,” she said.

Over the past 20 years the organisation has helped 
countless victims, one of the most well known being Gerry 
Conlon who was wrongfully jailed for 15 years in 1975 for 
the Guildford pub bombings. Gerry, who most of his adult 
life behind bars, struggled to hold his life together after he 
was released, suffering drug and alcohol addiction as well 
as two nervous breakdowns, and like Billy, he too received 
no offer of psychological help from the government. 

“Nobody gives the kind of emotional support we need 
apart from MOJO,” he said. After I was released I felt lost 
and alone and I just don’t know where I would be without 
them. It would be better if they kept us in prison. We need 
a system that helps us get back into society: you won’t 
ever recover from this unless you’re given help”.

Gerry, 56, was described by Professor Gordon Turnbull, 

the leading authority on Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, as 
amongst the 1% of most traumatised people he has ever 
met. In a recent report, Professor Turnbull likened the 
trauma that wrongly convicted prisoners such as Gerry 
and Billy undergo as worse than that of hostages or 
prisoners of war. 

He said: “Those who have their convictions quashed will 
generally find reintegration into everyday life extremely 
difficult because they have been detained by legal means 
within their own countries, rather than by alien cultures.”

Professor Turnbull also recognises the need for a system of 
gradual transition from prison to freedom without which 
he believes the victims have little hope of returning to a 
normal life. 

“The re-entry process needs to be managed well and it 
needs to start at the time of release at the very latest,” he 
added.

Standing 20 years apart, it is clear that in both Billy and 
Gerry’s cases, not much has changed. Although limited 
support and compensation are available, the real emotional 
and psychological support that both men need to get their 
lives back on track is provided by an under-funded charity. 

After years of trying to rebuild his life Gerry still admits 
that the pain of having his youth taken away from him as 
well as the knowledge that even today, men such as Billy 
are still being ignored, is hard to take.

”I have come to accept that mistakes happen, it is part of 
the way our justice system works, however it is the fact 
that we have been abandoned and left without help that 
makes us feel betrayed," he said.

“Whilst we need to accept that our justice system makes 
mistakes, we need to learn from those mistakes.”

Gerry now works alongside John in campaigning to help 
the wrongly convicted, travelling the world to help build 
the profile of the organisation that helped him when he 
needed it most.

He said: “My vocation now is to stop what happened to me 
happening to someone else, that would be the best form of 
compensation. 

“I have every faith that this system can change”. 

FEATURE

LINKS Read more at the following website:

www.mojoscotland.com 

http://www.mojoscotland.com
http://www.mojoscotland.com
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Economic 
Development: Is the 
West Doing Enough?

Article by Grace Benton

World leaders met in September at a High-level Plenary 
Meeting to discuss the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), a series of development targets set in 2000 
including universal primary education, the eradication of 
extreme poverty and hunger and the reduction of child 
mortality and disease. The summit, which took place from 
20-22 September in New York, was called by UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon to assess worldwide 
progress towards achieving the MDGs and reaffirm 
international commitment to development in the form of 
UN cooperation. He stated, "We must not fail the billions 
who look to the international community to fulfil the 
promise of the Millennium Declaration for a better world. 
Let us meet in September to keep the promise."

Such rhetoric is not atypical of UN discussions of its role 
in the developing world. However, the reality is that 
progress towards the targets set 10 years ago has been 
very mixed. Although there has been some improvement in 
poverty levels worldwide the picture is more complex than 
statistics allow, for a number of reasons. Good progress 
achieved in alleviating poverty in Asia, particularly China, 
masks more sluggish improvement, or even backsliding, 
elsewhere. Even within regions and countries achievement 
is very varied; in northern Nigeria the child mortality rate 
is 220 in 1,000 children born compared to the south 
where it is roughly 80 per 1,000 births, according to 
UNICEF.

Despite this varied picture, last week’s summit ended full 
of positive messages and upbeat talk of new global 
strategies and partnerships. The official outcome document  
reaffirmed the “resolve to work together for the 
promotion of the economic and social advancement of all 
peoples”. $40 billion was pledged for the Global Strategy 
for Women’s and Children’s Health to achieve the health 
related MDGs, although much of this money had already 
been pledged by member governments. Leaders of 

member states addressed the summit on their own 
commitments to developing nations. Nick Clegg spoke of 
the coalition’s ringfencing of Britain's aid budget and the 
commitment to increase aid spending to 0.7% of gross 
national income from 2013. Obama outlined a new US 
framework on foreign aid with an emphasis on mutual 
accountability; his speech was widely praised as a new 
direction for the US which under the Bush administration 
had distanced itself from the UN development agenda. 
Such statements of financial and strategic commitment 
were particularly welcome against a backdrop of public 
spending cuts.

“The surge in campaigning 
activity around the summit 
has illustrated that the public 
can be inspired by 
development issues”
The financial crisis has, however, been an obstacle to 
progress towards the goals, as has the global food crisis. 
These are the factors emphasised in official UN 
assessments of recent achievement. However, it is clear 
that it is not only these outside factors which are the 
problem. Pledging money is not the same as giving it and 
NGOs have criticised UN member nations for not fulfilling 
their development promises. Oxfam International remain 
sceptical, saying in a statement: ‘The summit has been a 
mirage…the big money promised for child and maternal 
health could still prove to be little more than smoke and 
mirrors, unless donors put their money where their mouth 
is’. The problem is one of accountability; there are no 
consequences for developed countries if the targets are 
not met. In order for the goals to be truly effective they 

Oxfam International has called the pledges made at the UN Millennium Development Summit ‘old 
promises with a seemingly big price tag in a new shiny UN wrapper.’ What, if any, were the 
positive achievements of the summit?

FEATURE
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FACT BOX OF THE 10 MDGs
PIC OF UN DEVELOPMENT SUMMIT
ENQUOTEN THE ENBOLDENED SENTENCES

must be accompanied by an action plan and mechanisms 
for impact assessment. These were not outlined at the 
September summit. Such accountability and transparency is 
not only necessary to scrutinize donor nations but is 
essential to combat the other great obstacle to the goals, 
one that is barely acknowledged in UN discussion: 
corruption.

The extent and effects of corruption are notoriously 
difficult to quantify but Transparency International argue 
that corruption will increase the cost of attaining the MDG 
on access to water and sanitation by more than $48 
billion. The Economist has quoted Montek Ahluwalia, of 
India’s Planning Commission, as saying last year that he 
estimated only 16% of the resources earmarked for the 
poor under the country’s subsidised food distribution 
scheme ever reached them. Such statistics indicate quite 
how damaging endemic corruption can be and some argue 
that it renders aid ineffective or even harmful. Both Obama 
and Andrew Mitchell, the International Development 
Secretary, have emphasised that monitoring and 
accountability are necessary for their countries’ aid to be 
effective. Such language is promising but again requires an 
action plan.

“The problem is one of 
accountability; there are no 
consequences for developed 
countries if the targets are not 
met”

There is a much wider debate about the usefulness and 
effectiveness of international aid which rages on in 
academic circles. Such discussion is unlikely to have any 
effect on the agenda of the UN and its enormous 
machinery or international NGOs whose existence is 
predicated upon the benefits or development aid. 
However, it is nonetheless vital. The summit has shown that 
discussion of, and engagement with, development issues by 
member states and civil society can lead to concrete 
results. It is partly due to charitable campaigns such as 
Amnesty’s Maternal Death Clock that the outcome 
documents of the summit focussed on maternal and child 
health. Not only did the summit see world leaders 
discussing how best to tackle poverty but it was a rare 
instance of these issues making major news stories. The 
surge in campaigning activity around the summit has 
illustrated that the public can be inspired by development 
issues. The Millennium Development Goals may be flawed, 
and the tangible results of the summit remain to be seen, 
but they undoubtedly provide a focus for broad public 
engagement with the issues surrounding the role of 
international aid , and with a more detailed and subtle 
message than simply making poverty history.

FEATURE

The Eight United Nations Millennium 

Development Goals:

GOAL 1 - Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger:
By 2015, reduce by half the proportion of people living on 

less than $1 a day

By 2015, reduce by half the proportion of people who 

suffer from hunger

GOAL 2 - Achieve universal primary education: 
By 2015, ensure a full course of primary schooling for 

boys and girls alike 

GOAL 3 - Promote gender equality and empower 
women:
By 2005, eliminate gender disparity in primary and 

secondary education; and at all levels of education no later 

than 2015

GOAL 4 - Reduce child mortality:
By 2015, reduce by two-thirds the number of children 

dying under age five

GOAL 5 - Improve maternal health:
By 2015, reduce by three quarters the number of women 

dying from complications of pregnancy and childbirth

GOAL 6 - Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 
diseases:
By 2015, halt and begin to reverse the spread of HIV/
AIDS, malaria and other major diseases

GOAL 7 - Ensure environmental sustainability:
Reverse the loss of environmental resources

By 2015, halve the proportion of people without 

sustainable access to safe drinking water

By 2020, achieve significant improvement in the lives of at 
least 100 million slum dwellers

GOAL 8 - Develop a global partnership for 
development:
Address the special needs of the least developed 

countries, landlocked countries and small island 

developing States 

Deal comprehensively with the debt problems of 
developing countries through national and international 

measures

In order to make debt sustainable in the long term

In cooperation with the private sector, make available the 

benefits of new technologies, especially information and 
communication technologies 
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9/11 - Two Wars and 
Nine Years Later...

FEATURE

Article by 
Dan Owens
I think everyone reading this article will remember what 
they were doing, where they were and how they found out 
the news on that fateful Tuesday in September 2001. I 
remember it very well, having just returned from my first 
day back at school the house phone started to ring, it was 
my dad. He told me to put the news on and let him know 
what was happening; confused I did it and five minutes later 
at 09:03 ET (15:03 GMT) United Airlines Flight 175 hit 2 
World Trade Centre (the South Tower)– I sat there until 
21:00 completely immersed in the coverage.
 
Without a doubt 11th September 2001 changed 
everything; racial tensions soared, home-grown terrorism 
increased, anti-Western sentiment across the world rose 
and the once seemingly untouchable America had been 
attacked. What made this day even more shocking was the 
perpetrators, it wasn’t a fellow superpower, it wasn’t a 
state at all – instead it was Al Qaeda; a non-state 
organisation with no identifiable Army, hidden in the midst 
of communities across the globe.  The world was now 
faced with a reinvented paradigm known as National 
Security and a new rhetoric from within the Bush 
administration claiming that “9/11 changed everything” – 
the attacks forced America to reconsider how it defined 
itself. Vice President Cheney stated that “9/11 forced us to 
think in new ways about threats to the United States, 
about our vulnerabilities, about who our enemies were”
 
On September 20th 2001, President George Bush stood in 
front of a Joint Session of Congress and the American 
people and announced that the United States of America’s 
“war on terror begins with Al Qaeda, but it does not end 
there.  It will not end until every terrorist group of global 
reach has been found, stopped and defeated.” Now, seven 
years after that day, billions of dollars have been spent and 
thousands of allied soldiers have been wounded or killed. 
America and its allies are more vulnerable than ever, their 
enemy of “radicalists” are ever more elusive and Iraq is 
more unstable than ever.
 
This year, 9 years after the attacks, American Muslims are 
scared; they are boosting security at mosques, seeking help 
from other religious communities and airing adverts that 

highlight their loyalty to the United States. The reason for 
this is simple, in 2010 the religious celebration of Eid al-
Fitr, a joyous occasion marking the end of Ramadan will fall 
around September 11th – however, Muslim leaders believe 
that these festivities could be misinterpreted as celebrating 
the 2001 attacks. Additionally, there is the threat of 
protests over the planned Islamic Cultural Centre, which 
has caused controversy due to its location 2 blocks away 
from the ground zero site.

With the 9/11 anniversary comes a solemn assessment of 
the success of the war on terror this year. In the last 
twelve months there has been one successful terrorist 
attack on US soil and two near misses; in November 2009 
Major Nidal Malik Hasan killed 13 soldiers at Fort Hood, 
Texas. Similarly, on Christmas Day Umar Abdulmatallab 
failed to detonate his bomb on a Detroit bound passenger 
airliner and in May Faisal Shahzad left a car bomb in Times 
Square, New York. Having commenced their phased 
withdrawal from Iraq, the Obama Government is certainly 
paving the way to a more fruitful relationship with Arab 
nations. However, it is far from the extraordinary 
transformation that was expected of him after his election 
in November 2008.
 

“Ultimately, the world is a 
much less safer place than 
it was on the 10th 
September 2001”
The destructive nature of President Bush, many thought, 
had damaged US-Muslim relations beyond all help and it 
was originally hoped that a revolutionary, yet softer 
Democratic President would help America to rebuild 
relations with the Arab world, and to quell the further 
spread of anti-Americanism, and to some extent, anti-
Arabism in America. After his ground breaking speech in 
Cairo, Muslim confidence in Barack Obama soared at 42% 
in Egypt, however, a year later it is down to only 33% 
showing that Obama’s healing campaign is faltering. On the 
other hand, some aspects of the American-Muslim 
relationship have improved, first of all, America no longer 
waterboards those suspected of terrorism, Guantanamo 
Bay has been wound down, combat troops have been 



WINTER 2010                                                                                                                                                                                               PAGE 20                                                                                                                                                                                  

What do you think?
Terrorism or freedom-fighting?
Can murder ever be justified?

Have your voice heard: Write for Political Promise
Political Promise is looking for writers for the blog. You do not need any experience, just a 
sense of  humour, a fluent writing style and an interest in politics in the UK or abroad.

Political Promise needs you!

E-mail politicalpromise@yahoo.co.uk for more information. 
Whatever your voice, make it heard with Political Promise

withdrawn from Iraq and he is currently attempting to broker peace 
between Israel and Palestine.
 
Ultimately, the United States, and to some extent the World, is a 
much less safer place than it was on the 10th September 2001. Fran 
Townsend, former Homeland Security Adviser to President Bush, 
argues that “although America is now safer, they have become 
victims of their own success.  Expanding on this point, she noted 
that a lack of successful terror attacks on the US homeland since 
9/11, which was down to successful counter-terrorism measures, 
meant that a sense of complacency was beginning to creep into the 
American psyche, whereby a lack of attacks has translated into a 
dangerous underestimation of the threat.”
 
The recent terror attempts in the US highlight that despite the 
increased law enforcement since spring 2001, the limit on civil 
liberties since 9/11 and the rather expensive creation of the 
Department of Homeland Security, America has learned nothing. 
After Mr Shahzad attempted to detonate the car bomb in Times 
Square, he fled to JFK International Airport, bought a last minute 
one-way ticket, in cash, to the Middle East and boarded the plane 
with no scrutiny.
 
While many believe that the anniversary of the attacks should be a 
day reserved for prayer and contemplation, this, the 9-year 
anniversary is set to be the most controversial to date with 
protests taking place across New York City over the proposed, and 
misnamed, ‘Ground Zero mosque’.

The annual ‘Tribute In Light’ memorial; eighty-eight 
searchlights shone from the Ground Zero site  

FEATURE
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INTERVIEW

Jack Lopresti MP: 
“Inheritance Is Worse 
Than 1979”
Jack Lopresti is the Conservative MP for the newly formed Filton and Bradley Stoke constituency on 
the outskirts of Bristol. Having stood on a number of elections previously he secured his seat in 
Westminster in what was widely viewed as a ‘notional conservative seat’ however the majority he 
secured of all most 7,000 was none the less seen as a tremendous success. He is also a gunner in the 
TA and served a tour in Afghanistan last year and now sits on the Northern Ireland Select 
Committee. He took the time out to speak to Political Promise’s Charles Maggs about the prospect of 
success in Afghanistan and on the wider challenges facing the new Coalition government.

Picture above: Jack Lopresti (right) with reporter Charles Maggs outside parliament

Interview by Charles Maggs
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INTERVIEW

Jack, how have you found your first few 
months in Parliament? 

“Very exciting but very hectic! You get wrapped up 
in a General Election campaign that is 24/7 
then there isn’t really space to take a step back 
after the election. There wasn’t time to take 
a breath although on reflection I do feel very 
humble. It’s a huge honour, but your mind full that 
you wont want to let anyone down. But I’m 
enjoying it.” 

Having served in Helmand province on 
Operation Herrick 9, and seen the 
situation in Afghanistan first hand, 
would you say the war there was 
unwinnable? 

“It’s not quite as simple as that. The mission is 
succeeding. We will secure a safe Afghanistan but 
it’s not a conventional war, it is part of a wider 
conflict. Initially we kicked Al Qaeda out, but 
effectively we are now underwriting this success. 
The media likes to focus on the negatives however 
I have seen the great work out there by our troops 
and the Nato coalition. By far the majority of locals 
were pleased we were there to provide them 
with peace & security, because ultimately that’s 
what they want.” 

Does the British withdrawal from Sangin 
amount to a military failure? 

“No. It’s all about having the right resources in the 
right place at the right time. The changeover is 
about giving US forces its part of the 
restructuring. You can isolate a given part and call it 
failure however this is only a small part of the 
conflict and given the US boost in troop numbers 
it is inevitable that they are going to take a lead in 
certain areas. This is not a normal war and it will 
take time to clear areas and secure areas.”  
 

Do you think it was naïve of the Obama 
administration to put a date on 
withdrawing from Afghanistan?

“There is no question that we have been 
there longer than some anticipated and we cannot 
give an open ended commitment. We are working 
towards letting the Afghans 
take more responsibility. If this announcement was 
part of pushing along that process, which it 
probably was, then that is a good thing, but I have 
no doubt the job will be done by the time we leave 
as was the case in Iraq. It’s a NATO mission on a 
conflict that spreads far 
beyond Afghanistan and Iraq, and getting the right 
outcome is essential.” 
 
 

  
In your maiden speech in the House of 
Commons you spoke of renewing and 
strengthening the UK military covenant. 
Given the current budget deficits facing 
the country and the need for the MOD 
to make massive cuts, where can the 
government make the convent stinger 
beyond low cost token gestures?  

“We don’t yet know the out come of the strategic 
defence review, but I know that lots of very good 
work is being done by the Secretary of State for 
Defence (Dr Liam Fox) to restore trust 
between the government, who send troops into 
conflicts, and the soldiers on the ground. They 
should have an understanding that we are going 
to equip them and look after them properly. This 
includes housing their families properly, and 
providing a good quality of after care. The covenant 
isn’t about just equipment though, as a soldier 
I know there should be a reasonable .... (cont.)

On Duty: Lopresti (second from left)
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.... expectation that while they are away their 
families will be looked after and they will be given 
the best tools for the job.” 
 
 
Tony Blair has decided to donate all the 
proceeds from his new book to the 
Royal British Legion, do you think 
this was done out of guilt for the alleged 
ill treatment of the armed forces under 
the previous government? 

“No not at all. Anyone who has worked with the 
forces or dealt with them on any issue will know 
that they do a tremendous job. But also I see it as 
a gesture of gratitude & support for all the work 
that they do”  
 
 
Do you think the upcoming conference 
season will begin to show cracks in the 
coalition government? 

“No, the coalition is all about the national 
interest. It’s about making tough decisions for the 
long term. The situation we’ve inherited 
now is worse than in 1979. However it is working 
and I see the conference season as a good chance 
to discuss policy. I think our 
conference will definitely be a success.  
 
 
Will you be campaigning for or against 
the Alternative Vote system? 

“Against. Vigorously. First past the post has served 
us well over many decades. It provides 
the people with the chance to ‘throw them 
out.’ Crucially it also gives the government the 
strength to get bills through quickly and effectively. 
No system is perfect, but what can be fairer than a 
system where the person standing getting the 
most votes wins?” 
 
 
If the No vote was to win the 
referendum, there would be little 
left for the liberal democrats. Do you 
think this could lead to greater tensions? 

“I think we should trust the people to decide. 
What ever the decision, although as I stated I don’t 
want a yes, but if that is what the people want then 
so be it. The Liberal Democrats are making a 
sizable contribution to the Coalition 
Government and I’m sure they will want to 
see that contribution come to fruition.” 
 
 
Is reducing the size of the legislature 
pondering to anti-politician populism? 

“No. These are austere times and we as politicians 
should lead by example. Constituencies need to be 
fairer & of equal size and we need to save money 
& make the system fairer and this is the best way 
to do it.” 
 
 
You were a supporter of David Davis’ 
campaign to become Tory leader, do you 
think it may prove to be an error by 
David Cameron to have left him out of 
the cabinet?  

“It is not for me to comment on the PM’s 
selection of the cabinet. However we don’t know 
what might happen in future.” 
 
 
Do you think that David Cameron was 
right to force the 1922 committee to 
allow ministers to become members?  

“There were elections amongst the parliamentary 
party, it was not forced. The committee had their 
say and I think where we are now is the right place 
to be.”

“These are austere 
times, and we as 
Politicians should lead 
by example.” Jack Lopresti

INTERVIEW
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ESSAY

To What Extent Is A Lib-Con 
Coalition Paradoxical?
An Essay by Nicole Berry
Ideologically, and semantically, the Conservative- Liberal 
coalition can be deemed a paradox. The two words have 
divergent meanings; the Oxford dictionary defines the 
adjective ‘conservative’ as being ‘opposed to change and 
holding traditional values,’ and as being ‘set in one’s ways.’ 
Conversely, the adjective ‘liberal’ is defined as being ‘willing 
to respect and accept behaviour or opinions different to 
one’s own.’ Immediately one can see illogicality in a ‘liberal-
conservative coalition,’ but can this apparent contradiction 
be resolved and a cohesive government formed without 
one party losing its identity? 

It is first necessary to establish the ideological backgrounds 
from which the Conservative party and the Liberal 
Democrats stem. Firstly, Liberalism as an ideology arose in 
the 18th century Enlightenment period as new ideas about 
government battled to supersede the Age of Reason.  
Freedom of the individual came at the heart of liberal 
philosophy, and all other principles existed as a means to 
enhance this, these included: equality, tolerance, justice and 
pluralism. Classical liberals would argue ‘that government is 
best which governs least’ (Thomas Jefferson) and that true 
freedom lies in being left to one’s own devices. However, 
modern liberals redefined freedom after the Industrial 
Revolution and the inequalities and poverty it brought. 
William Beveridge deduced that ‘a starving man is not free, 
because until he is fed, he cannot have a thought for 
anything but how to meet his urgent physical needs.’ Thus, 
modern liberals altered their stance and advocated state 
intervention in the form of the Welfare State in order to 
aid the freedoms of the people and enhance equality.  This 
became known as ‘positive liberty’ and the old sense of 
freedom ‘negative liberty;’ but though the means may have 
changed, individual liberty and equality remain the ends at 
the forefront of a liberal society.

Conservatism as an ideology arose to quell the liberal 
movement and maintain traditions from the Age of 
Reason, such as hierarchy and Victorian morals. Traditional 
conservative’s core values to maintain this ideal were 
individualism, pragmatism, empiricism, private property and 
an opposition to ideology. They believed that if they didn’t 
have a fixed vision of where society should progress to 
then they could keep old traditions alive. Despite  wishing 
to deny being an ideology, conservatism  still required 
means to uphold a stable society; this included empiricism- 
using the ideas of our predecessors (for no one should 

think themselves ‘superior’ 
to those before us, 
according to Burke), and 
being pragmatic by following 
the intimations of society 
without necessitating drastic 
change. Though 
conservatives and liberals 
share the values of private 
property and individualism, 
for conservatives these were 
key to avoiding revolution 
rather than to enhance a 
person’s ‘god given rights’. 
Individualism was not the 
same as individual liberty. 
Conservatives believed that if 
individuals were satisfied with their own private lives, and if 
they could aspire to possess their own property, it would 
promote innovation and drive and reduce social disorder 
and chaos. This ‘one nation’ conservatism existed as an 
alternative to liberalism. From this it would appear that 
liberalism and conservatism were completely incompatible, 
and thus a coalition combining the two a paradox. 

However, in the 1970’s, Thatcherism/ The New Right was 
born and it entirely shook up the Conservative’s 
foundations. In the social sphere Thatcher still believed in 
severe moral strictures and strong law and order. 
However, in the economic sphere she sought the help of 
classical liberal philosophy and inherited the ‘laissez faire’ 
approach to the economy. This completely defied 
traditional conservative values as it was revolutionary 
rather than evolutionary. With these different branches of 
both Liberalism and Conservatism spreading their boughs, 
the gap between liberalism and conservatism became less 
insurmountable.

With regards to ideological roots, it would seem that 
liberalism and conservatism are not completely discordant, 
but whether this is true of the British Conservative Party 
and the Liberal Democrats is debatable as the UK is used 
to an adversarial political system. The Liberal Democrats 
can be put to the centre or centre left portion of the 
political spectrum as a social liberal party. The party as we 
know it today was formed in 1988 under a merger of the 
Liberal Party and the Social Democratic Party. The main 
ideas expressed by the Lib Dems are an emphasis on civil 
liberties, constitutional reform, a progressive tax system 
and a strong welfare state. On the other hand, the 
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Conservative Party can be placed to the centre-right of the 
spectrum, with ideas about low taxation, defending the 
current First Past the Post political system, and shrinking 
the role of the welfare state so that people are motivated 
to re-enter work rather than create a dependency culture. 
Prior to the hung parliament being announced the two 
parties were playing cut throat politics, as they disagreed 
predominantly over immigration, taxation and the electoral 
system. In the run up to the election, no one would have 
guessed that in a few weeks time Cameron and Clegg 
would be joining teams. However, was this just a theatrical 
performance as each party was bidding for a majority 
government, or was it an actual irreconcilable clash of 
ideas? 

The invariably quick decision to form a coalition of 
compromise suggests that the clash was mainly theatrical, 
but a further question is whether one party has discarded 
their background in order to get their hands on power at 
any cost, whether the clash was deeply ingrained or not. 

~~~

Unsurprisingly, the majority of policies (in the right hand 
box) are from the Conservative Party Manifesto. The 
Conservative Party have even managed to implement 
contentious policies between them and the Lib Dems into 
their programme for government e.g. the Trident nuclear 
deterrent and cutting spending by £6 million as quickly as 
possible. However, despite the majority of policies 
stemming from Tory policy, ideologically, the majority of the 
policies can fit both liberal and conservative sentiment. For 
example: scrapping ID cards, though a conservative policy it 
increases greater individual liberty; greater devolution to 
local councils enhances a liberal constitution by avoiding 
putting power in too few hands; and having neighbourhood 
groups in deprived areas enhances equality of opportunity. 
Therefore the Liberal Democrats haven’t abandoned their 
values and allowed a right of centre government to run 
riot. The manifesto is in fact a melange of conservatism and 
liberalism. 

To conclude, despite a few litigious policies, the majority of 
policies are relatively central. It could be argued that it is 
because adversarial party politics is less relevant in today’s 
society. As wealth and standards of living have increased 
dramatically, class and revolutionary politics is no longer 
regarded necessary. Because of this, all three main parties 
in the UK share similar sentiment on the majority of 
issues. Though true that there are disagreements between 
the Lib Dems and Conservatives over policy, this can be 
true of any ‘compromise.’ Therefore, though apparently 
paradoxical semantically, in today’s political world the terms 
‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ carry much less meaning than 
they once did. Therefore, a ‘liberal-conservative’ coalition, 
politically, isn’t as paradoxical as it would first appear, and 
this coalition could potentially endure, without one party 
losing its identity. 

POLICIES
The policies below are from the Coalition’s 
programme for government and the brackets show 
which party’s policy each policy is from/which 
ideology the policy fits:

- Extend the freedom of information Act 
(liberalism, Conservative Policy)
- Promote shared ownership schemes 
(Conservative policy)
- Scrap ID cards (liberalism /Conservative 
policy)
- Greater devolution to local 
government- more financial autonomy 
(Conservative policy, liberalism)
- Double fine for underage alcohol sellers 
(Conservative policy)
- Extend welfare to work scheme- claimants 
under 25 sent within 6 months (Conservative 
policy, liberalism)
- Reassess claimants of incapacity 
benefits (Conservative policy)
- Give residents power to instigate 
referendum on any local issue (Conservative 
and Lib Dem)
- Parents, teachers and charities able to 
set up schools (Conservative policy)
- Reduce spending rather than increase 
taxes (Conservative policy)
- National citizen service for 16 year olds 
(Conservative policy)
- New community organisers to create 
neighbourhood groups in deprived areas 
(Conservative policy, liberalism)
- Stop proposed job tax (conservative)
- Cuts of £6 billion to non frontline 
services (Conservative policy)
- Maintain Britain’s nuclear deterrent 
Trident (Conservative policy)
- Annual limit on non-EU immigration  
(Conservative policy)
- Dedicated border police force 
(Conservative policy)
- Consideration of referendum for the 
electoral system (Lib Dem)

ESSAY
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Article by Jon Edwards 
Picture: Whitehall, 10/11/10

What is the point in protesting? A simple 
question that I'm sure is to spark debates in 
many a political spectrum but in light of 
recent and past protests I'm failing to see the 
point. 

Now granted we've all seen the recent students march on 
London turn sour with disgust but in all honesty do we 
think the issues would ever have had as much coverage 
had it not?

The fact is whether the protest had gone according to the 
plans of the student unions or what seems to be the 
inevitable route of violence, alike French and Greek 
protests, let's face it no one is listening. At least no one is 
listening enough to stop and reconsider. 

Those tuition fees are going up whether we agree or not. 
Right or wrong or a million marchers we went to war. 
Against or for you cannot fox hunt anymore. It is simple, 

protesting has lost the point, the power and the political 
influence in today's society. 

The reasons may vary on why this is the case depending on 
who you talk too but for me the recent "Rally for Sanity", 
led by Jon Stewart in Washington, raised some key points. 
The minority have hijacked the right to protest and see fit 
to do so everytime they disagree with a decision. The 
majority see no reason to take to the streets and I for one 
am sick of the minority trying to dictate decisions by 
waving placards. 

Reality must be restored and to steal a quote from the 
rally "There is too much hyperbole and not enough sanity". 

Now this is NOT what I'm saying is the case with the 
recent tuition fees protest, but had 50,000 students docked 
the streets 50 years ago I think we both now there'd have 
been at least a second thought on policy. In this situation 
I'd agree with William Shakespeare for why our voice is no 
longer heard "Me thinks he doth protest too much.". 

BEHIND THE  PICTURE

NUS/UCE Protest Rally on 10th November, as seen 
through the Editors lens from Trafalgar Square
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Since the heyday of the earliest imperial states of ancient 
Mesopotamia, Egypt and Persia, the area we have come to 
call the Middle East has had extraordinary geostrategic 
importance. The variety and importance of its political, 
social and cultural heritage have long made this area, an 
amphitheatre for Great Power game play. Despite the 
Atlantic Charter and MacMillan’s ‘Wind of Change’ speech 
symbolically and supposedly marking the nadir of 
imperialism, the Middle East remains the board in the 
Great Power game of monopoly. At the root of the new 
cycle of external intervention is oil or as Richard Pipes 
coins it, “Black Gold”. 

Oil as a commodity is an extremely valuable global 
resource, perhaps the most important. In a world of 
emerging industrial giants, inter-dependency and hectic 
globalization, the ‘holder(s)’ automatically acquires 
substantial political leverage and the source of 
immeasurable untapped wealth.  This political leverage, if 
managed carefully can be transformed into a “strategic-
weapon”, puncturing unwanted western intrusion and 
rhetoric if need be. Indeed the Middle East has an over-
ridding, some say overbearing monopoly over world 
energy reserves and exports. It has about 64% of the 
world’s proven oil reserves and exports about 35% of the 
world’s total oil. Such a trend is only likely to increase in 
the 21st century. Indeed by 2020 the Middle East is 
estimated to export over 75% of world total oil. 
Undoubtedly such dominance over the energy market 
gives oil producing countries ‘more chips at the bargaining 
table’. A pertinent example (though not entirely 
successful) of the ‘tail wagging the dog’ is through the 
OPEC embargo during 1973.

Likewise, oil has been seen as a catalyst for Middle 
Eastern states towards independence and self-confidence. 
For instance, Iran, buoyed by the economic potential of 
oil, nationalised its oil reserves away from Anglo-Iran Oil 
Company (now known as BP) and set the nation on a 
strong precedent towards an ‘anti-imperialism’ regime, 
culminating in the 1979 revolution.Yet at the same time 
this dependence on ‘exporting a primary product’ 
prompts some historians and anthropologists to view oil 
as a ‘Mixed Blessing’, in fact, some political scholars believe 
oil to be a ‘Black curse’. Indeed the wealth received in the 
region remains disparate, enclosed and for many scholars 
a key factor in the region’s general backwardness and 
insecurity.

It is well known that most Middle East regimes remain 
autocratic and suppressive in their nature. It is not so 
clear; however, that oil wealth has actually perpetuated 
that trend. State elites (think Syria & Saudi Arabia) have 
clung to power by manifesting a rentier economy and co-
opting opposition through oil wealth. The essence of 
rentier states is that they are funded by oil sales, which 
they accrue from the rest of the world and support 
society through the distribution of this revenue. This turns 
the vicious cycle which sees ‘the people’ eschew public 
and political rights for economic stability and security. 
Consequently, the door for fostering political change and 
democracy remains firmly shut, whilst crony regime 
survival is maintained. Rashid Khalidi believes oil has 
strengthened the system of autocracy in the region, 
arguing the people now face “a velvet covered mailed fist 
wielded by regimes that are infinitely richer and more 
powerful thanks to oil”.

Oil wealth has sponsored the ills of negligible pluralism 
and illegitimacy deficits in the region, causing serious 
insecurity internally. Autocratic regimes like Syria, Jordan 
and Egypt, know oil and coercion are thin reeds for 
regimes to survive on and hence many regime elites have 
become reliant on US and external help for their national 
security, consolidating if you like, a core-client 
relationship. It is no surprise the Middle East has been the 
largest arms outlet in the Third World. Military spending as 
a percentage of government expenditure for some 
individual states is simply staggering: 22% for Israel, 35% 
for Jordan, more than 40% for Syria and Saudi Arabia and 
more than 50% for the UAE. The importation of arms 
recycles oil wealth back to the West and the dependence 
of arms gives the West a ‘core-periphery’ dependency’ 
giving them considerable influence over the direction of 
Middle Eastern politics. 

Though, in less than half a century the UAE has 
transformed itself from an almost empty desert to an 
oasis of air conditioned skyscrapers and manicured golf 
courses kept lush with desalinated water, these states 
remain an exception to the rule of backwardness. 
Certainly, oil is an ingenious gift of nature offering 
immeasurable prosperity; but, total reliance of it reinforces 
the old adage of ‘primary product dependency’ and the 
negative by-products mentioned above that come with it. 
As a Saudi official put it a generation ago: “All in all I wish 
we had discovered water”.

Black Gold:
Has Oil Ruined the Middle East?
Article by Stephen Wager

FEATURE
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Tom Brake MP: “ We Are 
In A More Difficult Place Than 
We Were Ever Led To Believe”

INTERVIEW

Interview by 
Charlie Edwards and Max Wilson

One of the mottos of the Liberal Democrat 
election was “Change for real, change for 
good”. In a coalition, can this goal still be 
achieved? 

I look back at what I was campaigning on in the general 
election campaign: a fairer voting system, the pupil 
premium, a fairer tax system, these are all things that are 
happening under a coalition government.

Are your key supporters not angered by U-
turns on immigration, tuition fees and deficit 
reduction?

It is true our view is different on what to do with the 
deficit with relation to how soon to act, however we saw 
very early on that action did need to be taken with the 
deficit. We have been given a better picture of what is 
happening with relation to government spending and the 
structural budget deficit and can only be addressed by 
measures taken by government. You cannot depend alone 
on the economic cycle. The lies of the Labour government 
meant measures need to be taken that were more 
stringent and not anticipated. Why sooner?  

We saw what was happening in Greece, and potential in 
Spain, Portugal whose economies came under a huge 
amount of pressure because of their levels of 
indebtedness, and when the international markets think 
that country is going is a bit of a basket case, we then end 
up paying more in interest rates. Given we have such a 
large debt, that immediately increases the cost of 
borrowing. The reality is we are in a more difficult place 
than we were ever led to believe before the election.

There is far too much talk of where each party 
in this coalition differ, and not enough about 

where as a country we should all come 
together and agree on a few things.

The most revealing thing for me about the coalition is 
there is a substantial body of common ground. 

That initial three days after the election, what 
did it feel like to be the party of 'Kingmaker' 
rather than that of 'Outcast'?

In some respects, it was a disturbing and unnerving 
experience, we didn't know what the outcome was going 
to be. It is very satisfying, and addresses one of the biggest 
bricks that has been thrown as our party which says 
"You've never been in government, what do you know 
about policy". It comes with huge risks, the risk the party 
loses its identity is a massive risk, and it is my job as a 
backbencher to work hard to develop independent policy 
proposals and to fight elections as a Liberal Democrat as 
hard and as vigorously as we can.

On a slightly drizzly Westminster morning, the bedraggled Political Promise team braved the Tube strikes, and 
were greeted by a cheery Tom Brake in Portcullis House. His office was pretty bland, despite marvelously 
overlooking the Thames, which Brake proudly told us was the result of the hierarchical nature of room 
allocations in the building. We talked for an hour about coalitions, cuts and Clegg. 

Tom Brake has 
always taken a very 
active role in 
campaigning and 
protesting over issues 
in the name of his 
constituents.

Picture:  Brake 
protesting back in 
2009 against a 
private bus 
company’s plan to 
scrap a local 24 hour 
bus route.   
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INTERVIEW

How much influence do the Liberal Democrats 
have in economic policy?

 If a conservative government had been elected on its 
own, the only tax proposal it had was to scrap inheritance 
tax, which only benefits the 3,000 wealthiest families in the 
country. This is probably what they would have done.

Where will the economy be in five years time? 
Will we still be in debt?

Our ambition is not. We will take the tough decisions to 
bring down the level of public spending to a level 
comparable to what it was 10 years ago. We are not talking 
about a sea change in terms of spending, but something 
more realistic given the economic circumstances we face. I 
am hopeful that within three of four years, the tough 
decisions would be taken, the budget deficit would have 
decreased, the economy stable and the measures we have 
taken to kick start employment within the private sector 
will have kicked in this creating a buoyant economy.

We are hearing a lot of this phrase, ‘tough 
decisions’. The reason why Labour lost the 
election was because they weren’t forthcoming 
as to where the cuts are coming from. When 
the question is asked “are we going to have 
less or more teachers or doctors”, the answer 
is always “tough decisions will be made.” Are 
you happy with that?

No, I’m not. We need to give the public clarity in terms of 
what is happening, and to a certain extent that has already 
happened in the emergency budget back in June which 
identified where savings will have to be be made within this 
financial year, which is unusual for a government, who 
normally do not do so until autumn. We also have the 
comprehensive spending review, which covered a three 
year period of funding levels for each government 
department.

Are you happy with George Osborne? 

Yes, I am happy with George in his role, and Fanny 
Alexander, our secretary to the Treasury.

When you became an MP in 1997, you had 
overturned a majority of 14,000 in the space of 
5 years. How did you manage it?

A couple of reasons why we were able to overturn the 
majority, first of all, there was complacency with the sitting 
MP and his local campaign team. Once it fell to 10,000, in 
normal circumstances that is a safe majority, and by 
predecessor obviously thought that was the case. The 
second part is that luck pays a great part in politics, and in 
1997, lots of Lib Dem and Labour candidates benefitted 
from a feeling in the country of a need for a change and 
the last couple of years of the Conservative government 
were bedeviled with stories about private lives, the ‘Back 
to Basics’ campaign, which John Major launched backfired 
(B2B was about MPs being honest in their personal lives, 
and then was hit by a series of scandals). The final point 
was that we had a very good team of activists and 
councillors, who often act as activists as well, as it is in 
their interests to campaign alongside their Parliamentary 
candidate.

How important are councillors to the political 
process?

Being a councillor is essential for the local area. To have 
elected representatives is an important part of our 
democracy. Although lower than MPs, they are responsible 
for street-cleaning, street-lighting, just someone who is 
embedded in the local community is an essential part of 
our democracy. Often the experience gained as a 
councillor, like how to deal with local issues, correspond 
with constituents and run campaigns, and coming to terms 
with the political argy-bargy can be used to support their 
bid to become a member of Parliament. It is useful for 
some MPs to have experience at a local level, so when 
national issues touch on local issues, although I am not 
pressing that every MP to have been a councillor first!

What do you think about the increasing 
number of young councillors?

There is a risk for young people that if they don’t 
participate in the political process, which is statistically 
confirmed by how many 18-25 year olds who vote in 
elections compared to those who are 65 or older, that 
their views are not getting represented. Politicians are 
more influenced by those who actually vote, or 
participate, so getting involved in any part of the process, 
as a councillor, activist or simply by voting enables you to 
get your voice heard.

Brake being interviewed on the BBC alongside Tessa Jowell MP 
following the election results in May 2010, acting as the 

Liberal Democrat Spokesman For London. 
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How can we improve youth participation 
within politics? Is it the government’s job?

It’s not just the government’s job; I think Parliament has a 
role to make sure young people are registered. In the 
general election, I think I was more effective than most in 
getting young people involved. I had a young organiser, who 
used communication tools, such as Facebook, to draw 
people in to the campaign. It is partly about using the right 
campaign tools, but also trying to identify the issues that 
are more likely to be of interest to them, like student 
tuition or the environment, rather than bombarding them 
with generic information about pensions which is not going 
to be particularly relevant.

What is your view on the Alternative Vote? Is 
it still as Nick Clegg called it, a “miserable 
little compromise?”

I imagine people be able to trawl the records about what 
has been said. I think the AV system is a fairer voting 
system than the present ‘First Past The Post’, if not the 
fairest, but I think it goes a long way to ensuring that every 
candidate will have to have been supported by the majority 
of people in their locality. At the last election, few MPs 
actually received anywhere near 50% of the vote under 
FPTP.

No-one is getting what they wanted with AV 
though?

Ironically, Labour were the only party to advocate AV but 
are now doing a U-turn. I don’t think there is any point 
hiding the fact that you have to make compromise in a 
coalition, this isn’t the ideal system in terms of 
proportional voting, but it is an improvement. If people 
support it in the referendum then we will have to look at it 
again, if the people express a support in changing the 
electoral system. FPTP is discriminatory; Gisela Stuart 
(Labour MP for Birmingham Edgbaston) said in a recent 
debate that it takes 35,000 to vote a Labour MP, 37,000 a 
Tory and 120,000 a Liberal Democrat. That discriminates 
against the voters. Often we are attacked and told we are 
only doing this because it benefits our party, but in 
practice, it should not be acceptable in the present system.

But using 
those figures 
you and Gisela 
mention, the 
BNP currently 
need a million 
votes under 
FPTP.

We would ensure 
against an Israeli-
style 
Parliamentary 
system where small parties hold the balance of power by 
having a 5% threshold nationally to exclude a whole host 
of weird and wonderful parties. In relation to the BNP, 
there is a separate issue that the mainstream parties need 
to be willing to tackle head on, and beat them in the 
electoral process. They are regrettably a legal party, they 
are allowed to campaign and they are entitled to get 
people elected, as they have done to the European 
Parliament.

Where do you stand on tuition fees?

I think it was arbitrary to say that 50% of students should 
go to university, and that was a mistake on the part of the 
previous government. I think asking for student fees up 
front puts off students from the lower income groups, 
especially at a time where post-graduate employment is 
not guaranteed. In an ideal world, it would all be free.

In five years time, how will you pitch your 
election, having fought five aggressive 
elections against Conservatives?

We have made it very clear the coalition is committed to a 
five year agreement, but even in the elections between 
now and then, Scotland, Wales, councils, we are fighting as 
an independent party. One of my responsibility in 
Parliament is to chair the Liberal Democrat Backbench 
Committee on Home Affairs, Justice and Equality, and one 
of my priorities is to identify three or four distinctly Lib 
Dem policies, that hopefully we can implement into 
Parliament and if we don’t then we will take them as 
proposals to the electorate, as an independent platform to 
campaign on.

Picture:  Tom 
Brake addressing 

a Lib Dem 
conference in 

Bournemouth in 
September 2009

Picture:  
Brake at the finishing 
line of the 30km 
Grim Duathlon in 
aid of  the local St 
Raphaels’ Hospice 
in 2009
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What is the best part of being an MP?

I think the greatest privilege is shaping the country’s 
agenda. My view has changed on that slightly, when I was 
first elected I thought being an MP gave me the scope to 
change the world, but I’m a little less ambitious now. The 
other aspect of it is to meet and make connections with a 
range of people that I don’t think in other careers there is 
such an ability to do so. From local people and community 
groups, to international organisations. For example, in a 
couple of months I am going over to the Ivory Coast for a 
week to discuss campaign techniques with the Ivory Coast 
Liberal Party. There is a cross-section of people, from all 
walks of life, and is a fascinating part of being an MP.

Which living politician do you most admire?

Living Politician? I suppose I might quote Tony Benn in 
terms of someone who is independent, although he 
expressed more independence in his views after he left the 
Commons, which I find a little bit distasteful. In terms of 
pure intellect, we have got some really strong minds. David 
Willetts, the university secretary is called Two-Brain 
Willetts, well, we have got Steve Webb, who is called 
Three-brain Webb. David Laws, a self-made millionaire who 
retired at 40, came into politics, obviously didn't need to 
come for the money. In terms of clarity of delivery of clear 
analysis and being able to articulate solutions I would say 
he was another contender.

You needed to work for a decade before you 
entered politics, and as you just mentioned, 
David Laws was a millionaire before he chose 
this career. Do you think there is enough of a 
financial incentive, especially for young 
talented people to come into politics?

People don't go into politics for the money. MPs compared 
to the average man in the street are relatively well paid. A 
backbencher earns about £63,000 a year, clearly in terms 
of bankers and lawyers that is not a lot, but compared to 
the average worker, that is a very good wage. I think people 
get put off going into politics because of the negative 
coverage with expenses, and the new ability for people to 
trawl through private expenses and accounts. There are 
not many other professions where you have to report 
spending £2.50 on a sandwich and a member of the public 
can log on and look at your expenses. I accept that, MPs 
created that problem for ourselves. It is very disappointing 
that people are put off from being an MP, because what 
greater thrill is there than being at the heart of the 
decision-making process of our country. I can't think of 
anything more fascinating to be involved with.

Is 2010 a turning point for the Liberal 
Democrat party?

What the coalition government is doing is giving us 
credibility. We have Nick Clegg, Vince Cable, Danny 
Alexander, Chris Huhne in key positions, understanding 
what government is about, what the constraints are, the 
options and possibilities, so we can go into the next 
general election campaign to say, "We've done that." Chris 
tackling climate change, Danny essential to the recovery of 
the economy, Nick essential to the hopeful change of our 
electoral system, and it will be a huge selling point for us. 
A majority is why I came into politics. I did not come into 
politics to be in Opposition, I came into politics, like all my 
Lib Dem colleagues, to form a government. That is what we 
intend to do.

Tom Brake MP On ...

The Press - 
Personally, I don’t think newspapers should be scrabbling 
around, dishing the dirt on MPs private lives, its not what 
the press is about. The press have too much unaccountable 
power. The Press Complaints Commission, which is 
supposed to monitor their activities is simply packed with 
other people who work in the press, it is a hopeless 
organisation when it comes to holding the press to 
account.

The Iraq War - 
The Lib Dem position was that we opposed the war and 
we never wanted to go in in the first place. We do not 
know the thought processes at the time and the extent to 
which the evidence of Iraqi WMDs was massaged to 
convince, even though it was pretty spurious.

ID Cards - 
Yep, they have been scrapped. Done. Dusted. Finished. 

Equal Marriage - 
At the moment, a man and a woman can get married, and a 
same-sex couple can formally register as a civil 
partnership. You cannot do it the other way round, and it 
could be quite controversial, but we are saying that should 
change. There is absolutely no reason why, for ideological 
reasons, they did not want to get married, and equally if 
churches felt able to celebrate marriage between same sex 
couples, why shouldn’t they be allowed to do that.

House of Lords - 
If we are going to be a radical government, this is 
something we need to address. Will it threaten the 
supremacy of the House of Commons? No, I don’t think 
so. I think what threatens the Lords is the fact it is not 
legitimate, either hereditary or appointed. We are unique in 
having a chamber of unelected officials (apart from Papua 
New Guinea, obviously). It is possibly to devise a system 
where a HoL can provide checks and balances, without 
obstructing the work of the commons. 
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As one may expect, I am not 
enamoured by the first few months of 
Prime Minister’s tenure as he heads 
Britain’s first coalition in thirty years. 
Having read extensively from political 
commentators from across the 
spectrum about how David Cameron 
has been quick to bring about winds of 
change in this country, I am inclined to 
agree strongly. Despite Cameron 
regularly leaving his office at 7pm and 
now on paternity leave, the premier’s 
agenda has been implemented at a 
ferocious speed - and we still await the 
October spending review! I wrote a 
short article on the Political Promise 
website shortly after George 
Osborne’s emergency budget in which I 
conveyed my belief that it was 
regressive and not progressive as 
labelled by the Chancellor. The Budget 
was however the first milestone in 
what is certain to be a difficult few 
years for those at the bottom of the 
social ladder. This government claims to 
be the solution to the structural 
deficit. It is ideology that underpins the 
drastic slashing measure being taken 
now, not the ‘national interest.’ “I am a 
Conservative because I believe that 
those values lead inexorably to a 
political agenda whose central mission 
is to give people more power and 
control over their lives … because we 
want people to rely on their family, not 
the state” (David Cameron, September 
2007)

The above statement was made by 
Cameron when making his pitch for 
Number 10 as Leader of the 
Opposition. It reveals the raison 
d'être of the conservative mindset 
that is ingrained in Cameron as it has 
been in his predecessors; that the 
state should be held at arms length 
from our daily lives and that 
individuals have it within themselves 
to meet the challenges they face. In 
principle, taking individual 
responsibility for your own life is of 
course a desirable, and mandatory 

goal of any society. I suspect however 
for people like David Cameron, this is a 
whole lot easier when you are brought 
up in a financially sound environment 
and benefit from the opportunity to 
study at fee paying schools and Oxford 
University. It is certainly a different 
story for the kid brought up in a 
household with very little income from 
low paid jobs or no job.

I am not trying to engage in any class 
war at this stage, or at any stage. My 
fundamental point is simply that 
Cameron’s belief that government is an 
obstacle to individual autonomy does 
not take account of those handicapped 
by a range of circumstances. The 
cutting of Disability Living Allowance is 
one such illustration of how the 
conservative idea fails miserably. In an 
time when there is less money going 
around, it ought to be the case that the 
government shield those who most 
heavily rely on help from the state. 
Instead, the Cameron approach reasons 
that ‘handouts’ fail to encourage 
enterprise and responsibility, and that 
the private sector is the key to growing 
the economy. For people in need of 
help who are disabled, they are simply 
required to accept the line that ‘we are 
all feeling the pain’ of austerity 
measures.

Of course if these measures were not 
ideologically driven, there would most 
likely be no cuts in the welfare system. 
Consider the amount of money that is 

needed to cut bureaucratic waste (not 
my words) in the public sector. It would 
cost the public purse billions of pounds 
to reorganise departments in health 
and work and pensions, which would in 
turn lead to a service that is 
threadbare in resources. This is a 
worrying road to go down. If it were 
not risky enough to place all your faith 
in the private sector to return us to 
growth, then the simultaneous dilution 
of public services, most notably 
welfare, is a major cause for concern in 
this government’s motives. To empower 
people, opportunity must exist; cutting 
jobs and then taking a cleaver to 
welfare puts generations on the 
scrapheap. Some empowerment that!

This country must realise that this 
government is putting us on the road 
to ruin with its cuts agenda. Sayeeda 
Warsi and Chris Huhne can play the 
scapegoat game with their ‘Labour 
Legacy’ rhetoric until the cows come 
home. It was not ‘unavoidable’ as 
George Osborne said, that so many 
harsh measures were taken in the 
Budget. These were decisions driven by 
values, with the deficit as a convenient 
cover for them. The notion that the 
state is a restrictive force in daily life 
versus the idea that the state must be 
the aid to those most in need. For 
everyone to ‘have a fair shot’ in life, the 
state must intervene and must be 
active in helping people who cannot 
help themselves. Cameron is a Tory to 
the fibre of his being and any hope that 
he sees sense on this is only misplaced. 
The results of the next few years will 
put this laissez-faire attitude to the 
test as acutely as anything previously. 
We can only hope that those people 
on the receiving end of austerity 
measures find solace in the fact that it 
is an ideology losing credibility by the 
day.

Graeme Morrison recently graduated 
from the University of Strathclyde, and is 
currently studying to be a teacher. 

Graeme Morrison
“Cameron’s damaging vision for Britain”

“In principle, taking individual 
responsibility is of course 

desirable. I suspect for people 
like David Cameron, this is a 

whole lot easier when brought 
up in a financially sound 

environment”
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In Scotland, there are real challenges to 
the future of higher education funding 
which we have to face up to.  We have an 
SNP administration which tells us what it 
won’t do but has offered no solution to 
the funding crisis which our universities 
face. 

Michael Russell, the Education Minister, 
has said that he won’t introduce up front 
tuition fees. The SNP came to power 
with populist pledges such as scrapping 
the graduate endowment. They find it 
easy to suck up to Scottish 
undergraduates, promising them the 
world and telling them that they don’t 
have to pay but they are less hasty in 
telling Scottish universities that there’s 
no money to fund them. And this is 
where the problem lies. 

It took the publication of the Browne 
Review to poke Michael Russell into 
action. But now, at a time when decisive 
action is needed, all he is willing to do is 
bring forward a Green Paper by the end 
of the year. 

But a Green Paper is not a solution to 
the problem. The SNP’s policy towards 
higher education is simply non-existent 
and their record is unsustainable.  And 

Normal working people will find it 
difficult to sympathise with the 
protestors and to understand the anger 
of a minority of students who frankly are 
not representative of the student 
population. 

We have got to liberate our universities 
so that they can compete with those 
overseas and are in a position to retain 
their world-class status. If we do not 
face-up to the situation, our universities 
will not survive in their current form. 

This debate has very much become 
detached from reality.  The protestors 
claim that having higher tuition fees will 
put off clever students from poor 
backgrounds from going to university, yet 
there is little evidence for this. Across 
the world, the countries where the 
universities make the biggest 
contribution to social mobility are those 
which charge the highest fees because, 
by doing this, it means that they are able 
to offer free and discounted places to 
those students who would not 
otherwise be able to go.

Declan Pang is in his second year studying 
History at University of Aberdeen.

Declan Pang
“Tuition Fees: A Solution for Scotland?”

they have no intention of telling us what 
their plans are before the election in 
May. 

We need to see decisive action from the 
Scottish Executive, not a ducking of the 
tough decisions that Scotland’s 
universities are in dire need of.  In recent 
weeks, we have seen thousands of 
students protesting across the country 
over the Government’s tuition fee 
reforms. If you look beyond the hype and 
the hysteria, you have to ask what it is 
about the reforms which the protestors 
think is so unjust?

The IFS have released data comparing 
the Government’s plans with the current 
system. Their conclusions show that the 
proposed system is actually highly 
progressive. The bottom third of 
graduates will pay less under the new 
system. If we do not have a tuition fees 
system with individual contributions 
from graduates, the government would 
be collecting taxes from ordinary hard-
working people in order to vastly 
subsidise students to get degrees which 
will enable them to earn much more 
than those without degrees. That is not 
fair. 

Charlie Edwards
“The Great Anti-Conservative Con”

I am surprised how the unions have 
suddenly woken from a 13 year slumber 
as soon as the Tories come to power.

The firefighters had perfect shift 
patterns under Labour. The tubes were 
perfectly safe for workers under Labour. 
Students were completely satisfied with 
the value of their education under 
Labour. What a tumultuous few months 
it has been for the public sector. The 
government has changed colour, and all 
of a sudden everyone is striking. You are 
naive and stupid in equal measure if you 
think these strikes are simply for the 
'common good'. They may well have valid 
public rationale behind them, but they 
have a nasty political undercurrent 
running through.

This is an attack on the Conservatives, 
and ordinary people are falling for it. 

Labour Party, or that Bob Crow is a 
card-carrying member? 

With an ability to wield such political 
power, the ideals of "standing up for the 
ordinary man" have been sacrificed. The 
political motives have been decided upon 
around a table of select trade unionists, 
not the people they represent.

After the Unions helped Ed to beat his 
brother to the Labour leadership, it was 
rumoured that he would be in the 
pockets of the Unions. It seems he is 
using them as an instrument for his own 
agenda.

It is a fudge of the highest order. The 
public sector is better than that.

Charlie Edwards is the Editor of Political 
Promise and is currently on a gap year. 

The violence seen outside Millbank, 
where the NUS targeted the 
Conservative HQ, was proof that unions 
- students, trains, teachers - are 
inherently political. 

There was once a time where we 
questioned the role of trade unions. 
Unaware of the militancy of the 70s and 
80s, our generation had no real idea of 
just how a select few trade unionists can 
bring a country to a halt. 

Under New Labour, the strikes were 
sporadic, anti-management rather than 
anti-government and received little 
media attention. 

I am accusing the unions of playing 
politics. A tubeless London is seen as the 
fault of the Conservatives. Is there any 
coincidence that the RMT donate tens of 
thousands of pounds every year to the 
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Jamie Barclay

English 
Defence 
League: The 
Irony of Idiocy

http://wp.me/pLkUw-px

Jamie Barclay says the English 
Defence League are naive fools for 
undermining the work of our 
troops.  “Robinson and his throng of 
English Defence League advocates 
have failed to fully recognise the 
how serious the consequences of 
their actions could be. “ The 
protests could have an adverse 
effect. “They are 
unwittingly bolstering recruitment in the UK, damaging inter-faith 
relations.” They are playing into the hands of the Islamic extremists, as 
the “friction caused by petty, ignorant groups such as the EDL has 
long been predicted by Islamic strategists.”

Olly Cardinali

Playing Politics 
with Ideas

http://wp.me/pLkUw-ny

The abuse of 18th century 
merchant bankers is similar to that 
faced by the advocates of the Big 
Society.  It has “quickly become the 
marmite of politics; but just 
remember that the whole idea of 
State credit was once too 
disparaged by some of the great 
minds of the early 18th century”. 
The Big Society includes “the bold 
idea to transform Britain into the world’s largest e-Government.” Olly 
Cardinali says this was unfathomable in the earlier days of ‘financial 
evil’: “The more I read the more I felt I had heard all this before, it 
was just being said about 300 years later.”

Alex Gabriel

Why I Hate ‘It 
Gets Better’ 
Campaign

http://wp.me/pLkUw-nC

Alex Gabriel lambasts writer Dan 
Savage’s ‘It Gets Better’ campaign, 
which aims to educate young 
homosexuals that sexuality is not a 
hindrance in life. It is said “well-
meaning campaigns aren’t always well 
thought through”.  He says “The 
philosophy of ‘it gets better’ has a 
definite ring of ‘blessed are the 
meek’, urging people to put up with persecution for the moment 
because a better time is bound to come for them later.”  The 
campaign started after the tragic death of gay schoolboy Billy Lucas.  
“People don’t commit suicide out of doubt that life will get better – 
they kill themselves because they’re tortured now.”
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Max Wilson

Why you 
should vote 
NO to AV

http://wp.me/pLkUw-rJ

“Nobody is saying that FPTP is a perfect 
system but it is definitely better than 
AV” says Max Wilson. “The bizarre thing 
about choosing the AV voting system as 
the proposed route for electoral reform 
is that it is such an obscure system. Only 
three other countries in the world use 
the AV voting system.” With little 
support from either party,  “change for 
the sake of change is dangerous in itself especially as electoral reform 
in May would likely be the end of electoral reform for a while”.  It will 
be susceptible to tactical voting, putting “more power in the hands of 
activists who fully understand the system” more than the average 
man on the street.

Richard Cunningham

Lib Dems: Is the 
party over?

http://wp.me/pLkUw-ss

“David S. Broder had published his essay 
on the failures of U.S Politics. The work, 
‘The Party is Over’, highlighted the failure 
of the U.S Republican and Democratic 
Parties. Broder argued that the electorate 
were voting, not for a Party but for a 
particular issue and for a particular 
candidate.” Richard Cunningham says this 
statement rings true today with the UK 
Liberal Democrat party today.  “Issue and 
candidate voting was evident in Burnley, my home town, where the 
somewhat uncharismatic, yet issue centered, Lib-Dem candidate had 
canvassed around colleges all over the town in order to secure the 
student vote.” 

Jonny Roberts

Give us a job 
mate, but not 
that one

http://wp.me/pLkUw-pP 

Making the unemployed participate in 
manual labour is proving an unpopular 
scheme with Jonny Roberts. 1) “There 
are very few jobs” and it is better 
suited to graduates than a “55-year old 
who worked all their life for a company 
now gone bust and has no formal 
qualifications”. 2) “Forcing people to 
work for their benefits in a ‘community service’-style criminalises 
being unemployed.” 3) “Working 30 hours a week 9-5 will actually 
make it harder to search and apply for jobs”. It seems like the 
Government is looking for councils to sack its full-time litter pickers 
and replace them with the unemployed. “There can be nothing more 
heinous than a Government which seeks to sack off people earning 
the bare minimum only to ‘re-employ’ them on less than half.”
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