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Introduction and Executive Summary

T
his pamphlet brings together a collection of work conducted for the
Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust Ltd over the summer of 2003 focusing
on the health of political parties at a local or constituency level.The

work was carried out to make-up part of the JRRTs contribution to the
Electoral Commission’s review of the funding of political parties.

The issue of how we fund political parties fairly and effectively has been
with us for a long time.The Committee on Financial Aid to Political Parties,
known as the Houghton Committee, recommended the introduction of
financial aid to political parties as far back as 1976.What this pamphlet does is
focus that debate on the health of political parties at the constituency or local
level and argues that without reform, our system of representative democracy
will be seriously weakened.

The two reports in this pamphlet give a true, evidence-based picture of
political party activism at a constituency level.They both find that even
comparatively healthy constituency parties find it impossible to cover the
whole of their constituency with an active campaign and that many local
parties struggle to field full slates of candidates at local authority elections.
Even when parties can find candidates the majority of local parties do not
have enough of them to hold contested selections and very few will be able
to ensure that they can run proper campaigns across a whole constituency.
These findings support other studies as well as the anecdotal evidence many
in politics have had for some time.

Alexandra Runswick outlines the case for small amounts of public money to
be passed on to political parties to better enable them to carry out their local
democratic functions.The New Politics Network outlined more extensively
the various ways in which political activism and local parties could be
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supported in its pamphlet: “Clean Politics, Strong Parties” (NPN 2003).

Many individuals and commentators are deeply sceptical of lending support
to our political parties and some will argue that if parties decline and fade
then that this is simply a result of their failure to inspire the electorate and
others will come along and replace them.The problem is that all parties are in
the same boat and if they all fail we don’t have a back-up plan. We must invest
in our democracy.

Introduction and Executive Summary
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Introduction

P
olitical parties have never been the most popular element of
representative democracy. Indeed, the accusation of belonging to a party
was deeply derogatory in 17th century England and the names first given

to the party groupings,Whig and Tory, were in fact insults. Political parties are
never going to make it onto a list of the nation’s top ten favourite things – like
a line from a Julie Andrews’ song – but they remain as fundamental to
democracy today as they have ever been. Unfashionable though it may be to
say so in the present climate, political parties perform important roles without
which representative democracy could not exist.The lion’s share of this activity
continues to take place at the local or constituency level of party activity.
There is simply no better alternative model for organising democracy.

This article draws on evidence detailed in two research reports
commissioned by the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust – published in the later
pages of this pamphlet – which give fresh insight into the operational health of
local political parties in Britain. It will argue that local political parties, rather
than having become obsolete, are still as vital today as they have ever been.
They are still the only effective mechanism by which normal people can have
any personal contact with the body politic, but they are now nearing critical
condition in terms of their ability to perform the set of tasks we need them to
perform.This article will argue that whilst state funding for political parties will
never seem a popular way to spend taxpayers’ money, an extension of the
considerable funding already given by the state - presently being considered by
government - should be done on the basis of significantly redressing the
balance of finance in party politics away from the centre and back to
constituencies. It will demonstrate the extent of the decrepitude of local
campaigning structures and argue that relatively small sums of state funding
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administered at constituency level could have an enormous impact on political
parties’ ability to recruit, campaign and, crucially, make that all-important
interpersonal connection with the voter.

Explaining state funding

The state already funds political parties to a considerable degree: it just does
so in a rather haphazard, piecemeal fashion.As the roles performed by political
parties have been accepted as necessary to the maintenance of a democratic
system so they have begun to be funded to some degree by the state.The
first example of this was the granting of salaries to MPs from 1911 onwards.
Up to this point only those with a private income could afford to stand for
election to the House of Commons.This inevitably excluded the majority of
the population and made those who held public office more susceptible to
allegations of corruption so a form of state funding was introduced to bolster
public confidence.

Donations in kind are available to political parties during election campaigns.
These include free postage for election communications, free hire of public
buildings, and if a party is fielding candidates in more than 30 seats, the party is
entitled to at least one party political broadcast.The state also recognises the
importance of opposition parties offering alternatives to government policies
and thus funds them - albeit unequally - through so called ‘Short Money’.The
Electoral Commission also gives grants to enable opposition parties in
Parliament to develop policy agendas.

Political parties as mass movements and institutions of civil society have
been in decline for some time and are currently weaker than at any time since
the 1950s. It is not an irrevocable decline but the general trend is downward.
For example Labour Party membership increased after Tony Blair became
leader of the party but has been in steady decline in recent years. Party
membership – and particularly active party membership - is now so low that
it is now time to question parties ability to function properly at all as local
campaigning entities. It is no exaggeration to say that the very health of our
democracy is at stake.

It has been apparent for some time that, where there are active and
competitive local parties, voter turnout is higher than where there is little
competition or activity.The clearest example of this is the relationship
between the turnout and marginality of a constituency. In the 2001 general
election there was a 10% difference in the turnout between the safest and
most marginal seats.The situation is most extreme for smaller or newer
parties who do not have the financial resources to put forward candidates in
all, or even very many constituencies and must instead focus on a few
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relatively promising seats.This is a question of people power as much as
money. Political parties do not have the resources to fight each constituency
campaign, let alone each council ward, in the same way and with the same
resources as they currently do for a key marginal seat. It is highly unlikely that
they would choose to do so even if this were possible. However it is
important to recognise that these allocation decisions have major implications
for local democracy, particular ly in the light of declining party membership.
That parties will vary the amount of attention they give any particular seat
depending on its relevant importance to them is an obvious and natural
element of political campaigning strategy. What we need to question is
whether the minimum level of campaigning in lesser target seats is providing a
sufficient level of communication to the electorate to sustain good,
informative, participatory democracy itself.

It is estimated that in 1964 the combined membership of the Labour,
Conservative and Liberal parties stood at 3.2 million. By 2002 their
membership had fallen to around 663,000 meaning that the 3 main parties
had a combined membership of just over a thousand people per constituency
in Great Britain.A study of the 2001 general election by Denver, Hands, Fisher
and MacAllister1 found that the average number of campaign wor kers – the
active party members who could be relied upon to leaflet and canvass – was
61 for the Conservatives, 32 for Labour and 20 for the Liberal Democrats.As
membership of political parties has continued to fall since the last general
election, the prospects for widespread, competitive, local campaigning in the
forthcoming election do not look good.

Recruiting for public service

One of the key functions that political parties perform is to recruit people
to stand for public office.Whether at a local, regional, national or European
level the vast majority of elected officials are selected to stand for election by
political parties.Although media attention is usually focused on Westminster
or the devolved assemblies, where elected officials are full time employees and
receive a full salar y, it is worth bearing in mind that thousands of local
government councillors across the country do this in addition to their careers
for considerably lower financial reward. Instead of watching Eastenders or
spending time with friends and family they give their free time to ensure local
services are available and run smoothly. Public service is rarely glamorous.

Television programmes such as Vote for Me , which will be shown on ITV in
the run up to the next general election in the UK, are trying to popularise the
political selection processes by using the Pop Idol format to select candidates
for election.The idea is to bring ‘ordinary’ people in to politics: the kind of
people who are supposed to be apathetic and disillusioned with the current
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state of politics. In this first UK version, the candidate who is ultimately
selected by the judges and the public will choose a constituency in which to
stand for election to the House of Commons.While this may focus public
attention on both the selection process and the General Election, it is not
feasible to run this kind of competition in every council ward, or even every
constituency in a general election.This is one of the key roles of political
parties and they – as ITV will undoubtedly be demonstrating albeit
inadvertently – need significant resources to perform them.

It will be interesting to see whether people will be queuing round the block
for hours for the chance to be a public servant, as they do for the chance to
be in Pop Idol. Peter Facey and Emily Robinson in their study of the health of
local political parties – conducted for the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust
(JRRT) and published later in this pamphlet – suggests that this will not be the
case. Many of the local parties in their study were unable to field candidates in
all wards because they could not find suitable candidates willing to stand.This
problem is most acute in safe seats held by another party where, in one
instance a local party was only able to field candidates in 14% of wards. It is
worth pointing out that the Facey and Robinson study only looks at the
prospects of the three major English parties! However even in some marginal
seats, which are the focus of a greater degree of party activity and
campaigning, some parties are unable to field candidates in all the available
seats. Of the 10 local parties that were able to fulfil this basic criteria, only 4
were also able to hold a contested selection process.

This lack of potential candidates for public office poses a number of serious
threats to our democracy. If seats are not actively contested then there is a
greater risk of corruption. We need high quality candidates so that politics
doesn’t descend into a relay race, where power is simply transferred between
a small group of the ‘usual suspects’ without any regard for public opinion.The
quality of candidates is also crucial to the public perception of politics and
politicians. High standards in local government requires high quality candidates.
It may sound an obvious statement but where there is a choice of only one
candidate, or indeed none from the party of your choice, there is no way to
make a choice for a quality candidate.The evidence of the Facey and
Robinson report illustrates that this is the case in far too many local authority
areas.

Finally, the issue of diversity is one that has finally reached a degree of
acceptance in all three major parties. Political parties are beginning to address
the fact that women and members of ethnic minorities are woefully under
represented in public life, but the fact remains that the majority of elected
representatives, particular ly in local government, are white, middle-aged men.
Again, where there is no or little choice of candidate, there is nothing anyone
can do to encourage under represented groups to take up politics.
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For many people local politics is their only first hand experience of politics
and government: Westminster and even the devolved assemblies can seem
along way away from the realities of daily life. If we want people to engage
with politics and participate in their local communities then we need a variety
of strong candidates, from a range of backgrounds, who can inspire the
electorate.

The face of politics – leafleting, canvassing, talking

The evidence of the Facey and Robinson study also describes how party
membership and activism has declined to such an extent that even in some
marginal seats parties cannot mount even minimal-standard election
campaigns.They find themselves unable to leaflet anything like the whole of
their constituency and frequently cannot even find enough candidates to stand
for all their council wards.

Leafleting may seem an antiquated form of political communication, but it is
the essential mechanism by which each local party is able to present
alternative policy agendas to the electorate. Facey and Robinson found that
this was the most common activity for local party members, with an average
of 18% of members delivering leaflets at least once a year.Yet none of the
parties included in the study were able to deliver to the whole of their
constituency, the areas covered ranged from a few wards to 75% of the
constituency.

In marginal constituencies parties often compensate for a lack of activists by
using direct mail or national advertising.There is, however, a long term cost to
this strategy which the short term gain has hidden from election
strategy-thinking.That is to say, it may prove an effective means to win a seat
in the short term as it provides a means of communicating with voters where
a party has less of a natural supporter base. But the hidden cost is that it does
not meet the electorate’s basic desire to meet the people from the party they
are being asked to vote for. People respond best and are most likely to vote if
they have been contacted in person.Today’s swing seat or by-election success
will lead to tomorrow’s general election turnout of below 50%.

The effect of personal contact on people’s perception of politics and
politicians in the medium to long term is also significant. If over successive
election campaigns a person has never been canvassed personally, the
likelihood of them having a positive view of politics and politicians, and
consequently the likelihood of them turning out to vote, is likely to drop
significantly. Canvassing can be an odd, not to mention intimidating activity, but
it is an essential part of election campaigning. It forces both the electorate and
members of political parties to engage with each other, to see each other as
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fellow citizens. Denver, Hands, Fisher and MacAllister found that in the best
case – i.e . those marginal target seats – no more than half of the electorate
were canvassed in the 2001 general election campaign.This fell to 18% for the
Labour and Conservative Parties and 8% for the Liberal Democrats in non-
target seats.The questions we have to ask ourselves are: is it surprising that
only 59% of the electorate bothered voting if so few people ever see a
member of a political party? Is it surprising that the electorate has become
more influenced by media cynicism of political parties than in previous
decades? And is it any surprise that the electorate fail to feel as confident
about policy detail as they themselves, and those in politics professionally,
would like?

Political parties are caught in a vicious circle whereby the perception of
sleaze and corruption further undermines public trust in politics, politicians
and political institutions.This deprives them of members and forces them to
rely more heavily on centralised campaigning methods.These methods are
costl and, leave the party more reliant on large donations which increasingly
these days coming from individuals.

It is worth remembering that we know about these donations to political
parties precisely because they are made public.The Labour Party thought they
had circumvented the party funding scandals, which had dogged the last
Conservative government, when they introduced the Political Parties, Elections
and Referendums Act (PPERA) in 2000.2 The perception of corruption may
well have died down had the majority of the electorate had an alternative
perception to counter it with – an alternative gained possibly from meeting a
normal party activist on their doorstep and talking about common interests
and concerns. But parties at the moment lack the person power to speak to
the electorate , and to counter ill feeling.

Public opinion

Public attitudes have begun to change . Conventional wisdom has so far held
that state funding for political parties was an un-sellable proposition: it was too
unpopular to ever be a realistic policy option. However the recent Joseph
Rowntree Reform Trust State of the Nation 2004 poll conducted by ICM
suggests that this may no longer be the case.The public generally supported
the roles that political parties play in a democracy:

● 71% of respondents agreed that political parties give ordinary voters
the chance to choose between different sets of policies for Britain;

● 64% agreed that they represented important strands of public 
opinion both in government and opposition;
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● 51% agreed that they provide vehicles for party activists seeking 
election to public office.

Furthermore there was a lack of awareness of the present system of party
funding, its dangers and the need for reform:

● 73% agreed that funding parties by voluntary donations is unfair 
because there is a risk that wealthy individuals, businesses and trade 
unions can buy influence over political parties;

● 62% agreed that political parties with significant public support should 
be provided with public funds to limit their dependency on donations 
from wealthy individuals, businesses and trade unions;

● 74% agree that there should be a limit on how much people could 
donate to political parties.

Openness and transparency about donations to political parties is not
enough in itself to end allegations of sleaze and restore public confidence in
political parties as institutions of civil society. It is not just enough to cut out
the cancer : we need to repair the damage. Politics needs ordinary people to
do this – party activists.There are a number of ways that party funding could
be reformed to bolster local party activism and allow new interests and 
parties to develop locally rather than simply funding the national party 
operations.

In the 1980s and 1990s there was an ‘arms race’ in party funding where
each party tried to outspend the other with only a simplistic, short-term
analysis of what they were spending money on, or for what reason.This 
culminated in the Labour and Conservative Parties each spending £40million
during the 1992-1997 parliament. Only a small percentage of this found its
way to local parties, despite the fact that local expenditure is more effective
pound for pound than national campaigning.

Local party finances

Although it is the large sums of money spent nationally by parties that grab
the headlines, and indeed the large single donations that cause most concern,
the state of local party funding should be of far greater concern. Of the 16
parties included in Facey and Robinson’s study, 10 had an income of under
£10,000 a year and six of these had an income of less than £1000 a year.
Their single biggest expense was printing campaign literature. If local parties
cannot even afford to print campaign leaflets then we cease to have a 
competitive party system.
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Political parties do of course receive significant funding from a range of
sources: the state is now the biggest funder; followed by large individual 
donations; trade union affiliations and party membership subscriptions.As has
been discussed, most of this money is retained or brought into the national
party for national campaigning.Any extension of state support for political
parties should be done on the basis of seeking to address the critical lack of
local campaigning ability illustrated by the reports in this pamphlet.

Political parties need to be encouraged to recruit and to retain members. A
means by which the state could support this process would be to offer
matched funding for membership fees and small donations.This would mean
that whatever the local party could raise through membership fees and 
donations would be matched by public funds in a grant to the local party.
Matched funding would guarantee that the poorest parties could at the very
least print campaign literature and run a minimum-standard campaign. But
their ability to run such campaigns relative to other local parties would still be
based on their ability to win the favour of the electorate through signing them
up as members and encouraging small donations.

A system of locally retained matched funding for donations and membership
subscriptions could transform the nature of local campaigning.The income of
local parties varies widely and inevitably influences the type of campaigns that
can be run.The 4 poorest parties in the Facey and Robinson study had an
income of less than £1000 a year: these parties can barely afford to print
campaign leaflets.The richest party in the survey with an annual income of
£134,000 can employ staff, rent an office or maintain a website.

The Facey and Robinson study illustrates not only the range of income 
levels different parties enjoy, but also shows that the overall level of funding to
local politics is still extremely low. Even the most wealthy local party’s
£134,000 annual income only equates to the average income of a small 
voluntary sector organisation.The overall cost to the taxpayer of a matched
funding scheme would be relatively small, but parties are at present so starved
of resources even a modest rise in income could have an enormous impact.

Just a small rise in income levels could see parties establish a habit of regular
communication with their electorate. It could mean they could produce 
non-member mailings and be able to send them to the whole constituency for
instance.They could set up a website with details of what the party is doing in
that area and how people can get involved.A quick trawl through the 
websites of local political parties illustrates how despite the national parties
best efforts to encourage use of the internet, most are significantly behind
most other sectors of society in their effective use of the internet. Most local
football fan clubs have more sophisticated and better maintained websites
than their equivalent local parties.This is still a very basic level of local political
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communication: the bare minimum necessary for a competitive party system
to operate under.

The ability to employ a member of staff even on a part time basis is an
example of where a little extra money, with the incentive for the party to 
generate this money itself, could really make a difference . Of the local parties
in the Facey and Robinson study, only half had access to paid staff below the
regional office, usually shared with other constituencies. Only two had their
own constituency organisers.As has already been discussed, personal contact
makes a huge difference whether it is getting people involved in a campaign,
discussing policy issues, convincing them to vote or simply presenting a human
face for politics. If new members are contacted personally when they first join,
to let them know about meetings and discuss the ways in which they can be
involved, they are much more likely to be active. Equally, having a member of
staff who has the time to organise party members can be crucial. Often local
parties suffer less from the decline in overall membership than a decline in the
number of active members. Personally contacting existing members to discuss
the ways in which they can help and be involved even of they don’t want to
attend meetings can make the difference between being able to deliver leaflets
to some of the constituency or all of it, to canvassing all wards or just your
own party’s safe wards.

If it is desirable for local parties to increase their membership then there
needs to be someone with the time and resources to run a recruitment 
campaign. People no longer join parties simply out of class, or professional 
loyalty.They no longer feel bound to life-long membership and most have a
thousand other offers for things to spend their money or time on.
Recruitment and retention of members is a very different business now than
it was in the 1950s.We can no longer simply expect our parties to have large
memberships purely because our ‘cause’ is worthy.The electorate has more
choices to make about how it should spend its time and money than it has
ever had before. It is unrealistic to expect that political parties will be able
compete with all the single issue groups, sport clubs, fitness centres, video
shops, restaurants, live music events, etc. with what is effectively a
communications and marketing operation 30 years out of date and
under-resourced.

Additional funding could help local parties to hold policy discussions and
public debates on local issues.The Facey and Robinson study found that the
current level of policy discussion is generally low and in some cases
non-existent.Yet the reason that most people get involved in politics is that
they care about issues and policy and want to make a difference in their
community. At the moment few local parties are able to give them this
opportunity. If we are serious about bringing new people into politics, of
engaging with groups who are currently underrepresented in the British
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political system, then we need healthy local parties which are able to go out
and talk to them, of demonstrating how politics is relevant to their lives and
how their participation can make a difference.

Electoral politics is dominated by political parties but fewer people than
ever before are joining political parties and fewer still actively participate in
functions which are absolutely essential to the healthy operation of a
representative democracy.We need to find ways of encouraging and nurturing
political activity at local or constituency level.We need to accept that political
communication between parties and the public is absolutely essential, and that
the amateur methods of organising this are outdated, under-resourced and
expect too much from too few people. But we should not make the mistake
of thinking that political communication and campaigning can be done with
anything like the same effect if conducted only by central party headquarters
where expensive advertising replaces personal contact as the primary means
of communication. If politics were a business it would have gone bankrupt
years ago, largely due to it having stopped investing in localised marketing
campaigns and having not recruited any sales personnel for over two decades.
The price of political campaigning - both during and between elections – is
the price of democracy.The question we have to ask ourselves is how long do
we think we can get away with democracy on the cheap?

Notes

1. Denver, Hands, Fisher and MacAllister : ‘The Impact of Constituency
Campaigning in the 2001 General Election’; British Elections and Party Review
vol. 12

2. The PPERA set up the Electoral Commission and established the first
legally binding rules on donations to political parties. Political parties can now
only accept donations of more than £200 from UK registered voters or UK
based organisations and companies. Also gifts in kinds such as the use of
office space are now categorised and published as donations. Political parties
are required to make quarterly returns to the Electoral Commission detailing
the cash and non-cash donations received by the party locally and nationally.
In particular the parties must report donations over £5000 accepted by the
party nationally or donations of £1000 accepted locally or regionally
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Introduction

T
his project is the outcome of a series of discussions between the New
Politics Network and the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust Ltd. (JRRT) The
major concern of JRRT in this instance was the long term health of

political parties and in particular the issue of how state funding could be used
to re-invigorate local parties and local democracy against the background of
the electorates’ disengagement with politics at all levels.The JRRT
commissioned the New Politics Network to undertake this research, the aim
of which was to take a ‘snap shot’ of the health of local constituency parties. It
is hoped that this pilot project will inform the formation of a state funding
policy that will ser ve to strengthen the operation of politics at the
constituency level.

Project Design

The project design was overseen by Dr Justin Fisher of Brunel University. It
included the use of a questionnaire, parts of which were based on a survey
used by the Neill Committee as part of their investigation into party funding
and Fisher and Denver’s post General Election surveys of party election
agents.

Constituencies were chosen to achieve a balance between political parties,
geography and demographics.The British Parliamentary Constituency
Database was used to make the constituency selection. The survey was
mainly carried out by face-to-face interviews, with the remaining interviews
being conducted over the telephone.The aim was not only to interview the
leading party in a constituency but also to discover the relative health of the

13

Research Report I

An Analysis of the Health of
Local Political Parties in 2003

Peter Facey and Emily Robinson

An Analysis of the Health of Local Political Parties in 2003



second and third parties.Where possible we have interviewed the three main
parties in each target constituency. If this was not possible we interviewed
parties in similar constituencies.

The Data

We conducted twenty interviews in twelve parliamentary constituencies in
the period between the last week in July and the first week in September
2003.The interviews were conducted with local party Chairs and Secretaries
with  the assistance of local party Treasurers in a number of cases.We
recognise the sample is small, but believe that it can provide a useful indication
of the health of political parties at a parliamentary constituency level.

Membership

The data illustrates that, on average, the Conservatives had the largest
constituency membership followed by Labour and then the Liberal Democrats
(see table 2). Overall membership fell by 14% between 2001 and 2003 (9%
fall in 2002 and 5% in 2003). Membership of all parties fell, with the Liberal
Democrats’ membership falling the least.
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Type of constituencies 

Description Code

Labour Northern suburban marginal seats MLS

Very safe Northern Labour inner-city seats NICL

Safe Labour London urban seats LUL

Safe Conservative rural seats in the Midlands SRC

Very safe Conservative suburban seats in the South East VSSC

Marginal Liberal Democrat seats in the South West LDRM

Table 1

Party 2001 2003

Conservative  * 768 640

Labour 342 293

Liberal Democrats 103 101

Average Constituency Membership

* Conservative figures based on 4 constituencies, Labour and 
Liberal Democrat figures based on 8 local party returns.  

Table 2



Though the sample is small the figures and trend in membership broadly
matches those in Denver & Fishers Report on Constituency Membership and
Activism 1992-2001.

Income and Expenditure

Financial income data was obtained for sixteen local parties, and
expenditure data for fourteen local parties in 2002. Of the sixteen local
parties, ten had income under £10,000 a year, four of these had income of
less than a £5,000 and the remaining six had income of less than £1,000.The
bottom fourteen local parties had a combined income of less than the
income of the highest earning local party.
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Code Party 2000 2001 2002 2003

MSL1 Cons 360 389 393 443
MSL1 Lib Dem 120 101 95 90
NIC1 Cons 57 45 38 38
NIC1 Labour 300 285 270 260
NIC1 Lib Dem 22 19 11 11
NIC2 Labour no data 415 397 358
NIC2 Lib Dem 65 60 55 50
NIC3 Labour c300 c300 c300 c300
LUL1 Labour 704 597 542 510
LUL1 Lib Dem c50 c50 c50 c50
SRC1 Cons c380 c380 c380 c380
SRC1 Labour 249 180 145 132
SRC1 Lib Dem 100 103 112 110
SRC2 Labour no data 420 370 311
VSSC1 Cons 2,300 2,260 1,900 1,700
VSSC2 Lib Dem 165 170 175 180
VSSC3 Labour 300 280 260 250
VSSC4 Lib Dem c104 c104 c104 c104
LDRM1 Labour 284 258 237 230
LDRM1 Lib Dem 218 221 220 216

Number of Members by Constituency Table 3

Rank Code Party Income MP

1 VSSC1 Conservative £134,000 Yes
2 LUL1 Labour £60,438 Yes
3 SRC1 Conservative £38,465 Yes
4 LDRM Conservative £33,293 No
5 MSL1 Conservative £27,048 No
6 LDRM1 Liberal Democrat £10,642 Yes

 Top 6 Local Parties by IncomeTable 4



The top two local parties in terms of annual income both have a sitting MP,
own their own property and receive a rental income.

In relation to the fourteen local parties for which expenditure data was
obtained, six had an income of less than £1,000 and four an income of less
than £5,000.The largest portion of the expenditure of the poorest local
parties went on printing and campaign literature.The largest expenditure item
for the four local parties with the highest expenditure went on staffing costs.
The data from this study broadly matches that produced for the Neill
Committee in 1998, with the lowest party income being £250 and the highest
being £134,000.

Organisation

The parliamentary constituency represented the main organisational unit of
the political parties interviewed for this study. However, four of the twenty
local parties interviewed were either based on more than one constituency or
were based on the local authority area. Of the four local parties not based on
one parliamentary constituency, three were Liberal Democrats and one was
Labour.They were all in constituencies where they were comparatively weak
in electoral terms.
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0-10K 10
11-20k 1
21-30k 1
31-40K 2
41-50K 0

50k-100K 1
100K+ 1

Total 16

Income No. of Parties

Income by bandTable 5

0-10K 10
11-20k 0
21-30k 1
31-40K 1
41-50K 0
50k+ 2

Total 14

Expenditure No. of Parties

Expenditure by bandTable 6



Four local parties owned their own offices and seven other local parties had
access to some office space .These were normally shared either with the MP
or with neighbouring constituencies. In a number of cases local parties rented
office space owned by a local social club affiliated to a political party.

Half the local parties interviewed had some access to paid staff at a level
lower than the regional office. Only two out of twenty one  local parties had
their own constituency organisers (both Conservative), four others had staff
they shared with up to two other constituencies and four other local parties
had access through MPs or the local council group.

Activity

Looking at the number of members who engage in campaigning the most
popular activity (in terms of the number of people involved) was leaflet
delivery. On average 18% of members could be expected to help deliver
leaflets at least once a year, though the percentage of members who were
willing to deliver varied greatly between local parties (see Table 8).

Outside of election periods, the level of activity in local parties, as indicated
by the distribution of leaflets, varied greatly, although only four local parties did
not deliver in a non-election year. No local party delivered to the whole of
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Code Party Own its HQ Staff

MSL1 Conservatives No Yes
MSL1 Liberal Democrats No No
NICL1 Liberal Democrats No Yes
NICL1 Conservatives No Yes
NICL1 Labour No Yes
NICL2 Labour No Yes
NICL2 Liberal Democrats No No
NICL3 Labour Yes No
LUL1 Labour Yes Yes
LUL1 Liberal Democrats No No
SRC1 Conservatives No Yes
SRC1 Labour No No
SRC1 Liberal Democrats No No
SRC2 Labour No No
VSSC1 Conservatives Yes Yes
VSSC2 Liberal Democrats No No
VSSC3 Labour Yes No
VSSC4 Liberal Democrats No No
LDRM1 Liberal Democrats No Yes
LDRM1 Labour No No
LDRM1 Conservative No Yes

HQ and StaffTable 7



their constituency.The area covered by leafleting varied from a few wards to
75% of the constituency.The frequency with which leaflets were delivered also
varied greatly with ten local parties delivering leaflets at least quarterly. Labour,
on the whole, was the most infrequent leaflet deliverer.

Table 8, shows that the level of policy discussion at constituency level is low,
in some cases non-existent.The Labour Party is the most likely to regularly
discuss policy, with the Liberal Democrats the least likely.The Labour party is
the most likely to hold regular meetings, with the Conservatives the most
likely to organise social activities.Across the parties the most popular
fundraising activities were social events (dinners, parties, coffee mornings etc)
followed by draws and raffles.

Seventeen of the local parties interviewed had non-party members who
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MSL1 Con. 443 200 45% 20 5% 100 -

MSL1 Lib Dem 90 18 20% 2 2% 4 People

NICL1 Con. 38 6 15% 4 10% 6 People

NICL1 Labour 260 55 21% 40 15% 6 Debate & 
engagement

NICL1 Lib Dem 11 0 0% - 0 2 People

NICL2 Labour 358 70 19% 50 14% 50
People    
Time

People

Money

NICL3 Labour c300 30 10% no data - 12 People

LUL1 Labour 510 200 39% 45 9% Not many -

LUL1 Lib Dem c50 6 12% 2 4% 0 People

SRC1 Con. c380 40 10% 30 8% 20 People

SRC1 Labour 132 8 6% - - Occasional People

SRC1 Lib Dem 110 30 27% - - 15 People

SRC2 Labour 311 20 6% 10 3%
Family/ 
Friends

People  
Money

VSSC1 Con. 1700 200 9% - - 0 -

VSSC2 Lib Dem 180 40 22% 12 7% 80 -

VSSC3 Labour 250 15 6% 20 8% 0 People

VSSC4 Lib Dem c104 60 57% 8 8% 60 People

LDRM1 Labour 230 18 8% 18 8% 2 People

LDRM1 Lib Dem 216 40 19% 25* 12% 8 People

*This is based on the first policy discussion the local party has held for a number of years.

24% 6 12% SomeNICL2 Lib Dem 50 12

No. of Non 
Party 

Helpers

Main Block on 
Activity Lack of:

Party Activity

Code

No. of 
Party 

Members 
who help 

deliver

No. of 
Members 
involved 
in policy 
discussio

ns

Party
No of 

Member
s

% 
Members 

who 
deliver

% of 
Members 

involved in 
policy 

discussions

Table 8



were involved in their activities.These included ex-members who had left the
party over national policy, family and friends of party members, and
supporters of local councillors and/or MPs who do not want to join. The
Liberal Democrats seemed to be more dependent than Labour or the
Conservatives on non-party members for help in their activities. Fifteen of the
twenty local parties interviewed described the main block on activity as the
lack of people available to do things.

Ability to find Local Elections Candidates

Two indicators of the relative health of a local party are a)  the ability to
find enough candidates to contest all the seats available for election and b) to
have a sufficient number of potential candidates to have contested selections.
Only half the local parties interviewed had enough candidates to contest all
the seats available for election. It did not seem to make a difference whether
the elections came available simultaneously or by thirds. In ‘all-up’ elections it
was a struggle for the smaller parties to find enough candidates, but at least
they only had to do it once every four years. In those local authorities where
elections were held by thirds many local parties complained about having to
find candidates every year due to election fatigue.
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MSL1 Liberal Democrats 3rds 100% No
MSL1 Conservatives 3rds 100% Yes
NICL1 Liberal Democrats 3rds 100% No
NICL1 Labour 3rds 100% No
NICL1 Conservatives 3rds 100% Yes
NICL2 Labour 3rds 100% Yes
NICL2 Liberal Democrats 3rds 100% Yes
NICL3 Labour 3rds 100% No
LUL1 Labour All Up 100% No
LUL1 Liberal Democrats All Up 61% No
SRC1 Labour 3rds 42% No
SRC1 Liberal Democrats 3rds 63% Yes
SRC1 Conservatives 3rds 92% No
SRC2 Labour 3rds 19% No
VSSC1 Conservatives All Up 100% No
VSSC2 Liberal Democrats All Up 68% No
VSSC3 Labour 3rds 30% No
VSSC4 Liberal Democrats 3rds 85% No
LDRM1 Liberal Democrats All Up 97% No
LDRM1 Labour All Up 97% No

Local Council Candidates

Code Party

Councillors 
Elected by 
3rds or all 
at once.

% of Local 
council seats 

contested

Were all  
candidate 
selections 
contested

Table 9



Party Funding

As well as asking local party officers about their constituency the study also
asked them about their views on state funding.Their responses were personal
and not the collective view of their local parties. It is recognised that the
sample is small, but the authors believe it still provides a good indication of the
views of the people who run local political parties.

None of the local party officers interviewed believed that a cap on
donations between £5,000 and £10,000 would have an effect on their local
party.When asked if they were in favour of a cap, fourteen out of the twenty
responded that they were in favour of some sort of cap. In terms of the party
balance all eight Liberal Democrats and six of the Labour local party officers
were in favour of a cap; in contrast all the Conservative officers were opposed
to a cap.

Local party officers were presented with a list of various types of state
funding and asked to indicate which of them they would prefer, with the
option of choosing more than one.The most popular option was matched
funding with fourteen of the twenty local parties indicating a preference for it
(seven Labour, six Liberal  Democrat and one Conservative).The next most
popular options were the partial reimbursement of constituency campaign
expenditure followed by option to issue national grants.The least popular
reform option was money per vote.

The Liberal Democrats were, on the whole, supportive of any change, but
with money per vote being their least favoured option.Of the Labour sample,
seven out of the eight local party officers supported matched funding with the
next most favoured option being national grants, which in comparison
received a preference from only half of the sample. Some concern was
expressed that the grants would not be channelled down to local parties.
Three of the four Conservative local parties interviewed indicated that they
would prefer no change, but tax relief and the partial reimbursement of
constituency campaign expenditure received two preferences each as the least
harmful options on the table.

Conclusions

It should again be emphasised that the sample was small: twenty local party
officers in twelve constituencies. Despite the size of the sample useful
identifiable trends and conclusions can be drawn from the sur vey.

Activity

Though the level of activity varied greatly, none of the local parties were
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capable of regularly communicating with the whole of their electorate. Even
local parties, which held their parliamentary seat and were comparatively rich
had difficulty communicating with all but a small percentage of their electorate.

Members and Activists

The decline in party membership evident from national party figures was
equally evident at the local party level. In the main northern Labour inner-city
seat examined in this study (NICL1) total membership of all three parties
stood at 309.

Three quarters of the local party officers interviewed identified the main
block on local activity as a lack of people. At the same time fifteen local
parties indicated that they did not have enough potential council candidates to
ensure that all selections were competitive, and in half the local parties they
did not have enough candidates to fight every seat.

Attitudes to State Funding

Unsurprisingly there was no unanimity amongst local party officers, but
there was a large majority for reform of some kind.The favourite option was a
form of matched funding for small donations and membership fees. On the
issue of a cap the evidence of this survey was that it would not have a direct
effect on local parties and that a majority of local party officers would favour
a cap.

Could State Funding Help Local Party Activity? As the main problem
identified in this sur vey is the lack of participation in local party politics, state
funding could be structured to help in two ways:

1. To provide a greater monetary incentive to recruit members
and supporters. For this to happen state funding would need to be 
tied to peoples’ involvement with a party, either in the form of
matched funding for membership fees and small donations, or in 
some sort of registered supporter scheme.

2. At a time when volunteer help is at a relative low point, state 
funding could provide local parties with funds to employ staff locally
to ensure greater communication with the electorate.The way in 
which funding is provided should not in itself undermine the need for 
participation.

An Analysis of the Health of Local Political Parties in 2003
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Introduction

T
he data reported here are derived from postal surveys of constituency
election agents/organisers conducted immediately after the general
elections of 1992, 1997 and 2001. The surveys covered the

Conservatives, Labour, Liberal Democrats, the SNP and Plaid Cymru and the
response rates (detailed in the Appendix) were notably high and
representative of all constituencies. We can be reasonab ly confident, therefore,
that the results presented and discussed below are robust.

The discussion is largely based on responses to two survey questions:

1. Roughly how many people are members of your constituency 
party/association?

2. In some parts of your constituency your party will have had an active
local campaign organisation, in others organisation may have been 
weak or non-existent. Roughly what proportion of the electorate 
was covered by active local campaign organisations?

Election agents are in a good position to know the size of their local party
and a previously published article has confirmed the accuracy of these survey
data, corroborating the results with other data sources (Fisher, 2000). Using
responses to the first question, therefore, we can present data which reliably
describes variations in constituency membership both across parties and over
time.

The second question provides a measure of the level of party activity at
local level.As Denver et al (1997, 1998, 2002) have shown, there has been an
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increasing trend across all parties towards central party involvement in
constituency campaigning – especially in ‘key’ seats.This question, however,
allows us to focus on genuinely local party activity.

Party Membership in Constituencies

Table 1 shows the mean number of party members per constituency at the
time of each election. It is clear, first, that there has been a steady decline in
membership of local Conservative parties.Average membership has more
than halved over this period.Various explanations for this decline have been
suggested. First, as Whiteley, Seyd & Richardson (1994) point out,
Conservative decline has been an ongoing process for some years,
exacerbated by the high mean age of members, estimated to be 62 in 1994.
Secondly, the political circumstances of the last decade are likely to have been
important. Not only has the party experienced significant division, it has also
experienced repeated election defeats. Having won the 1992 general
election, the Conservatives then experienced a series of disastrous defeats - in
local and European Parliament elections and in parliamentary by-elections.
After 1997, of course , the picture was even star ker. Although there was
something of a ‘bottoming out’ of Conservative fortunes at local and
European levels, the party did not win a single by-election seat from Labour
and, of course , made virtually no progress in the 2001 general election. It
would be surprising if this continued electoral unpopularity had not
contributed to membership decline. Nonetheless, the Conservatives still have
a higher mean membership per constituency than any other party.

For Labour, the picture has been more mixed. Mean constituency
membership was higher in 2001 than it was in 1992. However, the 2001 figure
represents a significant drop from the high point recorded in 1997.Again this
can be at least partially explained by political circumstances. Prior to 1997, the
party and its new leader were both very popular.There was widespread
expectation that Labour could unseat the then unpopular Conservatives.
Following the 1997 election, the decline in membership may partly be
explained by disillusion with the government (justified or otherwise) and by
the fact that the new members recruited in the run-up to 1997 were less
committed to the party than those who were long-term members. Seyd &
Whiteley (2002) show that ‘post Blair’ party members were less likely to be
trade unionists and had weaker partisan identification than long-standing
members.

Liberal Democrat membership continues to be relatively small and has
declined somewhat since 1997. In one sense, this is a surprise given the party’s
success in that election and its enhanced status, not only at Westminster, but
also in Scotland and Wales following the first elections to the Scottish
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Parliament and the Welsh Assembly. One possible explanation is that
members may not have been comfortable with the apparent closeness of the
party to Labour.That said, Charles Kennedy was already articulating a desire
for greater distance between the parties by 2001.

By way of contrast, both the SNP and Plaid Cymru have experienced a
steady growth in membership. Part of the reason may be the sense of
imminent change prior to 1997, but certainly since then, the growth may be
explained by the devolution referendums, the establishment of the Scottish
Parliament and the Welsh Assembly and the enhanced status of both parties –
the SNP and Plaid Cymru being the major opposition parties in the respective
institutions.

In addition to these factors,other explanations for variations in the size of
party membership are also worth noting. Fisher (2000) shows that a
combination of political, structural and demographic factors helps explain
variations in the size of local parties.As illustrated in these data, political
success tends to increase party membership but other things are also
significant. For both the Conservatives and Labour, the changes caused by the
boundary review prior to the 1997 election tended to depress membership –
the more change there was, the lower the membership in 1997.And for all
parties, socio-demographic factors are significant.A local preponderance of
middle-class citizens tends to boost local membership in all three main parties.

Table 2 shows regional variations in party membership with the data for
each party arranged  in order of the size of mean membership in 1992 for
ease of reference. A number of points can be made about these data. Firstly,
for all three British-wide parties Greater London is a good place for
recruitment, whilst Scotland is relatively poor ground. Secondly, the areas of
strong recruitment for the Conservatives tend to be the same as those where
the Liberal Democrats are strong. For both parties, in addition to Greater
London, the South-West, South-East and East Anglia are good membership
areas. Similarly, both parties are weak in the northern regions.At a party level,
we can see that Conservative decline has occurred across the country and
that the ordering of regions has remained relatively unchanged. Labour, by way
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1992 1997 2001

Conservative 1,542 732 646
Labour 444 592 475
Liberal Democrats 166 162 130
Plaid Cymru 226 230 328
SNP 166 198 204

Mean number of party members per constituencyTable 1

Constituency Party Membership and Activism 1992-2001



of contrast, has shown less consistency in ordering, although it is fair to say
that membership is relatively stronger in the North and weaker in the South-
East and South-West.

Table 3 shows mean party membership by the electoral status of the seat
for that party.These data can help us explore two things. Firstly, as Fisher
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Conservative 1992 1997 2001

South East 2,811 1,299 1,094
South West 2,746 1,296 1,070
East Anglia 2,285 963 1,025
Greater London 1,529 774 627
East Midlands 1,219 620 520
Wales 944 425 264
Yorks/Humber 937 381 330
West Midlands 882 511 372
Scotland 872 499 331
North West 734 415 367
North 734 341 325

Labour 1992 1997 2001

Greater London 606 933 854
North West 512 631 520
North 493 664 553
East Anglia 475 628 467
Wales 474 582 469
East Midlands 456 590 436
Yorks/Humber 447 612 462
South West 390 505 380
South East 389 533 407
West Midlands 372 495 407
Scotland 285 385 337

Liberal Democrats 1992 1997 2001

South West 397 376 271
South East 279 254 196
East Anglia 234 198 167
Greater London 128 164 117
West Midlands 122 114 90
North West 118 102 95
North 115 103 95
Yorks/Humber 113 99 90
Scotland 104 101 90
East Midlands 95 82 90
Wales 83 104 93

Regional Variations in Party Membership                                  
(mean per constituency) 

Table 2
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(2000) shows, longer-term electoral success in a constituency tends to lead to
a growth in party membership. Equally, however, for the purposes of party
campaigning, it is advantageous to have higher local membership in more
marginal seats. Rational parties should, therefore, concentrate recruitment
drives in their ‘marginal’ and ‘possible’ seats. Of course political and electoral
circumstances change and after 1997, which saw no less than 184 seats
change hands – the highest number since 1945 and more than double the
previous high of 89 seats in 1970 - seats that were once marginal for Labour
have become ‘comfortable’ and some former ly safe Conservative seats have
become marginal. Consequently, since parties cannot distribute membership
according to current electoral status the relationship will be far from perfect.

As far as the Conservatives are concerned, it is clearly the case that the
party has always had  most members in its safest seats. In the past, this has
proved to be something of a problem for the party, since it means that human
resources tend to be concentrated in seats where extensive campaigning is
less essential to retain the seat. However, the result of the 1997 election
changed things somewhat.As indicated above, because of the significant loss of
both seats and vote share, many constituencies that were once ‘comfortable’
or ‘marginal’ now became  ‘marginal’ or ‘possible’.Thus, there appear to be
increases in membership in seats of all categories in 2001 relative to 1997,
simply because seats have become more vulnerable.The apparent rise in the
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Conservative 1992 1997 2001

Very safe 2,495 1,359 1,677
Comfortable 1,974 1,095 1,124
Marginal 1,086 619 897
Possible 507 295 525
Hopeless 306 167 221

Labour 1992 1997 2001

Very safe 484 685 579
Comfortable 558 602 475
Marginal 578 770 439
Possible 504 574 368
Hopeless 349 467 331

Liberal Democrats 1992 1997 2001

Safe/Marginal 408 454 397
Possible 330 443 236
Hopeless 128 127 89

Membership by Status of Seat for Party (based on 
result in previous general election)

Table 3

Constituency Party Membership and Activism 1992-2001



number of members in ‘very safe’ seats, on the other hand, reflects the fact
that by 2001 there were only 23 such seats in 2001 and they could more
accurately described as ‘super-safe’.

For Labour, local parties were largest in ‘marginal’ seats in both 1992 and
1997.This made the party’s efforts at targeting somewhat easier to achieve.
However, with Labour’s electoral success in 1997, many former marginals have
become either ‘very safe’ or ‘comfortable’. Since the 2001 results were very
similar to 1997, it suggests that Labour could be less well placed to defend
their ‘marginal’ seats at the next election, assuming that the Conservatives
perform better than they did in 2001.

For the Liberal Democrats,‘very safe’,‘comfortable’ and ‘marginal’ seats are
combined due to the small number of cases.As Table 3 shows, the party is
always strongest where it has achieved or is likely to achieve electoral success.

Extent of Election Organisation Within Constituencies

Table 4 shows how extensively within their constituencies local parties were
effectively organised at election time and, as such, can be interpreted as an
indicator of general local party activity over the course of the electoral cycle.

It can be seen, firstly, that the amount of activity declined for all parties in
2001 – just over half of the electorate was covered by the two main parties in
that election whereas previously the figure was closer to two thirds for one or
both of the parties. Disillusion may have played some part in this but a more
likely explanation is the widely-expected outcome of another Labour landslide
since the activity of both the SNP and Plaid Cymru also declined (even
although they had increased memberships). Nevertheless, the general decline
in membership (for whatever reason) will almost certainly have been an
important causal factor. Secondly, while the Conservatives had the most
extensive organisation in 1992, Labour outperformed them in both 1997
(clearly) and 2001 (slightly).Thirdly, as one might expect given the relative size
of parties, the Liberal Democrats are some way behind the main two parties
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1992 1997 2001

Conservative 62 49 51
Labour 59 61 52
Liberal Democrats 34 34 30
Plaid Cymru 36 38 32
SNP 57 56 53

Mean % of electorate covered by active 
campaign organisation

Table 4
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in terms of organisational reach. Finally, the SNP has been fairly effectively
organised. Within Scotland (details not shown) they were second only to
Labour in terms of election organisation, outperforming the other two parties
in all three elections.

Table 5 disaggregates the measure of local party activity by the electoral
status of the seat.As before, it is best in campaigning terms at least, for parties
to be most highly and extensively organised in their battleground seats.
Importantly, this has not been the case as far as the Conservatives are
concerned. On the contrar y, they have been organised best in their safest
seats. In 2001, however, there was a clear improvement in terms of the
strength of organisation in their ‘marginal’ and ‘possible’ seats – partly as a
result of the changing electoral status of seats (see above), but also due to
constituency parties heeding advice from the centre and organising most
activity in seats where the party had a chance to make gains (Denver et al,
2002)

For Labour, the opposite has been true. In the 1990s, there was most
activism in the party’s ‘marginal’ and ‘possible’ seats. However, the change in
electoral status of many seats after 1997 meant that Labour actually stood
little chance in its ‘possible’ seats in 2001, and was unlikely to make gains even
in marginals that the party did not hold. A defensive campaign was fought and
that is reflected in the 2001 data.
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Conservative 1992 1997 2001

Very safe 77 63 72
Comfortable 68 61 71
Marginal 62 51 65
Possible 48 41 55
Hopeless 34 26 33

Labour 1992 1997 2001

Very safe 67 68 62
Comfortable 67 62 61
Marginal 77 73 57
Possible 68 71 39
Hopeless 46 51 30

Liberal Democrats 1992 1997 2001

Safe/Marginal 66 72 72
Possible 58 65 49
Hopeless 29 30 23

Mean % of electorate covered by active campaign 
organisation by electoral status of seats

Table 4

Constituency Party Membership and Activism 1992-2001



For the Liberal Democrats, the distribution of activism is beneficial in
campaigning terms.The party is most active where it can make gains or hold
on to seats previously won and not very active at all where it has little chance
of making inroads. However, the electoral success of the party in 1997 has
meant that the proportion active in ‘safe/marginal’ seats has remained high,
whilst that in ‘possible’ seats has declined significantly.This suggests that the
Liberal Democrats may have difficulties in building on their gains at the next
election.

Conclusion

On the basis of these data, it is fair to say that there has been a general
decline in both local party membership and local party activism in Britain.
However, it is important to stress that changes in membership and activism
are multi-causal.This and other research shows that electoral, structural and
demographic factors are all important factors in explaining levels of
membership – not to mention personal factors that influence individuals. It is
very likely that electoral success and failure as well as the expected outcomes
of elections will affect membership and particularly activism.As with voters,
members are less likely to be enthused by a one-horse race. Equally, parties
take time to adjust to new their new-found electoral status.The results of the
1997 election have meant that all parties are campaigning in new territory –
Labour and the Liberal Democrats have more seats to defend, whilst the
Conservatives must seek to gain many more seats than usual in order to
regain ground.That said, political difficulties, such as internal divisions will have
played their role, but it is too simplistic to argue that these factors are the
only ones of significance when seeking to explain variations in the strength of
local parties.

Appendix

1992 1997 2001

Conservative 265 434 375
Labour 356 455 443
Liberal Democrats 383 411 432
Plaid Cymru 21 24 27
SNP 26 44 52

Number of Survey Respondents
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