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Northern Ireland: La Fin de Siecle,
The Twilight of the Second Protestant
Ascendancy and Sinn Féin’s Second Coming

BY BRENDAN O'LEARY* AND GEOFFREY EVANST

LET US begin with a confident but falsifiable prediction. The 1997
Westminster election is likely to be the last of such elections in which
the Unionist (with a capital ‘U’) bloc wins an overall majority of the
votes cast in Northern Ireland—even if there is no reform of the
electoral system for the United Kingdom parliament. Our prediction is
based on the results displayed in Table 1. They show that in three
region-wide elections held in Northern Ireland within one year (May
1996-97) the average share of the vote of the Unionist bloc—the Ulster
Unionist Party (UUP), the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), the United
Kingdom Unionist Party (UKU), the Progressive Unionist Party (PUP),
the Ulster Democratic Party (UDP) and the Conservative and Unionist
Party (Con)—was 50.3%. The Unionist (U) bloc has been distinguished
by its unionism, its ethnic Protestantism, and its reluctance to share
significant political power with nationalists, which is why supporters of
the Alliance Party of Northern Ireland (APNI) should not be defined as
part of the U bloc. The APNI supports the Union, but draws albeit
small-scale electoral support (averaging 7%) from both Protestants and
Catholics. It also promotes power-sharing between nationalists and
unionists, favours cooperative relations between Northern Ireland and
the Republic, and therefore presents itself as a bridge-builder. Provided
one condition is met, Table 1 suggests that the APNI will have a social
base for its self-professed role at the beginning of the next century
because it will hold a pivotal electoral share of votes. The condition is
that the proportion of the Northern Irish electorate which belongs to
cultural Catholic families continues to rise—a condition that will be
met.!

Our prediction does not imply an immediate and complete reversal
of fortunes for unionism (with a lower case ‘w’). The U bloc’s loss of an
overall majority of the future electorate will not mean that the Nation-
alist (N) bloc will enjoy exactly what the U bloc loses. That is because
although the N bloc is growing, as visibly demonstrated in Figure 1, it
cannot, ceteris paribus, become a majority bloc for another two decades;
and it is that fact that will give the APNI its bridge-building opportunity.

s Professor of Political Science at the London School of Economics and Political Science.
t Fellow of Nuffield College, Oxford.
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1. Bloc performances in Northern Irish elections 1996-97. Parties’ share of the vote (in %)

P , . 9
Gﬂw W nmﬂaw:ma_. 97 Local government 97 Forum ’96
32.7 27.8
27. 24.2
DUP 13.6 15.6 .H.Mw
C_MG 1.6 .6 ,.u
PUP 1.4 23 M.w
uDP - 1.2 22
Con 12 - =
Total U bloc 50.5 5 s
Average: 50.3 . 3 2
wwcv 24.1 20.7 214
16.1 15,
Total N bloc 40.2 WMM 65
Average: 38.2 . 2
APNI 8 6.5
Average 7 . “
Total: U + N + APNI 98.7
X 91.6
Other 13 **8.4 wMM

wmmﬂmm" Amxmv\ to m.ﬂ:mmm.“ :..WC = United Kingdom Unionist Party; Con = Conservative and Unionist Party;
= Democratic Unionist Party; PUP = Progressive Unionist Party; UUP ioni ,
D ] : 3 5 = Ulster Uni P :SD

= Social Democraric and Labour Party; SF = Si é1 . L Do

rty; SF = Sinn Féin; Others = Workers’

v I Democr SF = 5 ers’ Party, Natural Law Party, NI
) o@mﬁﬁm.&_:o? Fawva:amza Qn.‘c_v * Figure for Conservatives is nor yet available, but is less M,M.: s
i e _mr.nnoﬁoaos of Others in local government masks the presence of some successful h
independent nationalist and unionist candidates. v ’

Table 1 mvo&\m that in the three region-wide elections held in Northern
Ireland within the last year the average share of the vote of the N bloc —
the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) and Sinn Féin (SF)—
was w.m.N@\ow and that in the 1997 Westminster elections it was. for the
first time, above 40%. We see no reason to believe that this mnoﬂz% will
be arrested —differential abstentionism and alienation amongst unionist
voters are not the major causes of the growth of the N bloc.

40

9

2

[e]

>

z

o 25 Westminster —{ 73—

£ ;

& Assembly/Forum -
20 Local government ----O----

o European ----A-—--

15-

1 L

T T T T T T T T T
1979 1981 1983 1985 1987 _w_mw _ Aw_w_ _ 4wmww 1995 1997
Figure 1. Nationalist share of ] ]
. the NI vote in Westminster, assembl
government and European elections, 1979-97 w y: forum, focal



674 Parliamentary Affairs

Beneath the headline news of electoral victories for the leading lights
in Sinn Féin, Gerry Adams in West Belfast and Martin McGuinness in
Mid-Ulster, a slow but seismic shift is taking place in the balance of
electoral power in Northern Ireland. The proportion of cultural Catho-
lics in Northern Ireland was at least 42% in the 1991 census,? and since
then it has continued to expand. This demographic shift, in a population
in which bloc and party identification are much stronger than in Great
Britain and Ireland, is now making itself felt, and is especially evident
amongst younger cohorts of voters. The fact is commented on by
observers watching the expansion of the electoral register in nationalist
districts. All nationalists are the beneficiaries of this changing demogra-
phy; although Sinn Féin, so far, is benefiting more than the SDLP. In a
survey we conducted in May 1996 almost 60% of Sinn Féin’s support
came from the 18-34 age cohort, three times the level of support the
party enjoyed amongst respondents aged 55 or over,’ a pattern consist-
ent with evidence from the Northern Ireland Social Attitudes Survey
data in the early and mid 1990s.* Moreover, in the last year Sinn Féin
has experienced a second coming, averaging 16.5% of the vote in three
elections, compared with its 1982-94 average of 11.3%. The party first
erupted into electoral politics in 1982, but soon seemed trapped in a ten
per cent electoral ghetto, especially after the Anglo-Irish Agreement of
1985 had appeared to staunch its growth-prospects.® Tts recent and
second wave of growth therefore has two primary sources: one is the
demographic factor just discussed; the second is political. Sinn Féin has
gained from its identification with what is optimistically called the first
peace process, and it has won votes that might otherwise have gone to
the SDLP, a fact which SDLP canvassers conveyed with dismay to one
of the authors® and which was predicted some time ago by the other on
the basis of analyses of the bases of competition among the nationalist
parties in the early 1990s.”

The Westminster elections of 1 May 1997 were largely and under-
standably reported as the tale of Sinn Feéin’s second coming, but the
broad changes the election signified were first highlighted in the elections
to the Northern Ireland Peace Forum in May 1996.% The latter,
conducted in the same newly drawn 18 constituencies as those used for
the Westminster elections, revealed a significant fragmentation in the
unionist vote as well as a significant leap in support for Sinn Féin.
Despite the complaints of David Trimble, the leader of the UUP, the
fragmentation or ‘shredding” of the U bloc is only partly explained by
the mechanics of the Forum’s electoral system—a party list-system using
a combination of the Droop formula and the d’Hondt divisor (but
equivalent to pure d’Hondt).” ‘Other Unionists’, by comparison with
the mid-1980s, are now attracting an increasing share of the vote in the
region, even though none of these fragments can as yet hope to displace
the UUP or the DUP as the major unionist parties. In the Westminster
clections there was less fragmentation of the unionist vote than in the
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MOEB o_mnao:w and that, of course, is partly explained by the well-
_ :oa_z: mechanical mmom.mm of plurality rule (see Tables 1 and 2), but th
oﬁ_vmom. mo<m5a5mzﬁr elections held three weeks after the gmmuﬁBm:wﬁ%
ction, under the single transferable vore
tl . , suggest that th
political as well as mechanical reasons for the Tmmmamsmmao: oMnM._mme

bloc.
2 . A
Party performances in the Westminster election in Northern Ireland. Parties’ share of the vote (in %)
Party UKU  Con Dup . wr T
pUP U
oo H © ; v F%AV APNI  SDLP SF NL  Oth
Seats % 5.6 11 S _ : ; _ |
. - -1 - 55.6 - 16.7 »
Votes % 1.6 1.2 13.6 1.4 32.7 8 gm; “w l.. 5 ;
24. . 3 3 7

Notes: (i) Deviation fro lon, = = = £06.2 . n lable 1,
res: at from proportio u_:v D =(1/2)% 1S9-V,| =26 (1) Key to Parties: As i b
. N
except that WP = Workers Muu:vf NL = Natural Law _vumcu Oth = Cl_m—‘wﬁ:&mnn:n—m:mm a

Ireland Women’s Coalition. e Northern

. There are two key political reasons for this. First, the uncertaint
OM:ﬁﬂMmmw.deoEmMm_mvm:ﬁ the best political strategy to pursue in the mmnw
1tish and Irish inter-governmentalism established b
. the Anglo-
W&Wm@mﬁoam:ﬂ of memw. re-expressed in the Joint Umn_mﬂmawc for %mmm_wm
moQ::ovﬂm:am w:wn: detailed institutional form in the joint framework
nts of February 1995." And second, the elector
. / s al eme
m\w\mwomna_w: _ov\m:m.m _um::mmv the Progressive Unionist Party %wammwhno_oﬂmﬂw
emocratic Party (UDP), as the political fronts i
Democr; > of th
%ﬂnmm:;:m:ow in the .<<me of their official cease fires in OQoMmMowWWMH
vm%,\onmﬁ memmmm: ovm@_gmw_wm the rise and fall in support for the Oo:moi\maémﬁ
en an 4 (from 0% to 5% and back to j
and the vicissitudes of the politic: Mo dbou O
d the political career of Robert McCart
M_M_WEm:v\ proffered his United Kingdom Unionist Party Aﬁm%m%wm
rnative to conventional unionism, especiall I
Paisley’s DUP, but who now wi et North Doaared by lan
%, s his seat in North Do ith
support of Paisley’s party. The second reas 1 b ok
: . on explains why urb -
Nm .&mmm ﬂnoﬁmmﬁwzﬁ voters are leaving the CC@M:Q the _WMM MMW_MMMHWO
rin small numbers. These uncertainties amon ioni w
: : unc gst unionists must not all
Wm Hm&_@%: entirely negative .:mrﬁlm:mmmm::m that moderate E:OOEMS
::m:mw_ ol mq%_,ﬁnom UM multiple forms of extremist *outflanking’. The
sibilities and complexities of the divisions and inti
amongst unionists need to be emphasi it 1 widely approct
) ts 1 phasised, e.g. it is not widel i-
m.ﬁma in OSN.: Britain that the leaders of the PUP are far EOHM\MWMMMQ
:oH:m:v\ flexible than for example the leadership of the DUP "
t may seem odd to maintain that there is a politi risi
[t political crisis
:ﬂo:_mm when the UUP alone took 10 of the 18 Westminster mwmﬂmowwm
M“om: the U ZCn as a Sro_m took 13 (see Table 2). But the U m_on
no:mhm% in seats _mMchQOr as we shall argue below. The success is, of
, In part the outcome of the absurdities of i u
D b s come lities of plurality rule (see
getts in this volume): deviation from proporti i
: ‘ ‘ : ort ]
Was a staggering 26.2; and with merely 32.7% of the <o_..w ﬁr_um Cﬁ__o_u:w,\ww
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3. “Safe’ unionist seats. Order of placement of parties and per cent share of vote (%)
Seat 1 2 3 4 5
Antrim E uur (38.8) APNI (20.2) DUP (19.5) Con (6.8) PUP (5.1)
Antrim N DUP (46.5) uur (23.7) SDLP (15.9) SF (6.3) APNI (6.2)
Antrim S uup (57.5) SDLP (16.2) APNI (11.6) pPUP (8.7) SF (5.6)
Bann U uur (43.6) SDLP (24.2) SF (12.1) DUP (11.5) APNI (6.3)
Belfast E DUP (42.6) [0)0)% (25.3) APNI (23.8) Con (2.4) SF (2.1)
Belfast N uupP (51.8) SDLP (20.4) SF (20.2) APNI (5.4) GP (1.3)
Belfast S uur (36) SDLP (24.3) PUP (14.4) APNI (13) SF (5.1)
Derry E UuP  (35.6) DUP (25.6) SDLP  (21.7) SE (9.1) APNI  (6.4)
Down N UKU (35.1) uup (31.1) APNI (20.7) Con (5) SDLP (4.4)
LaganV UuP (55.4) APNI (17.2) DUP (13.6) SDLP (7.8) Con (2.7)
Strangford uup (44.3) DUP (30.2) APNI (13.1) SDLP (6.7) Con (4.2)

Safe’ refers to seats where support for unionist parties (uur, DUP,

PUP, UKU, Con) is over 50%. i) The seats most vulnerable toa nationalist pact are Belfast North and
Belfast South, but for nationalists to win these seats the unionist vote must be divided. (iii) In Tables 3-5
we employ the mode of presentation first used by P. Mitchell, ‘Party Competition in a an Ethnic Dual Party

Systern’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 18 October 1995, p. 773.

Notes: (i) Key to Parties: As in Table 1.

55.6% of the seats. Northern Ireland’s results should therefore be added

to the arsenal of those who suggest the case for a reformed and
presentation electoral system for Westminster. But the
bloc in seats is also the outcome of greater coordination
petition against nationalist parties. The ethno-
national imperative, uniting when necessary against the ethnic com-
petitor, is for the moment felt more keenly by unionists than nation-
alists. In ‘safe unionist’ seats (see Table 3) and in ‘safe nationalist’ seats
(see Table 4) the number of effective unionist candidates reflected their
bloc’s chances, while the two nationalist parties competed with one
another in seventeen of the eighteen seats (Sinn Féin did not run a
candidate in North Down, a unionist haven if not heaven). The DUP
chose not to run candidates against the UUP where to do so might have
facilitated a nationalist victory (notably in West Tyrone, Belfast North,
and Belfast South). The UDP, the less successful of the smaller loyalist
parties in the Forum elections, decided not to compete in any Westmins-
ter seats; while the PUP decided not to endanger the sitting UUP MP in
Belfast North, Cecil Walker, where its intervention just might have led
to a nationalist victory, or to run against the sitting DUP MP, Peter
Robinson, in Belfast East, where its intervention might conceivably have

proportional re
success of the U
by unionist parties in com

4. “Safe’ nationalist seats. Order of placement of parties and per cent share of vote (%)

1 2 3 4 5

Seat

Belfast W SF (55.9) SDLP  (38.7) uup (3.4) wr (1.6) HR (0.2)
Down $§ SDLP  (52.9) UUP  (32.8) SF (10.4) APNI  (3.5) NLP (0.4)
Foyle SDLP  (52.5) SF (23.9) pDUP (21.5) APNI (1.7) NLP (0.3)
Mid Ulster SF (40.1) DUP  (36.3) SDLP (22.1) APNL (0.9) WP (0.5)
Newry & Armagh ~ SDLP (43) UuP  (33.8) SF (21.1) APNI  (1.9) NLP (0.2)
Tyrone W UUP  (35.6) SDLP  (32.1) SF (30.9) APNI  (1.8) WP (0.5)

s where support for nationalist parties (SDLP,

Notes: (i) Key to Parties: As in Table 1. ‘Safe’ refers to seat
Armagh, Mid Ulster and

..... €A0/ 15 Tha enarc mocr vnlnerable to a unionist pact are Newry and

ey
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let the APNI candidate wi ioni
. e win. Unionist cooperation
WWMN:._% in Fermanagh m:m South Tyrone where the m?ﬁmwm %@M%\mv :onmﬁ
aginnis, faced no rival unionist (see Table 5), and in West vaaog
, ne

where the UUP : . ;
(sce Table 4. won a seat despite a combined nationalist vote of 63 %

§. Unionist-National, t al(s). Order of pla ement of parties and per cen share o vote (9
nis! ationalist margin: :mv T C t of rt1 t f (%)
P! P p (A

erma h S Tyrone - 0. ZZ. Z .
na SDLP 22.9 APNI 2 N S
F & P S SF 2 ( )

Note: ‘Marginals €Iers to seat wher: rence between support for unionist and nationa IST parties
H g rerers seat wh ff TWe r 1 It!
e the difference b f t and
b 1 t S 1€5 1S

Unioni inati i 1

Lo nowﬂnnmmnmnm__ﬁﬂmo%mwwnw Mw:%“w:mﬁ competition can be seen clearly

n : : y competition in safe unioni

::MV MMM_OMMMUHMS. In Hrmw. latter A._,mv._m 3) unionists unite va_MM Nﬂm

monise cand, _:x:BomM _.__Am._v\ to win; _..: the former they allow

oo oS the lux ry of ::.::mm competition (Table 4). As Table 6

m:Qmmmom < :mwmrmno: <M:r the moH.cB election the UUP enjoyed major

e e of t mo<oﬁm in ﬁrm./x\nmﬁam:mﬁmn election in safe
n average of 12.8%), safe nationalist (an average of 9.6%)

6. C i i
omparing party performances in 1997 Westminster and 1996 Forum electi
(% Westminster— % Forum) o

Seat
Con UKU UDP PUP Dup UUP  APNI  SDLP

Antrim E <
¢ . SF
Antrim N . -7 -92 8.7 8.3 21 3
Antrim S - . . ) 9.5 -1.6 5 -3 ’
Bann U 44 =273 32 1 i
Mmmmzm 17 mﬁ Mm 16 27 o
elfast = « . N 2= 2. 52 -1.8 )
wq:mzmm L7 s 03 mm L3 9 12
erry = -5 58 —14
Woss Q 33 143 . . Hm MM 7 14 iy
agan = « . . - 3. -1 N
Strangford 15 . . . l_x.m 17.7 6.8 —1.4 -1
Average increase in 2 2 1.6 -.6 .6
‘safe’ unionist seats
contested 29
- 143 3.6
Belfast W ° 6 128 3 6 0
Down § « B ) N -2 * 12.2 2
< . . . 2.2 2.5
Foyle - . . ) ) 10.6 —.1 9.6 27
Mid-Ulster ® . . 10.3 N —.1 3 i.u..m
Newry & Armagh x B « . _w.w : —4 —6.4 10.4
Tyrone West < < . 11.3 -2 8.9 —45
Average increase in 16.7 -8 3.7 2.8
‘safe’ nationalist seats
contested
ested, n/a n/a n/a n/a 15.1 96 3
Fermanagh & ’ - 6.1 L1
S Tyrone « . .
Increase in marginal u P . ‘ 19.2 3 1.3 —-1.1
) N 19.2 3 1.3
- 3 —1.1

Notes: (i) Fi .
:oﬁmm. (i) Figures in cells are share of the vote in (1997) W, i i i
7 estminster elections minus share of the vore in
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and safe marginal seats (up 19%). The behaviour of Mrm _OOOM_HMMMMMH
of the Conservative party is perhaps most .mm,wmw%_wmw: Noreert
Ireland’s dual party system. It was set up in 1 A
thusiasm for ‘electoral integration .%wﬁ maintaine har vores or
w”imr parties would transcend traditional divisions within pop

It But in the 1997 Westminster election the party ran no

- 1 I its integrationist
candidates in safe nationalist seats, suggesting that its integ

iti ing deposits. .
mB%MMMVMMMMW :M“Mwmwwﬂww,\wwm oomﬁmmﬁ was fierce, but EW AMO/MMM
throughout Northern Ireland. Sinn Féin’s Gerry Wam.gm MMM %M: West
Belfast, benefiting from redrawn &nmﬁnmﬂ boun wzmmv nd won com”
monwEw despite evidence of tactical voting by Wov\% Gmuwxﬂ unionists Tor
the SDLP’s Joe Hendron and the &.mﬁm_wﬁ of the - o mn @
candidate. Martin McGuinness of Sinn mm_:gém.: %M/Mmmmwn M:a scat

j DUP’s Reveren illiam ,
% &mﬂ”ﬁﬂﬂ%ﬂ%ﬂ%%uhw challenger, Um.:m Em:m?@\gm: .ﬁrowmr
oMBmUEV and Sinn Féin had been level-pegging 1n the same ooa:c.mm M
M:mﬁrm Forum election of 1996. McCrea’s outspoken support for

ubsequently jailed helped unite local nationalists

loyalist who was s also enjoyed

behind McGuinness, who as Sinn mm_:,m Chief Wmmw_mMOWm e
the benefits of a much higher media profile t an M mﬁ:wwm Lorle,
Newry and Armagh, and South Down the SDLP’s John Ht mu. mus
ZM:OMH and Eddie McGrady, oo:;oaﬁm%_w rmE omm ﬁrm%o:hmw Feéin
in West Tyrone a dead-heat in the na

WMM,_\MHMm%m Wmﬁg_u and Sinn W@s enabled the UUP’s William Thompson
to win with less than a third om. the total vote. L within their bloc and
This pattern of unionists being more &mn%:ﬁm | wi  their bloc ane
nationalists being more m03@2.:_<Mvwmﬁwwm:ﬁwwmmmwwwcwwo:m e Wmmc:a
to continue into the next century. sions of 2 secone
ce process is likely to be an agreement amongst na e
WWMSM_ pacts for Westminster elections, 1n J?Mﬂ mmmmsm:mmav?
present arrangements nationalists would win at %w e o0
up to eight seats. A pact was promoted by m_:rs mmﬂ_uaww ring late 500
and early 1997 but it was S.::ma down g\mﬁ M\_ LD e O o
IRA’s resumption of violence in m.mUEmQ 1996. Mor e ,:w the Labour
Government, as seems possible, _:Qo&%mw ?0%035 Amm %v e
for Westminster elections then nationalists wil E_wﬁ ne 110 coopera
to deprive the UUP of its ‘surplus’ seats; and the s mqm%r ears won b
nationalists will rise in E.owo:_ow M,\ﬁ:ﬁwgmmw@mmmhomw M<s h or without 8
Soond wmwmma%momﬂw.%ﬂ__wwaéﬁz Mc,o: be an electoral minority in the
MMMMM eymm# zw\m biggest one; and 1t 1s m@:mﬂszm that m.: waﬁwﬁmﬁm
! m clections will soon be by proportional representation {vari \
?m‘w)ﬂ;i_.ajn of PR are already used for local government districts,

[ S V2 8
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in Irish history —the first was that enjoyed by the Anglo-Irish from the

end of the seventeenth until the nineteenth century.

The electoral crisis of the U bloc has been less noticed than the other

outcome of the Westminster election with implications for the unionists:
the loss of the UUP’s grip on a Conservative Government with no
parliamentary majority and its replacement by a Labour Government
with an overwhelming parliamentary majority. The new Government is
committed by its manifesto to the agenda of the Framework Docu-
ments—which envisage the creation of a power-sharing Northern Irish
assembly; elaborate North-South institutions with consultative, har-
monising and executive powers; the modification and expansion of the
institutions of the Anglo-Irish Agreement; and the possible establish-
ment of identical legal protections of individual and collective rights on
both sides of the border in Ireland.'? Throughout her time as Shadow
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland Dr Marjorie Mowlam MP was
unwavering in her support for the Framework Documents, more
disposed than the Conservatives to being flexible on facilitating Sinn
Fein’s entry into all-party negotiations, warmer towards the reform of
the police force, the predominantly Protestant RUC, and keener to
implement the North Report on the control of marches and parades—
the desire of the Orange Order to assert its traditional supremacist
prerogatives is the most frequent source of unarmed public disorder in
the region. Dr Mowlam’s appointment as Secretary of State, and the
willingness of the new Prime Minister, Tony Blair, to have his first
heads-of-government meeting with the Irish prime minister, and to
sanction meetings between Sinn Féin and civil servants even before a
restoration of the IRA cease fire, spell out a simple message, albeit one
already embedded in the Anglo-Irish Agreement. The message to
unionists is this: Northern Ireland remains part of the United Kingdom
for as long as a majority wants, but the U bloc has no veto on the
reform of Northern Treland, or indeed on its relations with the Republic
of Ireland, other than those which a Westminster Government considers
it prudent to yield.

Unionists face a very difficult transition as the second millennium
beckons: a Labour Government and its allies could be in power at
Westminster for a decade; the dominant party in Dail Eireann may
once again be Fianna Feil; an IRA cease fire will guarantee Sinn Féin a
place at negotiating tables; the Irish, British and American governments
will be keen to keep Sinn Féin in such negotiations in which the agenda
is based on the Framework Documents; and against this background
the demographic and electoral power of unionists is slipping. Time will
tell whether in the twilight of the second Protestant ascendancy suffi-
cient reformers emerge from the ranks of unionists to carve our a

political settlement with their nationalist rivals. It is not impossible, and
1s eminentlv desirahle hit it will have tn ha the cnhissrt Af Amacha.
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For further discussion of demography and its political implications in Zo:Tmn:arM“mnwm_hmmm w‘ﬁ wmwmwm“
1 1 1969-89" in J. McGarry and B. eary (eds),
‘Appendix 4. Party Support in Northern Ireland, v _ ea The
m:wwwm of Northern Ireland (Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 342 and B. O’Leary, ‘Introduction:
i ; 1 2 dies 18, 1995.
Reflections on a Cold Peace” Ethnic and Racial Stu 3 . , .
mMm Mn%anﬂm_‘? and B. O'Leary, Explaining Northern Ireland: Broken Images (Basil Blackwelll, p. 502,
MMH details see G. Evans and B. O'Leary, “Frameworked Furures: Intransigence and Flexibility in the
. 1 3 °, Irish Politi dies, 12, 1997.
Ireland Elections of 30 May 1996°, Irish Political Stu - 12, L
w/“ﬂ”ﬂ“ mesz. Duffy and G. Evans, ‘Class, Community Polarisation and Politics’, in L. Ooww%, wn._
Om,,;sm and mm Breen (eds), Attitudes n Northern Ireland: the 6th Report AOoEwﬂ 1997), p. 102; m:m
G. Evans and M. Duffy, ‘Beyond the Sectarian Divide: The Social Bases and Political Oo:.wwn:msm.mw o
H/w.u:o:u:mﬁ and Gioswma Party Competition in Northern Ireland’, British Journal of Political Science

2 WuN. . . AT,
WMM Hw O'Leary and J. McGarry, The Politics of Antagonism: Understanding Northern Ireland

Athlone, 1996, 2nd edn). o
AdSw know of no good administrative or logistical argument to suggest that Sinn ﬂm:ﬂ_ rmm _umMoBm ,M%M
i i ing’ 1 declare. Electoral manipulation has be
roficient in ‘vote-stealing’, as some of its opponents : .
Wo:maa feature of Northern Irish politics, within and across both blocs and most parties, but we think

i in’ i buted o this factor.
he scale of Sinn Fein's recent expansion cannot be attri . -
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The Local Elections

BY COLIN RALLINGS* AND MICHAEL THRASHERY

EIGHTEEN YEARS of Conservative government ended as it had
begun—on the first Thursday in May, local election day. Only twice in
history have the general and local elections been held simultaneously.
On the first occasion in 1979 the Labour Prime Minister, James
Callaghan, had little choice over the election date. His party’s pact with
the Liberals had crumbled, leaving a minority government vulnerable to
an opposition vote of no confidence. The Conservatives under Mrs
Thatcher swept to power, winning not only a Commons majority but
also political control of many local authorities across Britain. Now,
with a pleasing symmetry the wheel has turned full circle. John Major
decided that local election day 1997 offered the Conservatives their best
chance of securing a fifth successive term, but instead it proved to be
their electoral nemesis. Inevitably, in both 1979 and 1997 the local
election campaign was overshadowed by the general election. Yer these
‘forgotten elections’ provide unique opportunities to further our under-
standing of electoral behaviour and the development of party competi-
tion in Britain.

In this article we shall examine a number of different aspects of the
1997 local elections. First, we review the results and, crucially, frame
our discussion within the context of what has been a decade long
Conservative decline in local government. The party now begins a
period in opposition in far worse shape in local government than ever
before. Second, we will use the fact of simultaneous elections ro look
for evidence of differential voting. Did some parties perform better in
one form of election than another? Was there a consistent pattern of
voting or were there local variations? Did voters turn out to vote in
equal numbers for both types of election? Although only parts of Britain
had local elections the contests were sufficiently widespread to allow
such comparisons. Finally, we shall identify the main changes in the
pattern of voter behaviour between 1979 and 1997, and assess what
they might tell us about political attitudes and party loyalties.

The local election results in 1997

Ordinarily the seats up for re-election in 1997 would have been in the
shire counties, last fought in 1993. But the electoral cycle has been
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