A view from Scotland  (Ann Henderson, CLPD Key Person for Scotland July 2007)

Election night in Scotland on 3rd May 2007 seems a long time ago. Problems with the electronic counting system and with the excessively high number of spoiled ballot papers meant that it was well into the next day before the results were clear.  

With 180,000 spoiled ballot papers, and delays in postal votes being issued and then not included, there is an inquiry underway headed by Ron Gould that will report in October 2007. The vast majority (140,000) of spoiled papers related to the Holyrood election, where the ballot paper had been significantly redesigned since 1999 and 2003.  

In the Scottish Parliament the SNP secured 47 seats (32.9% of votes cast), and Labour 46 (32.2% of votes cast).  This placed Alex Salmond in the leadership of Scotland’s first minority administration, and Labour moved into opposition. The Conservatives secured 17 seats and Liberal Democrats 16. The contest between the SNP and Labour squeezed the vote for the smaller parties in the Additional Member list vote, and the Green Party saw their representation fall from 7 seats (2003) to 2. No candidates from the far left were successful. 

The Parliament now has its first ethnic minority MSP, Bashir Ahmad, SNP, from the Glasgow Regional list, but the proportion of female MSPs has fallen. In 1999 48 female MSPs were returned (37% of MSPs), rising in 2003 to 51 (39.5%) – in 2007 43 female MSPs were elected, (33.3%). 

Whilst the Green Party signed up to some agreements with the SNP, the Liberal Democrats kept their distance from a coalition, no doubt with an eye on the next Westminster elections where their own vote will need to be distinct.

The Scottish Parliament is now in recess, and resumes early September. The SNP minority administration has been quick to find its feet, although so far no budgets or financial priorities have been addressed, and Scottish Labour is adjusting to being in opposition. The policies on which the SNP Ministers have made announcements have been difficult to argue against, touching on issues which are popular with the electorate, such as establishing pilot schemes to extend school meal provisions for primary children, doubling the numbers of school nurses, removing Forth Road bridge tolls, opposing new nuclear power station developments in Scotland, and reversing some controversial hospital closure decisions taken under the previous administration. 

There is no doubt that the consequences of the decision to go into Iraq in 2003 continued to be an electoral issue. Likewise the replacement of the Trident nuclear missile system remains unpopular in Scotland, reflected in March 2007 by the vote against its replacement by a majority of Scotland’s MPs at Westminster, including a number of Labour MP backbenchers.  Despite the Scottish Parliament having no direct responsibility on defence or international policy, there has been popular appeal in the SNP’s statements of opposition on both these matters.

Voices within the Scottish Labour Party and the trade union movement have been arguing on all these policies, both domestic and international, over the years, and the cautious stand taken by the Scottish Party and the Parliamentary Labour Group arguably weakened Labour’s 2007 election campaign.  

 There is no evidence of majority support in Scotland for independence, a fact recognised by Alex Salmond and the SNP, and their election campaign allowed for an anti-Labour vote, or a vote for change, without committing to anything other than wider discussion on the constitution and moving towards a referendum on independence. In that context, a White Paper is likely to be published shortly. 

Still adjusting to its first electoral defeat in 50 years, Scottish Labour now has to find a way of defining its political differences on wealth redistribution, on social policy, and on constitutional reform. Rebuilding the Party membership is crucial, and across Scotland local activists are addressing this.

The local government elections were the first to be held under PR, a consequence of a promise given to the Liberal Democrats by former First Minister and Labour Party leader, Jack McConnell. The system used was the Single Transferable Vote, different to the Additional Member system used for the Scottish Parliament elections.

Women’s representation across Scotland in local government remains lower than 25%, challenging the view that PR would be better for women, without looking at how each party was selecting its candidates.

In 27 of the 32 local authorities, no one party now has control, and coalitions have been formed. Independents retained control in three councils (all island areas), and Labour has majority control in two (Glasgow and North Lanarkshire). After negotiations, despite being in minority position, Labour has control of a further six councils, and has entered coalitions with the Conservatives and with the Liberal Democrats in others. 

 The SNP’s position in Local government is considerably stronger than in 2003, with controlling influences in at least ten local authorities. In a number of areas, for instance Edinburgh, coalitions have been formed on a simple anti Labour basis, and there is an air of uncertainty in many local authorities over the policies likely to be pursued.  

How best to build Labour’s profile in this new political landscape in Scotland is up for discussion, and it is too soon to say how it will evolve. However, the involvement of local Party members, and Party and trade union activists will be crucial, and building confidence in our own Party structures needs to be part of that process as will the leadership election. 

