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Would action on inequality have saved Labour?

Had Labour narrowed the mortality gap, the current parliament might have looked different

Inequalityin health is among the factors
that could have made a crucial difference
inthisyear’s UK general election. How?
We know that the gap in life expectancy
between the worst and best local
authorities grew in the 10 years after
New Labourwas elected in 1997.The
effects of this inequality have not been
politically neutral. In the areas that tend
to elect Labour party representatives
people are likely to die relatively young,
andin the areas that tend to elect
Conservative party representatives
people tend to live longer.

Taking oldervoters at previous
elections from 1997, 2001, and
2005, we can confidently say thata
higher proportion of those who voted
Conservative than of Labourvoters were
stillaround to do so againin 2010. The
greatirony is, of course, that this growth
in health inequality is now part of the
legacy of the longest ever period of
Labourgovernment

The quotation “Vote early—and vote
often” has been attributed to Chicago
politics. However, an interpretation of
the saying can perhaps help cast some
light on the recent UK general election
resultand the subsequent emergence
ofthe Conservative-Liberal Democrat
coalition.

New Labourwas elected in 1997 on
amanifesto thatincluded tackling the
underlying causes of bad health and
reducing health inequalities. Frank
Dobson, as the government’s first
health secretary, wanted to establish
the basis for the future use of the slogan
“vote Labour, live longer.”

After 13 years in government Labour
has lost power. The election produced
a “hung parliament.” Theoretically 326
seats are required for a parliamentary
majority, though in practice fewer would
have been workable. With 258 seats
Labour could not quite, even with the
support ofthe 57 Liberal Democrats,
come close enough to the required
figure. The Tories failed to win an
outright majority because theirvote rose
by mostin seats that they already held.

1388

But with 306 seats a coalition with the
Liberal Democrats became possible.

With such a finely balanced result,
anything that could meaningfully
have influenced where and how votes
were cast in the election could be
advocated as tipping the balance of
power. One such thingis a continuing
inequality in terms of the opportunity
that certain people, in certain places,
with certain political dispositions get to
“vote often”—not in the literal sense of
frequency of voting but in terms of the
number of opportunities to vote across
their lifetimes.

National statistics show that the
gap in life expectancy between the
worst and best local authorities in the
United Kingdom grew from under nine
yearsin 1997 to almost 13 years by
2007. This suggests that during the
period of the New Labour government
the “political participation expectancy
gap” between these local authority
areas grew—because of differences in
mortality—from roughly two to three
general elections.

The effects of this inequality, as
indicated above, have not been
politically neutral. Those politically
disposed to the Tories have tended to
benefit from it. In relation to Dobson’s
slogan, we might say that those who
voted Labour before 2010 did tend to
live a bit longer but that those who voted
Conservative tended to live rather longer
still—and vote more often.

Mass electoral participation is, in
historical terms, a relatively recent
phenomenon in the United Kingdom. It
was not until 1928 that the suffrage, or
“right to vote,” was secured for virtually
alladults over 21. Without this progress
itwould have been hard to have
imagined the 1945 Labour landslide
that helped usherin the NHS. Even given
that, the post-1945 intake of members
of parliament showed inequalities in
mortality reflecting the communities
from which they were drawn.

The hope invested in voting among
many of today’s “socially excluded”
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communities is rather lower than that of
their “politically excluded” forebears.

In such areas the proportion of people
using theirvote has fallen precipitously,
representing a furtherloss in terms
ofthe number of Labourvotes. When
asked, people who abstain say they
would be much more likely to vote
Labourthan Conservative.

Abstention reflects a feeling that
voting matters less and doesn’t change
anything very much. This is a feeling
thatis backed by some fairly compelling
arguments and evidence about the
operation of our democracy in recent
decades. Democratic institutions in
Britain have seemed, in recentyears,
increasingly to separate people from,
ratherthan connectthem to, the
operation of power.

However, as this most recent election
has shown in its own very particular way,
the securing of a parliamentary majority
remains crucial to the operation of this
“democracy.” Voting does matter. The
parties were aware of the demographics.
In the marginal constituencies in
particular, their backers’ resources were
expended to maximise theirvote. And
the legacy of New Labourwas such that
the Tories had many more of their older
voters still around to mobilise.

Had it narrowed rather than widened
the mortality gap in the UK during its
term of government, the balance of the
current parliament might have been a
bit different—perhaps different enough
to have facilitated a coalition that would
have seen Labour retain its Downing
Street presence.
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