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By-election model: Jan 2015 – April 2017 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

Party contestation in by-elections since 2009 
 

 
 
 
Poll of polls: January 2015 – April 2017 
 

 
 



	

Conservative support in by-elections & polls 
 

 
 
Labour support in by-elections & polls 
 

 



	

Lib Dem support in by-elections & polls 
 

 
UKIP support in by-elections & polls 
 

 



	

County councils – all seats (1787 in total) in 27 councils.  13 
counties have changed boundaries.  
 Con Lab LD Green UKIP Other NOC control 
Current control 15 1 - - -  -   11 
Seats from 2013* 927  375 245 19 134  87   - 
*accounting for boundary changes 
 
 
Unitary councils – all seats (528 in total) in 6 councils. 
 
 Con Lab LD Green UKIP Other NOC 
Current control 2 1 - - -  -   3 
Seats from 2013 177  149 96 1 9  96  
  - 
 
Metropolitan borough – all seats (55 in total) in Doncaster 
(Labour controlled). 
 
 Con Lab LD Green UKIP Other  
Seats from 2015 8  41 - - 2 4  
   
 
TOTAL – 2370 seats in 34 councils 
 
 
Mayoral elections 
 
Inaugural ‘metro-Mayors’ 
 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough; Greater Manchester; Liverpool City Region; Tees 
Valley; West Midlands; West of England 
 
Directly elected Mayors: Doncaster (Lab); North Tyneside (Lab) 
 
Local election results (seats) in English counties at this 
phase of cycle 2005-2013 

 Con Lab LD UKIP Ind/Oth  
 

2005* 1007 447 360 -  43 
2009 1251 148 346 8  95 
2013 927 375 245 134  106 
 
*elections coincided with general election.  Results for 27 comparable counties only.  



	

 
N.B. The text which follows forms the basis of an article 
published in Local Government Chronicle on Thursday 
20 April. LGC as well as ourselves should be credited in 
any direct use of it.  
 
Recent local election results suggest that the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats are 
both on course to make gains at this May’s local elections in England, whereas Labour 
and UKIP are likely to take a hit.  Labour faces a tough time in Scotland and Wales 
too where both the nationalist parties and the Conservatives could pick up seats. 
Taken overall, Labour looks certain to be the first opposition party to lose ground at 
local elections for three years in succession.  
 
Some 2,370 seats in 34 councils across England are up for grabs.  These comprise 27 
county councils and 6 ‘former county’ unitary authorities plus the Labour controlled 
metropolitan borough of Doncaster.  In every case the whole council is being chosen.    
 
Except in Doncaster this year’s contests reprise those last fought in 2013 when the 
UKIP electoral insurgence first became apparent.  Although UKIP only won about 140 
of the available seats, it registered a vote share in excess of 20% (easily beating the 
Liberal Democrats) and shocked the political establishment.  The Conservatives fell 
back and Labour’s performance – though better than four years earlier when it was 
still in government - was patchy at best.    
 
In Scotland and Wales 2012 is the relevant year for comparison.  In Scotland Labour 
won fewer seats than the SNP, but took overall control in 4 councils (South Lanarkshire 
has since been added to that total) against just two for the nationalists. In Wales, on 
the other hand, Labour made over 200 net gains and took several more councils.  
 
In the 4 years before 2013 the Conservatives had an overall majority in every English 
county except Cumbria.  They cannot expect to repeat such dominance now, but 
several of the 10 counties that slipped away then might reappear in their column.    
 
That is especially the case where it was UKIP victories that deprived them. There is 
unlikely to be a reprise of the double figure return for UKIP in Cambridgeshire, 
Lincolnshire and Norfolk, for example, and all three should be Conservative gains. It 
would take only a small movement for the Conservatives to win East Sussex and 
Oxfordshire outright too. 
 
Most of the English counties are hardly natural Labour territory - the party could 
manage fewer than half the number of seats as the Conservatives even at the same 
time as winning the 2005 general election. Currently it controls only Derbyshire and 
Durham, and is the largest party in just four other English councils with elections.  Its 
best hopes must be in more industrialised counties such as Lancashire and 
Nottinghamshire where only a couple of gains are required and where there is a history 



	

of Labour local governance.  Staffordshire too was under long-term Labour control 
until 2009, but the party is now somewhat behind the Conservatives.  
Warwickshire (one of our councils to watch) will be a big test for both major parties.  
It was the Conservative-hold in Nuneaton on general election night 2015 that made it 
plain that Labour could not win, but now the Conservatives appear to be only just 
ahead on the newly drawn county division boundaries.   Labour has never been in 
control here, but cannot afford to be seen to fall back further.   
 
The Liberal Democrats have made no fewer than 33 net gains in local by-elections 
since last May and have frequently registered swings in their favour of over 20%.  
They have regained their position as the third party in local government (and often 
the Conservatives’ closest challengers), but have a long way to go to rebuild support 
to its pre-2010 level.  As in the 1980s they are focusing on a bottom up approach with 
assiduous local campaigning seen as the key to victory.  It is to some of their former 
strongholds that we should look for any signs of a real turnaround.   
 
By-elections and defections have left them comfortably the largest party in Cornwall 
with scope to add to that tally.  In Somerset, they will be aiming at least to win more 
seats than the Conservatives in a county they controlled in the late 1990s and again 
in the four years to 2009.  
 
In Scotland, scope for dramatic seat change is limited by the proportional (STV) 
electoral system, but Labour will be down by a couple of dozen or more seats with the 
SNP picking up both seats and overall control of some councils. Wresting Glasgow 
from Labour would be the big prize, but the party hovers just a couple of seats from 
a majority in places like Clackmannanshire, Falkirk, and Stirling. The Conservatives 
could also make modest progress.  
 
In Wales, Labour is defending a high-water mark in its support.  Much of rural Wales 
remains dominated by Independent and local party candidates, but last year’s Welsh 
Assembly results suggest that all parties (including UKIP who had just two councillors 
elected in 2012) could make gains at Labour’s overall expense.  Indeed, it’s entirely 
possible that Labour will lose more seats in Wales than in England and see their 
majority cut very sharply even in some of their heartland valleys’ councils.  
 
*A wealth of additional information, including the local electoral history of every 
council in the country, can be found on our website -  www.electionscentre.co.uk 
 
 
Metro mayors 
 
Much attention will focus on the inaugural elections for the six so-called ‘metro mayors.  
These new posts are a key plank of the government’s devolution strategy, and most 
cover areas where similar all-encompassing councils existed until two or three decades 
ago. The elections themselves, however, may be something of an anti-climax. 
 



	

Although candidates are being offered the chance to join in (and financially contribute 
to) a mail shot to electors, it is a matter of speculation how many people will actually 
bother to vote if there are no other elections scheduled.  The Police and Crime 
Commissioner contests in both 2012 and 2016 suffered from apathy wherever 
localised on the ground campaigning was absent.  That is a danger again. 
 
The mayoral elections will similarly use the Supplementary Vote (SV) electoral system 
which has a record of producing above average numbers of ‘wasted’ and unused votes 
at least partly because of voter unfamiliarity and/or confusion. 
 
SV can though have a sting in the tale by allowing the initially second -placed candidate 
to come through to win on the back of transfers from those eliminated.   
 
That is unlikely to be the case in either Greater Manchester or the Liverpool City Region 
(where sitting Labour MPs Andy Burnham and Steve Rotherham are the favourites), 
or in Tees Valley. Labour was comfortably ahead in all three at both the 2015 general 
and (where relevant) the 2016 local elections and should be again. 
 
Elsewhere the shape of the run-off could be crucial.  In West Midlands, another area 
with a seeming inbuilt Labour advantage, the high profile Conservative candidate (ex- 
John Lewis Partnership MD Andy Street) could attract a disproportionate number of 
second choice votes.    
 
The absence of the North Somerset council area reduces the Conservatives’ 
prospective lead in the West of England, though they did top the vote in 2015 
nonetheless.  The key here could be whether any Liberal Democrat recovery propels 
the party into second place and allows their candidate (former Bristol West MP 
Stephen Williams) to hoover up transfers from the Greens and Labour in particular.  
   
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough is the only ’metro’ area to cover county and district 
council areas in its constituent membership and the only one to have a substantial 
number of coincident local elections. Combined contests will boost the turnout and 
the Conservatives should come out on top as they did at the 2015 general election 
here.   
 
In addition, single authority based mayoral elections will take place in both Doncaster 
(which looks a shoo-in for Labour) and North Tyneside (where there is just an outside 
chance that the Conservatives could win for the first time since 2009).  
 
 
Seven councils to watch 
 
Derbyshire (Lab). A Labour gain in 2013 following a big swing from both 
Conservative and Liberal Democrat, and now the only county under Labour majority 
control.   Labour look comfortable on paper but a 5% shift back to the Tories could 
see their majority plummet from 22 to 2.  
 



	

Lancashire (NOC).  Boundary changes. A Conservative gain direct from 
Labour in 2009; last time Labour came out ahead in an old fashioned two-way fight – 
and govern as a minority.  Labour need 3 notional gains for outright control; the 
Conservatives must try to find seven.    
 
Norfolk (NOC).  As in Cambridgeshire and Lincolnshire, it was UKIP which was 
responsible for wrenching Norfolk from Conservative hands for the first time since 
2001. The Tories now need to target a modest three net gains to take back control. 
For its part, Labour could threaten the 4 Greens elected in Norwich last time.   
 
Somerset (Con). The Lib Dems remained competitive in 3 of the 5 districts in 
2013, but have lost a couple of county by-elections since.  However, a District gain in 
Taunton in December may presage better things.  A 2% swing in their favour would 
deprive the Tories of 5 seats and their majority.  
 
Warwickshire (NOC). Boundary changes. Lost by the Conservatives in 
2013, although they remained in power as a minority administration.  The 7 notional 
gains they need on the new boundaries for full control may be a step too far.  
 
Cardiff  (Lab). The Welsh capital has been a key battleground for Conservatives, 
Labour and Lib Dems at recent general elections. The Lib Dems governed as a minority 
administration until 2012, and may now hope for something of a revival at Labour’s 
expense in a city which voted 60-40 Remain. 
  
Glasgow (Lab). Boundary changes.  Labour ever since re-organisation in 
1995, but the SNP’s ‘Yes’ vote here in the 2014 Referendum together with a clean 
sweep at both 2015 general and 2016 Scottish Parliament elections suggest a 
changing of the guard at City Hall.    
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

Scottish Local Elections 2017 
 
Professor John Curtice (University of Strathclyde) 
@whatscotsthink |whatscotsthink.org 
j.curtice@strath.ac.uk | 07710 348 755 
 
The System 

• Single Transferable Vote in three and four member wards 

• Surplus votes and votes of bottom candidates redistributed in accordance 
with second and subsequent preferences until enough reach the quota for 
election (votes/(seats+1)+4 

• Approximately proportional system but with high de facto threshold; 20% or 
25% in a ward 

• Parties can nominate more than 1 candidate while voters can interleave 
candidates from different parties in their order of preference. 

 
The Outcome in 2012

 
Labour subsequently gained control of South Lanarkshire via local by-elections 

 
 
 
 
 



	

2012: An Exceptional Election? 

 
Political Backdrop 

• Conservatives take second place in 2016 Holyrood election 
• Scotland votes to Remain in the EU 
• UK and Scottish Governments fundamentally disagree about shape of Brexit 
• Sturgeon calls for #indyref2 in late 2018/early 2019 
• May calls UK general election! 

 
Little Change in Opinion on Independence 

 



	

Aggregate Effect of Boundary Changes (25/32 councils) 

 
Source: Prof. David Denver, Lancaster University 
 
Within Council Impact 

• Labour would not have won control of West Dunbarton 
• Labour would have not had the position of sole largest position it enjoyed on 

5 councils, including Edinburgh 
 
Candidate Numbers 

 



	

Points to Note 
• Labour only fighting half of seats in South Lanarks. 
• Every Labour candidate needs to win in Glasgow, Renfrewshire and West 

Dunbarton to retain control 
• Conservatives only fighting half of seats in South Ayrshire 
• Independents guaranteed to retain control of three island councils 

 
Two Polls of Local Vote Intention

 
Local By-Election Record  

 
Based on all local by-elections fought by Con, Lab and SNP in 2012 and in local by-
election 



	

SNP Targets 
Control: 
 

• Clackmannan 
• E. Ayrshire 
• Midlothian 
• N. Ayrshire 
• Renfrew 
• Stirling 
• W. Lothian 

 
Largest Party: 
 

• Aberdeen 
• East Dunbartonshire 
• East Lothian  
• Edinburgh  
• Falkirk 
• Fife 
• Glasgow  
• Moray 
• North Lanarkshire  
• West Dunbartonshire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

Welsh Local Elections 2017 

Professor Roger Scully (University of Cardiff)  
ScullyRM@cardiff.ac.uk | 07738 294226 
 

On 4 May Wales elects all twenty-two of its principal local authorities. These councils 
were last elected five years ago – except for Ynys Mon (Anglesey), where the election 
was delayed until 2013 after ‘local difficulties’ on the council. 

In 2012 Labour made substantial gains on the previous elections in 2008, increasing 
its total of Welsh councillors by nearly 70%, and the number of local councils it 
controlled from two to ten. All other parties lost ground. The Lib-Dems suffered 
particularly badly, losing more than half the seats they were defending. 

The table shows the numbers of seats and councils won by each party in 2012/13 
across the 22 Welsh local authorities (with changes from the 2008 results in brackets): 

 
Party Councillors Won Authorities won  

Labour 580 (+235) 10 (+8) 

Plaid Cymru 170 (-35) 0 

Conservative 105 (-69) 0 (-2) 

Lib-Dems 73 (-93) 0 

Independents 337 (-39) 2 (-1) 

Others 18 (-10) 0 

 

The total number of local election candidates for each party across Wales in 2017 is 
as follows: 

Labour 940 (+94) 
Independents 767 (+21) 
Conservatives 627 (+59) 
Plaid Cymru 579 (+49) 
Liberal Democrats 281 (-55) 
Local Independents 18 (-16) 
United Kingdom Independence Party 80 (+67) 
Green Party 78 (+10) 
Others 114 (+19) 



	

Interestingly the Liberal Democrats are standing fewer than a third of the candidates 
of Welsh Labour. The number of UKIP candidates compared to 2012/13 has risen 
significantly –  yet they continue to lag far behind the other parties. These figures 
also show the continuing strength of independents in Welsh local government. 
The latest Welsh Political Barometer poll asked about local election voting intentions. 
The poll produced the figures below (with, in brackets, changes on an equivalent 
question run by YouGov before the 2012 Welsh local elections): 

Labour: 28% (-20) 

Conservatives: 26% (+9) 

Plaid Cymru: 19% (+2) 

Liberal Democrats: 7% (no change) 

UKIP: 8% (no comparable figure) 

Others/Independents: 12% (no comparable figure, as combined with 
UKIP in 2012) 

 

What should we expect when the results come in on 5 May? 

Labour: At the time of the 2012 local elections, Welsh Labour was polling around 
50% for both Westminster and the Assembly. Those local elections  came at an ideal 
time for Labour. The latest Welsh Political Barometer poll, published on 24 April, 
showed Labour at 30% support for the general election, and similar levels for the 
National Assembly. Even before the general election was called, therefore, 
expectations were for significant Labour losses in Wales. The party will be on the 
defensive, and are likely to lose substantial ground. Councils to watch: Cardiff, 
Swansea, Newport: Labour won control of Wales’ three largest cities last time. Now 
the question is, can it hold any of them? 

Conservatives: Parties in government at Westminster usually do badly at local 
elections. Startlingly, even before the general election was called, the Tories were 
performing remarkably strongly in the Welsh polls for a party well into the mid-term 
stage. Tory performance in Welsh local council by-elections in recent years has been 
patchy at best. So expectations would have been for modest gains; the general 
election may have transformed that into more substantial progress, seeing parts of 
Wales turning blue. Councils to watch: The Tories lost control of both Monmouthshire 
and Vale of Glamorgan in 2012; they should expect to regain both councils.  

Plaid Cymru: Plaid Cymru are the second party of Welsh local government, but 
currently a long way behind Labour. Despite occasional good local by-election 
performances, their presence and performance in local elections has continued to be 



	

deeply inconsistent. We should be expecting some gains overall, but this is likely to 
be patchy: there is no evidence yet of a strong general tide towards Plaid. Councils to 
watch: Plaid would hope to win a majority in Gywnedd, and to make ground in Ynys 
Mon, which is also their key general election target seat. 

Liberal Democrats: The Liberal Democrats have been performing very strongly 
in many local by-elections in England of late; their performances in Wales (and 
Scotland) have been more inconsistent. However, these local recoveries by the party 
have not generally been reflected in improved poll ratings. The relatively small number 
of candidates they are standing suggests an attempt at targeting in areas of relative 
strength, as they seek to rebuild. Councils to watch: After a tough 2012, the Lib-Dems 
would hope to recover in some areas of previous strength, including Ceredigion, Powys 
and Cardiff. 

UKIP: UKIP  have a significant presence in the Assembly, while they continue to poll 
respectably for both Westminster and the Assembly they remain utterly insignificant 
in Welsh local government; recent local by-elections have seen them often failing to 
stand candidates, and generally performing poorly even when they do stand, with 
poor infrastructure and inconsistentent messaging. With their poll ratings declining, 
any election victories would be an achievement. 

NOTE: The April Welsh Political Barometer poll was conducted by YouGov for ITV-
Cymru Wales and Cardiff University’s Wales Governance Centre. It had a sample of 
1029 Welsh adults, with interviews being conducted via the internet between 19-
21 January 2017. 

 
 


