
Birmingham City Council Elections 2011:

Background and Prospects

Introduction

There are three councillors elected for each of the 40 wards in Birmingham (120 in total).  Elections involve a third of the seats (one in each of the 40 wards) each year and in every fourth year there is no election.  Councillors serve for four years so this year those who were elected in 2007 are standing down (and must seek re-election to remain on the council).  Those elected this year will serve a four year term until 2015.  There will be no local elections in Birmingham in 2013.  At the start of this election the parties have the following seats: Conservative 45, Labour 41, Liberal Democrat 31 and Respect 3.

Historical Trends

For a long period before the 1980s, Birmingham changed regularly from Conservative to Labour administrations.  However a period of over twenty years of Labour control began in 1983.  Since 2004 the council has been in no overall control, with the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats forming a partnership, currently with a majority of 32 (16 more than the winning post of 60 seats).  The charts below show the number of seats held by each party since 1973 and the share of the vote gained by each party since 1995.

Local election results often tend to follow a pattern based on which party is in government nationally.  That party tends to do less well in local elections, but then recover in the local election held in the same year or the year after the next general election.  This can be seen in the number of seats won in Birmingham in 1975-79 and in 1979-83.  However when a party is in government for a long period this pattern can lead to a longer cycle of results.  Since 1983 the position of the Conservative Party did not recover sufficiently to match that of the Labour Party around the 1987 and 1992 elections and fell to a very low level before the 1997 general election.  This has meant that, after 1998 the traditional trend again produced a shift of seats from the party in government to the other main party, but given the very low position of the Conservatives in 1996, this did not produce a Conservative majority during that period.

Despite this increase in seats the Conservative Party did not gain significantly in terms of share of the Birmingham vote during the period of the Labour government.  The Labour share of the vote declined by about 13% between 1996 and 2008 (increasing slightly the year after the 2001 general election as would be expected but not after the 2005 election), but the Conservative share of the vote has remained very similar to their low level of 29% in 1996 – only just going ahead of Labour’s in 2008.  This suggests that the Conservative vote has become concentrated in their stronger seats, with their vote declining in other areas.

The Liberal Democrats, on the other hand, made steady increases in their share of the vote after 1996, with a large jump in 2003, when they came second on this measure - increasing overall by 10% since 1996 and by 7% in 2003 (the year of the Iraq invasion).  However since then their share fell back in 2006 and 2007 before rising slightly again in 2008 and 2010.

The share of vote captured by other parties increased strongly after 2004, with the BNP taking about 11% of the vote in 2006 but then fell back again in subsequent years.

The electoral cycle may well have started again with the formation of the Conservative-Liberal Democrat government in 2010.  Last year’s local elections were held on the same day as the general election and this makes them particularly difficult to interpret because the turnout for a general election is usually more than double that for a local election.  This year’s elections represent the first real test of the state of the parties following the change of government last year.
The 2010 elections saw a sharp increase in the share of the vote going to Labour (from 30% to around 37%), but a relatively modest gain for the party of 5 seats.  This did however represent the first gain in seats for Labour since 2002 and a change from the series of increases in Conservative seats that began in 1998.  The Conservatives’ share of the vote also dropped from 30% to under 28%.  The Liberal Democrats also achieved an increase in their share of the local election vote on general election day.

Number of Seats on the Council by Party: 1973-2010
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Percentage of Vote Gained by Each Party: 1995-2010
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Target Seats

The tables overleaf show the target seats for 2011.  The information is presented in terms of swings required from the 2007 position - the year that councillors standing for re-election were elected - rather than just majorities.   

The parties will be defending the following seats (i.e. of their total seats given above, these seats are available for other parties to win this year):

Labour

13
Conservative
16
Lib Dem
10
Respect
1
On this basis the span of mathematically possible results in 2011 for each party is as follows

	Party
	Seats Total
	Seats “in the bank”
	Seats Defending
	Minimum
	Maximum

	Labour
	41
	28
	13
	28
	68

	Conservative
	45
	29
	16
	29
	69

	Lib Dem
	31
	21
	10
	21
	61


So in theory Labour, for example have 26 seats to target, giving them a possible new total of 67.  However only a certain number of these are “winnable”.  The Conservatives are defending 6 marginal seats (defined here as requiring swings of 5% or less between 2007 and 2011 to change hands) and the Liberal Democrats are defending four.  Interestingly these marginal seats are now all either Labour-Lib Dem or Labour-Conservative battles – there are no seats in which the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats (members of the current governing partnership) are within a 5% swing of each other and one of the two holds the seat.  The closest is Hall Green in which the Conservatives could take the seat from the Liberal Democrats with a 5.3% swing from 2010 and a 4.5% swing from 2007.
Taking only “marginal” seats (see tables below) the above table would look like this:

	Party
	Seats Total
	Seats Not Defending
	“Marginal” Seats Defending
	Minimum
	Maximum

	Labour
	41
	27
	2*
	39
	51

	Conservative
	45
	24
	6
	39
	46*

	Lib Dem
	31
	30
	4
	27
	32


*Handsworth Wood appears as a marginal due to an unusually close result in 2007.

In the following tables, the shaded seats indicate those vulnerable to the national swings highlighted below.

Conservative Seats (Labour targets) – Swing to Labour Required
	Ward
	Swing Required 2007-11
	Swing Required 2010-11
	What happened in 2010

	Billesley
	1.2%
	n/a
	Lab gain

	Quinton
	2.6%
	n/a
	Lab gain

	Weoley
	2.8%
	0.3%
	Con hold

	Brandwood
	3.1%
	n/a
	Lab hold*

	Kings Norton
	3.7%
	n/a
	Lab gain

	Longbridge
	3.9%
	n/a
	Lab gain

	Northfield
	7.9%
	3.1%
	Con hold

	Erdington
	8.0%
	8.2%
	Con hold

	Harborne
	8.6%
	3.9%
	Con hold

	Edgbaston
	13.1%
	4.2%
	Con hold

	Sutton Vesey
	13.2%
	10.1%
	Con hold

	Bournville
	13.7%
	2.7%
	Con hold

	Bartley Green
	18.5%
	6.1%
	Con hold

	Sutton Trinity
	20.4%
	15.5%
	Con hold

	Sutton New Hall
	22.4%
	16.5%
	Con hold

	Sutton Four Oaks
	29.3%
	24.7%
	Con hold


* Labour won this seat in 2006 and held it in 2010, but not in 2007
Lib Dem Seats (Labour targets) – Swing to Labour Required
	Ward
	Swing required 2007-11
	Swing required 2010-11
	What happened in 2010

	Hodge Hill
	0.9%
	n/a
	Lab gain

	Springfield
	2.0%
	n/a
	Lab hold*

	Moseley and Kings Heath
	3.8%
	0.9%
	Lib Dem hold

	Selly Oak
	4.2%
	6.5%
	Lib Dem hold

	Perry Barr
	9.4%
	4.3%
	Lib Dem hold

	Hall Green
	11.7%
	7.1%
	Lib Dem hold

	Yardley South
	13.3%
	9.5%
	Lib Dem hold

	Acocks Green
	13.7%
	4.7%
	Lib Dem hold

	Stechford & Yardley North
	24.2%
	11.9%
	Lib Dem hold

	Sheldon
	25.5%
	16.2%
	Lib Dem hold


* Labour won this seat in 2006 and held it in 2010, but not in 2007

Labour Seats

a) Conservative Targets – Swing to Conservative Required
	Ward
	Swing required 2007-11
	Swing required 2010-11
	What happened 2010

	Handsworth Wood
	3.3%
	21.2%
	Lab hold

	Oscott
	5.2%
	2.8%
	Lab hold

	Tyburn
	6.3%
	9.4%
	Lab hold

	Stockland Green
	9.3%
	9.4%
	Lab hold

	Kingstanding
	11.2%
	3.5%
	Lab hold

	Ladywood
	15.3%
	7.4%
	Lab hold

	Shard End
	16.0%
	10.6%
	Lab hold

	Aston
	17.1%
	25.2%
	Lab hold

	Nechells
	19.8%
	18.7%
	Lab hold

	Bordesley Green
	20.3%
	20.1%
	Lab gain*

	Lozells and East Handsworth
	21.8%
	22.8%
	Lab hold

	Soho
	24.6%
	25.0%
	Lab hold

	Washwood Heath
	25.7%
	27.0%
	Lab hold


* Labour won this seat in 2007 but not in 2006
b) Lib Dem Targets – Swing to Lib Dem Required
	Ward
	Swing required 2007-11
	Swing required 2010-11
	What happened in 2010

	Aston
	4.7%
	11.4%
	Lab hold

	Tyburn
	5.3%
	11.2%
	Lab hold

	Bordesley Green
	7.2%
	4.9%
	Lab gain*

	Nechells
	10.6%
	14.6%
	Lab hold

	Washwood Heath
	11.9%
	18.5%
	Lab hold

	Lozells and East Handsworth
	12.7%
	22.6%
	Lab hold

	Handsworth Wood
	15.5%
	20.7%
	Lab hold

	Soho
	15.7%
	16.2%
	Lab hold

	Stockland Green
	17.5%
	17.0%
	Lab hold

	Kingstanding
	18.8%
	15.3%
	Lab hold

	Oscott
	19.0%
	12.2%
	Lab hold

	Ladywood
	19.3%
	11.5%
	Lab hold

	Shard End
	19.3%
	15.6%
	Lab hold


* Labour won this seat in 2007 but not in 2006

Election Prospects

Barring an extraordinary set of results, the City Council will remain in no overall control after these elections, with the expectation that the current ruling partnership would continue for at least another year.  

The seats being contested this year were last contested in 2007.  An average of opinion polls taken in April of that year put the Conservatives on 37%, Labour on 30% and the Liberal Democrats on 20%.  Since then the national polls show approximately the following swings between the parties (at the time of writing): Conservative to Labour 6%; Liberal Democrat to Labour 9%.
However, based on evidence from local council by-elections to February1, the anticipated swings would be more favourable to the Liberal Democrats:

Conservative to Labour

9%

Liberal Democrat to Labour

5%

These national trends are only ever a very rough guide to what might happen locally.  Local factors mean that local areas will respond differently to national politics and policies and the “personal vote” for particularly popular or long-established candidates is always a factor in specific wards.  The policies and performance of the city council’s leadership and local ward issues are also of course a factor (though not to the extent that supporters of a healthy local democracy might wish!).

Based on the swings above, and the difficult economic circumstances faced by the new coalition government, there is a widespread expectation that Labour will make gains from both the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats this year (see target seats above).  The raw swings suggest that Labour can expect to gain four or five seats from the Liberal Democrats and between six and nine from the Conservatives, but some of the other local factors that may be significant are noted below.
Local issues and 2010 results.  As noted above the 2010 results are a very poor guide to 2011 voting, because of the high turnout on general election day.  However there were some local issues worth noting:

· In Selly Oak the Liberal Democrats did much better than expected in 2010
· In Bournville the Conservatives had a much narrower win than expected in 2010
· In Weoley the Conservatives continue to produce better than predicted results
· In Moseley and Kings Heath the Liberal Democrats held the seat against the trend in 2010

· The Conservatives also did relatively less well in 2010 than in previous years in Harborne, Edgbaston, Northfield and Bartley Green.  Gains in Edgbaston or Bartley Green for Labour would certainly exceed expectations
· The three-way marginal seat of Hall Green may be a target for the Conservatives (gain from Lib Dem on a 4.5% swing from 2007) 


 Data collected by Rallings and Thrasher at the local elections centre, University of Plymouth and reported in the Local Government Chronicle on 3 February 2011: http://www.lgcplus.com/briefings/services/elections/labour-resurgent-may-elections-set-for-change/5024249.article

· The Labour Party is also hopeful of gaining the seat of Sparkbrook currently held by the Respect party (and not shown in the tables above).  This was a close contest in 2010 and the result depends on a complex pattern of voter switches and turnout between Respect, Liberal Democrat and Labour.

A reasonable projection might therefore be that Labour will gain between five and nine seats from the Conservatives and between three and five from the Liberal Democrats, making an overall gain of between eight and fifteen seats (including Sparkbrook).  If they achieve gains at the higher end of this spectrum they would be in a very good position to achieve a majority on the city council in 2012.  If they achieve only a small number of gains then the current ruling partnership would be hopeful of retaining power in 2012 and continuing until 2014 (there are no elections in 2013).
People

Several cabinet members, scrutiny committee chairs and prominent opposition councillors are up for re-election this year.  These are listed in the table below.
Senior councillors up for election in 2011
	Councillor


	Ward
	Majority in 2007
	Position

	John Lines (Con)
	Bartley Green
	2297
	Cabinet Member for Housing

	Timothy Huxtable (Con)
	Bournville
	2175
	Cabinet Member for Transport and Regeneration

	Paul Tilsley (Lib Dem)
	Sheldon
	2908
	Deputy Leader of the Council

	Leonard Clark (Con)
	Quinton
	380
	Executive member for Children’s Services

	James Hutchings (Con)
	Edgbaston
	1214
	Chair of the Local Services and Community Safety Scrutiny Committee

	Keith Barton (Con)
	Longbridge
	421
	Chair of the Equalities and Human Resources Scrutiny Committee

	Emily Cox (Lib Dem)
	Moseley & Kings Heath
	585
	Chair of the Housing and Urban Renewal Scrutiny Committee

	Jon Hunt (Lib Dem)
	Perry Barr
	1119
	Chair of the Children and Education Scrutiny Committee

	Sir Albert Bore (Labour)
	Ladywood
	1059
	Leader of the Opposition

	Ian Ward (Labour)
	Shard End
	1264
	Deputy Leader of the Opposition


Some well known former Labour councillors are also attempting to rejoin the council, including former cabinet members Stewart Stacey and Dennis Minnis standing in Acocks Green and Edgbaston and former councillors Tony Kennedy in Sparkbrook and Barry Henley in Brandwood.
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