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Introduction

The 2005 Westminster and council elections in Northern Ireland saw a continuation of recent change within the unionist electoral bloc. The relatively moderate and ostensibly pro-Good Friday Agreement (GFA) Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), for so long the dominant force within unionism, was eclipsed by the Reverend Ian Paisley’s anti-GFA Democratic Unionist Party (DUP). With the UUP leader, David Trimble, losing in Upper Bann, the UUP holding only a solitary constituency and the DUP winning nine seats, the triumph of Paisleyism appeared complete. The peace and political processes part-brokered by the UUP had yielded the demise of the party once seen as the embodiment of unionism, an electoral obliteration which had gathered pace with each election since the 1998 GFA. For most commentators, the rise of the DUP confirmed its ability to harness Protestant disaffection with the GFA. This paper suggests that the DUP’s victory owed less to its mobilisation of Protestants than to the disengagement of many Unionists from the electoral process. This contention is tested by examination of Unionist bloc turnout and the performance of the two main unionist parties relative to turnout.
The results

The election confirmed the trend of rising DUP support, in actual terms and relative to their in-bloc party rival, evident since the 1998 GFA, indicated in Table 1 and Figure 1 below. The 2005 election replicated the 2004 European election in producing a DUP vote share almost twice that garnered by the UUP. 

Table 1 Party vote shares in Northern Ireland elections 1997-2005 

Election


First Preference Party Vote Share (%)


Pre GFA


DUP
UUP

SF
SDLP

1997 Westminster

13.6
32.7

16.1
24.1

1997 Council


15.6
27.9

16.9
20.7

Post GFA

1998 Assembly

18.1
21.3

17.6
22.0

1999 European

28.4
17.6

17.4
28.2


2001 Westminster

22.5
26.8

21.7
21.0

2001 Council


21.4
22.9

20.7
19.4

2003 Assembly 

25.7
22.7

23.5
17.0

2004 European

31.9
16.5

26.3
15.9

2005 Westminster

33.7
17.7

24.3
17.5


2005 Council


29.6
18.0

23.2
17.4

Figure 1 UUP-DUP electoral rivalry 1997-2005 (% vote share)
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A breakdown by votes and seats of the 2005 contest illuminates the new dominance of the DUP (Table 2). The overall shares of the vote held by unionists and nationalists were virtually unchanged from the 2001 Westminster election, at 51.4 per cent and 41.8 per cent respectively. 

Table 2 Votes and seats in the 2005 Westminster Election


Votes




Seats



Actual 
   % share  % change

Actual
Gains
Losses  Net

DUP
241,856     33.7       +11.2

9
4
0
+4

SF
174,530     24.3       +  2.6

5
1
0
+1

SDLP   125,626    17.5      -   3.5

3
1
1
 0



UUP
127,314     17.7      -   9.1

1
0
5
-5

Whilst the overall swing from the UUP to the DUP of 10.1 per cent was exaggerated by the entry of Paisley’s party into constituencies where it previously allowed the UUP a free run, the trend was nonetheless stark. The once dominant UUP was reduced to the status of Northern Ireland’s fourth party in terms of Westminster representation. 

Broken down by Westminster constituency and seat changeovers, the desperate plight of the UUP is clearly indicated (Table 3).

Table 3  2005 Westminster election results by constituency 




% share

%


%

Constituency

DUP
UUP
SDLP
SF 
Swing (in bloc)      Turnout
East Antrim

49.6
26.6
 5.3
2.6
11.7 UUP>DUP     54.5 (-4.6)

East Belfast*

49.1
30.1
 2.7
3.3
 0.1 DUP>UUP      58.0 (-5.0)

East Londonderry
42.9
21.1    17.1    16.1
 8.5 UUP>DUP      60.3 (-5.9)

Ferm’gh&S.Tyrone
28.8
18.2    14.8    38.2
12.4   **   
         72.6 (-5.4)

Foyle


14.4
  2.4
46.3   33.2
  5.3   SDLP>SF     65.9 (-3.0)

Lagan Valley*
54.7
21.5
 7.5
6.1
38.1  UUP>DUP+  60.2 (-3.0)

Mid Ulster

23.5
10.7    17.4     47.6
  2.0   SF>SDLP     72.5 (-8.8)

Newry & Armagh
18.4
13.9
25.2    41.4
11.3   SDLP>SF     70.0 (-6.8)

North Antrim

54.8
14.5
12.2    15.7
  5.7  UUP>DUP     61.7 (-4.4)

North Belfast

45.6
  7.1
16.2     28.6
  4.8  UUP>DUP     57.8 (-9.4)

North Down*

35.1
50.4
 3.1
  0.6
20.3  UUP>DUP     54.0 (-4.8)

South Antrim

38.2
29.1
12.4
11.6
 5.7   UUP>DUP     56.7 (-5.8)

South Belfast

28.4
22.7
32.3
 9.0
 0.2   SF>SDLP       60.8 (-3.1)

South Down

18.3
 9.9
25.8    44.7
 3.8   SDLP>SF       65.4 (-5.4)

Strangford*

56.5
21.3
  2.6
 3.9     16.4   UUP>DUP     53.6 (-6.3)

Upper Bann

37.6
25.5
21.0    13.0
 8.1   UUP>DUP     61.2 (-9.1)

West Belfast

10.6
 2.3      14.6    70.5
 4.4   SDLP>SF       64.2 (-4.5)

West Tyrone++
17.8
 6.9      17.8    38.9
15.6
SF-IND       72.1 (-7.8) 

* The Alliance Party came third in East Belfast (12.2 per cent) Lagan Valley (10.1 per cent) North Down (7.6 per cent) and Strangford (9.0 per cent) of the vote.

** DUP did not stand in Fermanagh and South Tyrone in 2001, thus ‘swing’ meaningless.

+ The DUP candidate, Jeffrey Donaldson, was elected as a UUP candidate in 2001, which partly explains the extraordinary swing.

++An Independent candidate came second in West Tyrone with 27.4 per cent of the vote

The UUP was disadvantaged by the impact of the First Past the Post system, retained exclusively for Westminster elections. The UUP could hardly cry foul; for years the ‘winner takes all’ system had favoured the party as the DUP’s respectable second places counted for little, or led to Paisley’s party vacating the territory in the knowledge that being runner-up to the UUP would be worthless. The realignment of votes now exaggerates DUP hegemony. Almost 18 per cent of the vote yielded one seat for the UUP, whereas one-third of the vote netted half of the seats for the DUP.  In contrast, nationalist seat shares were broadly proportional. The Westminster elections continue to offer a much more disproportional outcome than all the PR-STV contests held in Northern Ireland, except for European contests, where, in four party-three seat system, there is one major loser, presently the SDLP, but possibly the UUP in future. 

Similar trends within unionism and nationalism were evident in the council elections held on the same day. The UUP trailed the DUP (by 67) and Sinn Fein (by 11) in respect of council seats, suffering a swing of 6.7 per cent to the DUP. There was a swing of 2 per cent from the SDLP to Sinn Fein. With 182 council seats and 29.6 per cent of first preference votes, the DUP emerged as the strongest party in local government, followed by Sinn Fein with 23.2 per cent of the vote and 126 seats. The UUP, hitherto the leading party, was relegated to third place with only 18 per cent of the vote and 115 seats, its worst ever performance, whilst the SDLP obtained 17.4 per cent of the vote and won 101 seats. 

The intra-Unionist campaign
Despite continuing political problems, successive Northern Ireland Life and Times surveys indicated a desire for devolved power-sharing among the population. Against this, the GFA lacked backing from Unionists. Only 57 per cent of Protestants supported the deal in the 1998 referendum; five years later backing had fallen to one-third (Hayes and McAllister 2001; Dowds, Hayes and McAllister 2004). Protestants were not opposed to power-sharing per se, but resented much of the GFA non-constitutional agenda, in particular, the release of paramilitary prisoners and the changes to policing, including the replacement of the Royal Ulster Constabulary by the Police Service of Northern Ireland and the introduction of 50-50 Catholic-Non Catholic recruitment. 

The unionist election campaign followed predictable lines, the DUP selling itself as the voice of strong unionism and the UUP marketing itself as the party that had achieved results, indicated by a more peaceful Northern Ireland. Strong intra-Unionist rivalry has persisted since the birth of the DUP in 1971, but the GFA provided the first clear faultline along which enmities could develop since the previous power-sharing experiment in 1974. The DUP criticised the ‘pushover unionism’ of the UUP, arguing that the political process had been a series of concessions to nationalists. The DUP’s pitch to voters stressed the need to elect robust unionist representatives, given Sinn Fein would emerge as the larger nationalist party. 

The UUP claimed (legitimately) that it had helped secure the Union via the GFA, a deal whose core principle was that of consent, i.e. Northern Ireland would remain part of the United Kingdom for so long as the majority of its citizens so desired. Moreover, it was unclear how the DUP could reverse some of the changes of the GFA. As David Trimble sardonically remarked after the 2003 Assembly elections, unionists would await with interest the DUP’s plans for the returning of paramilitary prisoners to jail and the re-establishment of the Royal Ulster Constabulary.

Arguments over what had happened between 1998 and 2002, and whether the changes were beneficial, dominated the contest within unionism, at the expense of ideas on the way forward. In terms of future plans, the DUP appeared more hostile to the devolution of policing and security, claiming that the UUP was still desirous of such a transfer of powers and would accept a Sinn Fein Minister of Policing and Justice. Moreover, the DUP insisted that the decommissioning of IRA weapons had to be ‘timetabled, verifiable and transparent’ (Democratic Unionist Party, 2005:10). This was important in placing the modalities of decommissioning beyond the private concord of the IRA and the ICD and into the public domain. 

The UUP’s campaign was designed to portray itself, firstly, as the party that ‘delivered’ and secondly, as unionism’s acceptable face, compared to a DUP which had occasionally flirted with extra-constitutionalism. In terms of delivery, the UUP’s manifesto insisted that it had ‘forced republicans to sign up to democracy and disarmament’ (Ulster Unionist Party, 2005:1). The GFA remained the framework within which political parties would have to negotiate. However, the UUP’s plea for voters not to be ‘DUPed’ found little sympathy. The debate on the IRA’s ‘signing up’ to decommissioning had moved onto delivery rather than republican statements of intention. In terms of the debate on ‘nice versus nasty’ unionists, the UUP offered some historical truths, but the DUP had always condemned violence and striven to be ‘respectable’. Moreover, there was little contemporary mileage in such a campaign and few unionists saw the DUP’s robust loyalism, seen as necessary post-GFA, as beyond the pale. In any case, semi-constitutionalism has been a feature of unionism since its inception in the nineteenth century. 

The UUP’s tactics were criticised internally, one of its ousted MPs, David Burnside, complaining in a leaked memorandum that the slogan that ‘decent people vote UUP’ was ‘puerile and amateurish’ (BBC Northern Ireland, Spotlight, 10 May 2005). Indeed the UUP’s campaign was tainted with snobbery, harking back to the age of its dominance, when the DUP was seen as a dubious fusion of working-class loyalists and rural religious fundamentalists, whereas the UUP represented ordinary Protestants. Indeed Trimble’s resignation speech referred to the dominance of Paisley’s Free Presbyterian Church within the DUP. 

In a move scarcely cognisant of the electoral mood, the UUP raised the prospect of a voluntary Executive coalition between it and the SDLP after the election. Attempting to appear more hardline than the DUP, the UUP declared that ‘we do not intend to re-enter an Executive that includes Sinn Fein’ (UUP 2005:1). The pledge raised the obvious question among Unionist voters of why the party had entered government with Sinn Fein with the IRA still armed and with Sinn Fein not having asked the IRA to stand down. Against this, the UUP could point to the DUP’s apparent willingness to do a deal with Sinn Fein in December 2004, a position defended by the DUP on the grounds that it had demanded transparent decommissioning as a precursor. 

As the UUP attempted to shore up its core vote, it was deserted by its traditional allies in the Protestant Orange Order. In March 2005, the Order announced that it was ending its increasingly contentious, century-old, alliance with the UUP. The Order had opposed the GFA and been critical of the UUP leadership ever since, its delegates on the Ulster Unionist Council particularly critical of the GFA and David Trimble’s leadership of the party (Tonge and Evans, 2001). The separation of unionism and orangeism offered the prospect of the UUP articulating a rational, secular case for the Union, but the 2005 election was not the time for a dilution of appeals to Protestant Britishness.

Throughout the campaign it remained unclear whether the DUP would ‘do business’ with Sinn Fein, assuming that the IRA stood down. Ian Paisley referred to the ‘forlorn hope that Sinn Fein can be sanitised’ (News Letter, 20 April 2005). The DUP Deputy Leader, Peter Robinson, declared that ‘it could well take a generation before the republican movement divests itself of the criminality endemic within it’, indicating that direct rule might have to continue (BBC Northern Ireland Hearts and Minds, 14 April 2005). Clearly a period of ‘decontamination’ was required even after the processes of IRA disbandment and decommissioning was completed, indicating that a restoration of devolution was not imminent. 

For those still clinging to the political framework offered by the GFA, the re-ordering of electoral politics confirmed by the 2005 election was not necessarily a disaster. It was claimed that ‘it would be wrong to interpret the swing to the DUP as wholesale rejection of the Good Friday Agreement’ (Belfast Telegraph, 10 May 2005). The demise of the traditionally more moderate parties of the UUP and SDLP would lead to a relocation of moderation within Sinn Fein and the DUP. Whilst the British government was now less rabid in its insistence that the GFA was the ‘only show in town’, it remained the framework within which it hoped that Adams and Paisley – or Paisley’s successor - would ‘do business’ on behalf of their respective ethnic blocs. Shorn of damaging intra-unionist bloc rivalry, a re-negotiated GFA might thrive as the DUP moved from its former ‘oppositionist’ status and accepted the need to work in a soulless marriage (although these often end in divorce) in government with a Sinn Fein party no longer burdened by association with the IRA (for a theoretical discussion of prospects for consociation see McGarry and O’Leary 2004). The two parties already work together, albeit imperfectly, on local councils. A less sanguine take on the election was that it confirmed that devolved power-sharing does not work in Northern Ireland, a dysfunctional polity which has never functioned as a viable democracy. 

The Unionist bloc vote
It might be deduced from the above that the DUP’s election triumph was built upon the party’s ability to bring many Protestants to the polls, enraged at the 

supposed concessions to nationalists offered by the UUP. However, at 68 per cent, turnout in the eight nationalist-held constituencies remains appreciably higher than in those held by unionists, at 57 per cent.  A general trend is towards voter disengagement. Turnout in the Westminster contest fell by 5.5 per cent, dropping in all constituencies, and dropped by 5 per cent in the local elections, continuing a pattern evident throughout the decade. The falls in turnout did not vary markedly according to which bloc held the seat, dropping by 5.8 per cent in unionist constituencies and by 5.6 per cent in those held by nationalists.

In terms of the overall level of bloc vote, i.e. the DUP and UUP total combined, figure 2 indicates a near perfect relationship between the proportion of Protestants in a constituency (using data from the 2001 census) and the combined unionist vote, a figure replicated in the nationalist bloc in terms of the percentage of Catholics in a constituency (figure 3). At one level, therefore, Northern Ireland elections remain sectarian headcounts, notwithstanding the importance of intra-bloc rivalries and differential turnouts.
Figure 2 Unionist bloc voting according to the percentage of Protestants in each constituency 

[image: image1.png]000

70004

000

5000

4000

30004

Proportion of Protestants (%)

2000

10004

annn m‘nn sn‘nn Bn‘nn
Unionist vote (UUP+DUP) (%)




Figure 3 Nationalist bloc voting according to the percentage of Catholics within each constituency
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Bloc correlations with turnout

The association between the percentage of Protestants in a constituency and the size of the Unionist vote comes as little surprise, given the strength of link between religion and voting, the absence of a major centre party and the use of the single plurality system in Westminster elections, which prevents cross-community transfers (Evans and Tonge 2003: Mitchell 1999; Tonge 2005). What matters more for our purposes, in examining the electoral mobilisation or non-mobilisation of Protestants by the DUP is, firstly, the link between Unionist bloc vote and turnout and, secondly, the relationship between individual party vote and turnout. Figures 4 and 5 plot the relationship between unionist and nationalist bloc votes and levels of turnout
Figure 4 Unionist vote and turnout
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Figure 5 Nationalist vote and turnout
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There is a positive correlation between Unionist vote and turnout in the areas of high turnout, invariably nationalist-held constituencies and a negative correlation in the areas of low turnout, which are held by unionists. The pervasiveness of low turnout in unionist-held constituencies is striking. In only two seats, the North Antrim stronghold of the party leader, the Reverend Ian Paisley and in Upper Bann, where the DUP ousted Trimble, was turnout higher than in a nationalist-held area, narrowly exceeding (by less than one per cent in both cases) the vote in South Belfast (a constituency with a ‘natural’ unionist majority, but ‘handed’ to the nationalist SDLP by DUP-UUP rivalry). The correlations for unionist/nationalist constituency tenure and turnout are:

Unionist:    -.57 (p < 0.1); 

Nationalist: .76 (p < .05).

It appears that unionists are less likely to vote in safe unionist seats. Far from being greatly exercised by the apparently bitter DUP-UUP rivalry evident throughout the election campaign, many unionists stayed at home where such a contest for the seat was evident.

Party correlations and turnout

It might be assumed from the above that low unionist turnout is a consequence of former UUP supporters staying at home, but we now need to examine the link between party strength and turnout. As Table 3 below indicates, there are significant correlations between party vote and turnout, with stronger correlations pertaining to the ‘radical’ parties of the DUP and Sinn Fein. 

Table 3 Correlations between party vote and turnout

	
	SF
	SDLP
	UUP
	DUP

	Turnout
	.78**
	.48*
	-.61**
	-.70**


* p < .05   ** p < .01

There is a strongly positive correlation between Sinn Fein’s vote and turnout, indicating how that party is mobilising considerable sections of the Catholic population. Indeed it has been demonstrated elsewhere how Sinn Fein has attracted the votes of previous non-voters and new voters (McAllister 2004). Combined with the DUP’s electoral gains, the election was seen as a continuation of a symmetrical process of the growth of centrifugal forces. A more realistic interpretation concentrates upon the asymmetry of the electoral and political processes. Sinn Fein’s new moderation and pro-GFA outlook has succeeded in attracting voters and bolstered turnout, even though, in the immediate aftermath of the contest, it was claimed (understandably in terms of the headline seat gain figures) that its continued electoral advance had failed to match that of the DUP (Wilford 2005). 
In contrast, the DUP’s largely unchanged political agenda has fostered disenchantment with the political process, reflected in a range of pessimistic and antipathetic indicators among Protestants concerning prospects for inclusive devolved power-sharing (Mac Ginty 2004). The DUP has engaged in a process of ‘ethnic outbidding’ in relation to its unionist rival (Mitchell 1999: 114) which has highlighted negatives, whilst Sinn Fein’s approach, although equally grounded in ethnic outbidding, has been to accentuate the positives. Amid general movement towards political disengagement among the electorate, these rival perspectives offer a partial explanation of why abstention levels within among Protestants are much higher than among Catholics.
Figures 6 and 7 below plot the UUP and DUP votes and turnout in each constituency.
Figure 6 Turnout and UUP vote
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Figure 7 Turnout and DUP vote
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The UUP vote and turnout is an imperfect fit, whereas the DUP vote and turnout is a fair fit (as seen from the earlier correlation) but the two groups of points indicate the variation in DUP voting. If we label by unionist / nationalist constituency, we find that it is in nationalist constituencies that turnout is high and, as would be expected, the DUP does badly (i.e. this fits the pattern of high turnout = unionist defeat). If we do two correlations of turnout and DUP vote, one for the Unionist bloc and one for the Nationalist bloc, we get:

Unionist: -.13 (not significant); Nationalist: .80 (p < .05).

In other words, for the DUP there is a positive relationship between turnout and vote in nationalist constituencies. There is no pattern for the relationship in unionist constituencies. The DUP’s success in 2005 was not based upon the mass mobilisation of unionists in predominantly Protestant constituencies. The DUP vote held up in nationalist areas where it was useless (perhaps because Protestants in these areas regard it as badge of pride to vote DUP in these areas, although this requires proper investigation) but the DUP did not enhance turnout in unionist areas, relying instead upon the under-performance and lack of voter-mobilisation of the UUP. The major narrative on the 2005 election in Northern Ireland thus requires some revision. Unquestionably the UUP imploded, unable to get many of its potential supporters to vote. The DUP’s victory, however, contained elements of the apathetic landslide associated with Labour’s 2001 election victory, notably seats won by default; poor opposition and low turnout. Whilst the DUP’s politics may have been based upon intra-bloc ethnic outbidding, the party’s triumph was heightened by apathy within that bloc.
Conclusions

Several patterns are evident. Firstly, unionist constituencies have lower turnouts than nationalist constituencies. Secondly, there is a clear positive relationship between nationalist vote and turnout. Thirdly, there is a negative relationship between unionist vote and turnout. Fourthly, however, in nationalist constituencies (which invariably have high turnout) the relationship between unionist vote and turnout also appears to be positive. In short, in Nationalist constituencies, as turnout increases unionist vote increases; in Unionist constituencies, as turnout increases, unionist vote tends to decrease when we include UUP vote either by itself or in combination with the DUP. The DUP vote by itself shows no relationship with turnout in Unionist constituencies. 
The DUP’s triumph in 2005 was spectacular. However, it owed less to the mass mobilisation of support for Paisley’s party in unionist constituencies than to disengagement among Protestants. These absentees are likely to be middle-class, so-called ‘garden centre Prods’, who stayed at home rather than support the beleaguered UUP. Whilst the intra-unionist contest was portrayed dramatically as one between a vacillating Trimble and a robust Paisley, it appears that unionist disinterest and disengagement played a significant part in shaping the DUP’s victory. Protestant disaffection with the GFA and a disinclination to support the UUP, associated with support for that agreement and its supposedly pro-nationalist agenda, contributed to abstention. Clearly the DUP played its part fermenting hostility to the GFA, a post-1998 development underestimated by supporters of the agreement. Nonetheless, the electoral progress of the DUP, all of whose incumbent MPs saw their actual vote fall in 2005, may have been assisted as much by abstentions as the supposed conversion of Protestants to the DUP and the militant loyalism traditionally associated with Paisleyism.
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