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Introduction
If recent experiences in the number of women MPs elected to Westminster were described as a weather forecast, it would read as ‘unsettled but sunny spells threatening’ - 1997 was by no means the beginning of a continued steady drift towards equal representation as many had hoped.  As a result of the 2001 election the total number of female MPs declined slightly to 118, whilst in 2005 the figure rose to 128
.  What is notable is that this aggregate figure of women MPs masks very different patterns among political parties, and unsurprisingly debates have turned towards a focus on party strategies for promoting (or not) women into electable seats, as: “If parliament is the warehouse of traditional masculinity in British politics, political parties are its major distributors.” (Lovenduski 2005: 56)

The attitudes embedded within mainstream political parties leads to very different practices in terms of selecting candidates for election, and we can distinguish between what might be classed as positive promotion (placing women candidates in a seat vacated by a retiring MP for example) and tokenistic behaviour (selecting women candidates but placing them in unwinnable seats).  Previous debates about the importance of ‘tradition and consistency’ to voters - that they prefer male MPs - have long since been blown out of the water.  The responsibility for the numerical inequality in parliament is attributable to an organisational, rather than societal, bias as:

“There is no evidence to show that voters discriminate against female candidates; it is primarily the lack of equal opportunity in party selection procedures which account for the gender imbalances in UK legislatures.” (Edwards and Chapman, 2003: 404)

What is more, recent research suggests that the numeric inequality can affect women’s political activism:

“... in 2001 in seats where a woman MP was elected to parliament women’s turnout was 4% higher than men’s... women were far less interested in the election campaign, and less likely to say they would volunteer to work for a candidate or party, in seats where a male MP was elected.” (Electoral Commission, 2004: 9)

An examination of the relationship between female candidacy and electoral success for all parties in the 2005 general election, and comparison with similar trends in 2001, may help us to understand the extent to which the main political parties maximised the opportunities for their female candidates.  ‘Success’ may be identified in terms of differential rates of (i) the selection of female prospective parliamentary candidates (PPCs), and (ii) the placement of such candidates in winnable seats.  Both are closely linked with a political party’s internal culture, and the willingness of parties to take short-term strategies of positive discrimination, and the 2005 General Election offers a unique opportunity to reconsider such behaviour in light of the 2002 Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act.

To what extent were alternative strategies for increasing female representation adopted in 2005?  The real opportunities for women candidates can be understood by considering the following criteria: (i) the number of women contesting each constituency, (ii) the number of women candidates selected by each party, and (iii) the marginality of the seat.  In addition it is possible to compare the relative success/failure of female candidates with the strategies adopted by parties in other recent elections where the electoral system was different.

Bias within the Political System and Electoral System

Lovenduski identifies three sources of gendered political bias in British politics
 - positional, policy and organisational.  It is the continued existence of the third source of bias which is central to this debate, particularly the opportunities within political organisations, such as political parties, to promote equality.  The ‘rationale’ for any party’s choice of candidate in any particular constituency may be, to some extent, dictated by the electoral system.  Certainly, parties can field ‘teams’ of candidates under proportional representation (PR) systems, whilst a winner-takes-all philosophy applies under first-past-the-post (FPTP).  This ‘team’ approach was a technique trialled by the Conservative Party in 2005, as explained below.  Also important under PR is district magnitude - that is, the number of seats available in any electoral constituency.  As the number of seats ‘up for grabs’ in any constituency  increases, parties may be more comfortable with putting forward an increasingly ‘mixed’ profile of candidates.

Recent evidence from elections to the European Parliament demonstrates that some parties had a relatively promising male: female ratio in terms of candidates.  For example, women candidates accounted for; 22 per cent of the Conservative Party, 49 per cent of the Labour Party, and 43 per cent of the Liberal Democrats lists in 2004.  However, when we move on to look at those elected, there are still parties presenting all-male lists in some regions - most notably the Conservatives and the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) (Harrison: 2005a).  So what evidence is there to suggest that the electoral system did hinder female candidates in the 2005 and 2001 general elections?

District Magnitude and Women Candidates

Female candidates have systematically failed to numerically equal their male counterparts in British post-war elections.  As such, when considering the electoral system currently employed for British general elections, we can suggest that the relationship between the total number of female candidates and total number of female MPs may statistically be maximised if there is only one female candidate per constituency.  By looking at trends at the constituency level (and for the moment ignoring trends within political parties), we can in fact see that many constituencies have no female candidates, whilst an increasing number often have three or more female candidates.  If we consider the last two general elections, there were 640 women candidates in 2001 (43 less than in 1997) out of a total 3,294 candidates.  Therefore, women represented 19.4 per cent of the total candidacy in 2001 – a slight increase on the 1997 figure.  In the 2005 General Election, of 3,552 candidates in the UK, 735 were women (20.7 per cent - though not individually different women
), and they made an appearance in 434 constituencies (67.3 per cent of the total).  This effectively means that female candidates are still fairly thinly spread, and over 30 per cent of seats in both elections in Great Britain were uncontested by a female candidate from any party.  Table 1 demonstrates that, in fact, just over half of all women in both elections were ‘lone’ female candidates:

TABLE 1

FEMALE CANDIDACY IN THE 2005 AND 2001 GENERAL ELECTIONS 

Number of female candidates per constituency


1
2
3
4
5

No. seats contested

by female candidates
230
126
51
12
2

2005

Percentage of seats
54.6
30.0
12.1
2.9
0.5


contested 2005


1
2
3
4
5

No. seats contested

by female candidates
251
134
32
5
1

2001

Percentage of seats
59.3
31.7
7.6
1.2
0.2

contested 2001

From a ‘rational’ perspective, therefore, we can say that the opportunities for equal gender representation in Westminster are severely challenged by the fact that 30-35 per cent of all seats in recent general elections continue to be ‘men-only’ contests.  Second, the opportunities that do exist are further reduced by the fact that male candidates outweigh female candidates by four to one, and that female candidates can often be found challenging each other – not necessarily a disadvantage under party list systems, but certainly one under FPTP.

Party support for women candidates and the 2002 Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act

It could be argued that adopting radical strategies to promote particular groups and interests is more difficult for established parties.  Whilst new institutions and new parties arguably offer the best opportunity for radically different approaches to promoting particular types of candidates, it is important to bear in mind that established parties may be somewhat reluctant to neglect the interests of those who have an established track record as elected representatives, as demonstrated by the legal challenge to the Labour Party over all-women shortlists in the run up to the 1997 General Election, and the decision of Peter Law to stand as an independent in Blaenau Gwent in 2005.  As such, strategies for providing balanced party slates may be frustrated when dealing with incumbency.  Therefore, being selected by a party to stand for election is one thing, being elected is quite another.
The successful passage of the 2002 Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act provides a mechanism by which parties can overrule entrenched objections to positive discrimination.  Yet when it came to the 2005 election, only the Labour Party utilised this legislation, suggesting that there exists either internal personnel or ideological objections within individual parties to this policy of candidate selection.  Internal party attitudes towards positive discrimination in candidate selection (as well as other potential strategies for selecting under represented groups) can be understood by considering a range of evidence.  First of all, we have data in the form of the British Representation Surveys (BRS), as well as documents outlining selection procedures.  We can also draw on conference proceedings to appreciate the extent to which such procedures are (i) contentious within each party, and (ii) represent top-down implementation.

Evidence from the BRS indicates clear party divisions over the use of positive discrimination policies.  For example in 1997 candidates of all parties tended to favour better training for women and a more family friendly parliament, but positive action was overwhelmingly rejected by Conservative candidates, with a fairly balanced split within the Liberal Democrats and nationalist parties (compared to 74 per cent support among Labour candidates).  Similarly, all-women shortlists were overwhelmingly rejected by Conservative, Liberal Democrat and nationalist candidates (compared to 53 per cent support among Labour candidates) (Norris, 2001: 100).  By the time of the 2001 BRS, Lovenduski and Norris also note a difference between men and women Conservatives: “Conservative politicians prove least supportive of the use of affirmative action, but men are significantly less in favour than women politicians within the party” (2003:95).  

Hostility among candidates towards positive discrimination is also backed up by a survey of female Liberal Democrat candidates in the 2003 Scottish and Welsh elections (Harrison, 2005b).  In terms of potential strategies to increase female representation, candidates in both countries were clearly against women-only short lists (83 per cent), and this was felt irrespective of candidate age.  These women also felt that candidates selected in such a way are perceived as ‘weaker candidates’ (70 per cent) - possibly a legacy learnt from the experience of many of the Labour Party’s 1997 new intake who were labelled by the media as ‘Blair Babes’, whose parliamentary behaviour was akin to the Stepford Wives.  In contrast, techniques such as pairing and zipping were viewed more favourably (though not overwhelmingly so - 52 per cent) and may not foster the same notion of ‘weakness’.  The Liberal Democrat women in the 2001 BRS clearly disapproved of all women short-lists (77 per cent).  So what action have parties taken in recent elections?

The Labour Party - The decision to implement all-women short-lists in the run up to the 1997 General Election led to a challenge via industrial tribunal, although it did not prevent some candidates selected in this manner from going on to win.  The Labour Women’s Network (LWN) was formed in 1988, and exists to provide support for potential women candidates and organises training events.  EMILY'S LIST UK was launched in 1993 to provide financial support to female Labour candidates.  The Labour Party used all-women shortlists in 30 seats in 2005, but the local party in Reading East de-selected sitting MP Jane Griffiths.
The Conservative Party - In 2004 Conservative Co-Chairman Dr Liam Fox launched the party's 'City Seats Initiative', embracing a fresh approach to candidate selection and campaigning in several major conurbations (Birmingham, Newcastle & Tyneside, Leicester, Liverpool, Sheffield and Manchester), with the aim of candidates acting as a cohesive team.  In the past, Conservative Associations have selected their candidates from the approved candidates list to fight in their specific constituency. In contrast, under the Birmingham initiative for example, the party pioneered a programme whereby six candidates worked together to campaign across six constituencies, with their allocation to individual seats decided close to the election.  As with party list systems used in some cases of proportional representation, this approach enables parties to promote particular under-represented groups without necessarily facing the accusation of positive discrimination.  In addition, within the party there is the Conservative Women’s Organisation which exists ‘to help the Conservative Party win elections at every level’, though its actions appear to amount to little more than encouragement to participate and providing a collective voice for women within the party.
As was the case with the Labour Party, the Conservatives drew attention to themselves with de-selection.  This did not only affect women, and indeed some decisions were made very close to the election (for example, in Arundel and South Downs the incumbent MP Howard Flight was deselected in April 2005, to be replaced by the openly gay Nick Herbert).  Sue Catling was initially selected as Conservative PPC for Calder Valley in December 1999, and re-selected after the 2001 election, only to be de-selected in January 2005.  Catling accused her local party of being sexist and maintaining attitudes which belong to the past.  Similarly, in late 2004 Rachael Lake was de-selected as Conservative PPC for Cleethorpes.
The Liberal Democrats - There is a distinct feature of the Liberal Democrats which may underpin its ability to prioritise the interests of female candidates.  A political strategy which has been consistent within the ‘third’ party since 1970 is community politics which “argues for a participatory democracy based upon deliberation to build consensus out of competing interests” (Meadowcroft, 2001b: 25).  Electing more women (and more generally candidates which reflect the broad makeup of society), is just one aspect of community politics.  This said, policies of positive discrimination could be problematic “with many in the party believing that such mechanisms were fundamentally ‘illiberal’” (Russell et al., 2002: 63).
The fact that the Liberal Democrats do take the promotion of women’s equality seriously is demonstrated by the fact that the party constitution gives a third of places on all party bodies to women (Russell et al., 2002).  In 1997, the Liberal Democrats offered themselves as “the party for women”, utilising strong spokeswomen to promote policies and organising two press conferences focusing specifically on women’s issues and perspectives (Hayes and McAllister, 2001:973).  The party also offers internal organizations to ‘support’ candidates.  For example, the Parliamentary Candidates Association is open to all Liberal Democrat members who are currently, or seeking to be, candidates for the UK, European or Scottish Parliaments or Welsh and London Assemblies. In addition, the party consists of Women Liberal Democrats (WLD), a Specified Associated Organisation (SAO), alongside the more recently formed Gender Balance Task Force (GBTF).  The latter aims to reach a target of 40 per cent of women in elected bodies, aided by the encouragement of 500 extra approved candidates.
1998, according to Meadowcroft (2001a: 34), marked a turnaround in Liberal Democrat willingness to accept positive discrimination within selection procedures.  However, faced with the real opportunity to impose positive discrimination (via the Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002), the party has been somewhat cautious.  The proposed imposition of quotas for women was rejected at the 2001 conference, instead favouring a 40% target of female candidates in winnable seats - a decision which subsequently led to some women refusing to participate in photo-calls.
A real commitment to more women MP’s? How did the major parties perform in 2001 and 2005?

Excluding the rare election of truly independent MPs, successful parliamentary candidates inevitably have to be a part of the wider party politics network.  So how do all parties compare in terms of (i) the number of female candidates standing for election, and (ii) the number of female candidates who are successful?
TABLE 2

FEMALE PARTY CANDIDATES

Party
2001 Female
2001 Total 
%
2005Female
2005 Total 
%


Candidates
Candidates

Candidates
Candidates

BNP
2
32
6.3
17
119
14.3
Conservative Party
92
643
14.3
123
630
19.5
DUP
1
13
7.7
3
18
16.7

Green Party
38
145
26.2
37
183
20.8

Labour Party
148
640
23.1
166
627
26.5

Liberal Party
3
14
21.4
3
14
21.4

Liberal Democrats
140
639
21.9
145
626
23.2

Plaid Cymru
7
40
17.5
5
40
12.5

Respect
n/a
n/a
n/a
9
26
34.6
SNP
16
72
22.2
13
59
22.0

Scottish Socialist Party
24
72
33.3
17
58
29.3

SDLP
6
18
33.3
5
18
27.7

Sinn Fein
3
18
16.7
4
18
22.2

Socialist Labour
19
110
17.3
17
50
34.0

UKIP
58
424
13.7
64
496
12.9
UUP
2
17
11.8
1
18
5.6

Veritas
n/a
n/a
n/a
11
66
16.7

Others

82
397
20.7
55
486
11.3
Source for 2005 figures: http://www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/rp2005/rp05-033.pdf

We can see from Table 2 that in 2005 three parties were more successful than the Labour Party in selecting female candidates, and that these were all parties on the left of the political spectrum - Respect, the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) and Socialist Labour.  However, perhaps with the exception of the SSP, these are what might be termed as ‘minor parties‘.  Respect placed candidates in only 26 seats (4 per cent of those holding elections), and Socialist Labour in 50 seats.  In contrast, the SSP contested all but one of the Scottish seats, and almost one in three of the party’s candidates were female.  The Conservative Party continued its slow progress, with almost one-fifth of its candidates being female.

If we focus upon those parties which contested seats in both elections, we can see from Table 2 that numerous parties increased their percentage of female candidates in 2005 (although the Liberal Party and SNP and UKIP stayed about the same, whilst the Green Party, Plaid Cymru, SSP, SDLP and UUP declined).  The ratio of female candidates standing as ‘others’ also declined, and this may in part reflect the absence on the Prolife Alliance in 2005 (which put forward 38 candidates in 2001, of which 25 were female).
It is quite clear, therefore, that for those parties which have a realistic chance of winning parliamentary representation under the current FPTP system, the levels of female candidacy fall somewhat short of equal gender balance, and certainly do not appear to be prioritizing female interests over their male counterparts.  However, as we are also interested in electoral system effects, we should also consider how ‘successful’ these female candidates were, as only ten of the parties in Table 2 elected MPs.

TABLE 3

SUCCESSFUL FEMALE CANDIDATES
Party
2001 Female
Elected
%
2005 Female
Elected
%


Candidates 
2001

Candidate
2005

Conservative
92
14
15.2
123
17
13.8

DUP
1
1
100
3
1
33.3

Labour
148
95
64.2
166
98
59.0

Lib Dem
140
5
3.6
145
9
6.2

PC
7
-
n/a
5
-
n/a

Respect
n/a
n/a
n/a
9
-
n/a

SDLP
6
-
n/a
5
-
n/a

SNP
16
1
6.3
13
-
n/a

Sinn Fein
3
1
33.3
4
1
25.0

UUP
2
1
50.0
1
1
100

In 2001 the total number of women MPs shrank slightly and seven parties did see female candidates successfully elected.  Female Labour MPs declined by seven in total, whilst female SNP MPs in 2001 halved.  The increase in the number of female candidates for the Conservative Party did not effectively translate into more female MPs, whilst the Liberal Democrats made small, but nonetheless positive, gains.  In relation to 2005, Table 3 shows that Plaid Cymru and SDLP parliamentary seats are occupied by men only, and as a result of the 2005 general election were joined in this credential by Respect (which has only one MP anyway).  For the other Northern Ireland parties there was relatively little change, either in terms of the number of female candidates or women elected.  The SNP went into reverse - losing its female presence in the House of Commons.  Despite increasing their number of female candidates in 2005, both the Labour Party and Conservative Party saw the number of women MPs increase, but the percentage of successful female candidates declined - a clear case of the glass appearing half empty or half full.  This change in the Labour Party can be seen more positively, particularly in noting the overall loss of seats.  Women MPs now make up 27.5 per cent of the parliamentary Labour Party, compared to 23 per cent in June 2001.  Those supporters of greater equality within the Conservative Party may feel that they are taking part in a marathon rather than the 100 metre sprint - despite making an overall gain of 32 seats in 2005, they have only three additional women MPs.  In contrast, the Liberal Democrats saw both its percentage of female candidates and percentage of female MPs increase.
It is evident so far that part of the problem is the lack of a significant number of female candidates, and certainly the ‘electable’ parties are far from able to boast about gender balance in their slates of party candidates.  Yet if these candidates are not placed in a fair spread of safe and target seats, then any well-intentioned strategies are wasted.  It is important, therefore, to consider in more detail where the main parties place women candidates.

Out With the Old...

Commentators on the British electoral system often refer to an ‘incumbency effect’ whereby existing MPs have an advantageous chance of being elected over a ‘new face’, and this may have historically served to hamper the opportunities for more effective cross-party female representation in parliament.  Placing female candidates in seats where a long-standing respected MP is retiring may help to increase the number of female representatives, and in principle at least, all challenging parties in a constituency where a long-standing MP is retiring may seize the opportunity to reverse a result which had previously been assisted by incumbency.  What evidence is there to suggest that parties maximise this opportunity?

The 2001 General Election witnessed a relatively small number of seats changing hands between parties, and also a lower number of retirements than the previous election.  In 2005, not only did the number of seats changing hands increase, but the number of seats in Scotland was reduced (prompting some familiar faces to step down).  As a result of this significant boundary review, this analysis of 2005 is restricted to English and Welsh seats only.  We can break down vacated seats into marginal (<5 per cent majority), comfortable (5 per cent to 9.99 per cent majority), and safe seats (10 per cent-plus majority). In 2001 12 new women entered parliament, although this was undermined by the larger number who decided to leave (and the few women who lost seats - three Labour MPs and one Liberal Democrat
).  The Labour Party lost two female MPs during the parliament (Audrey Wise and Betty Boothroyd), and ten female MPs chose not to stand again. In 2005 36 new women entered parliament (25 for Labour, 6 for the Conservatives and 5 Liberal Democrats).  14 women retired in 2005 (10 Labour, 3 for the Conservatives and 1 Liberal Democrat) and a further 9 lost their seats
.  In addition, Jane Griffiths was de-selected for her Reading East seat by the local Labour Party.  So how do the parties compare in terms of utilising vacated seats to promote women
?
TABLE 4

VACANT CONSERVATIVE SEATS

2001

Marginal
Comfortable
Safe

No. Seats
5
3
15

No. with female Candidates
4
3
7

2005



No. Seats
3
2
12

No. with female candidates
1
1
5

Female Challengers by party:
2001
2005
Conservative
-
3

Green Party
3
2

Labour
7
5

Liberal Democrat
6
4


UKIP
2
2

Independent
-
1
Did any parties take advantage of Conservative vacancies to promote female candidates in either election?  In the five vacant Conservative marginals in 2001 (which includes a seat where a woman retired - Billericay), four were challenged by a single female candidate (two from the Labour Party, one from the Liberal Democrats and one from the UK Independence Party), none of whom were successful.  In contrast, the Conservatives lost three seats fought by their own male incumbents to Liberal Democrat women (Dorset Mid and Poole North, Cheadle and Guilford), although one Conservative female (Angela Watkinson in Upminster) gained a seat from a Labour Party male incumbent.  Interestingly, none of the 23 seats vacated by Conservative incumbents were challenged by female candidates from their own party, hardly the actions of a party which considers its gender profile in Westminster to be problematic.

In 2005, the Conservative Party selected a woman in only one of its three marginal seats - this being Maria Miller in Basingstoke (one of those marginal seats vacated had been by Virginia Bottomley in Surrey South West).  In one of the comfortable seats (Chipping Barnet) Theresa Villiers was selected by the Conservatives and won (she was one of three women candidates in this seat), but no women were selected by any party in Bournemouth East.  In the 12 safe seats which were vacated, only five saw any female candidates, and only one a Conservative candidate - Nadine Dorries in Mid Bedfordshire.  In 2005 the Conservatives placed women in only 17.7 per cent of its vacated seats, though all three were successful.  However, as three Conservative women had retired this did not mark a significant change is selection behaviour.  How did female candidates fare in Labour vacancies?
TABLE 5

VACANT LABOUR SEATS

2001

Marginal
Comfortable
Safe

No. Seats
-
-
37

No. with female Candidates
-
-
17

2005


No. Seats
2
5
36

No. with female Candidates
2
5
30

Female Challengers by party:
2001
2005
Conservative
4
10

Green Party
2
5

Labour
4
33

Liberal Democrat
9
8

Plaid Cymru
2
-

Socialist Labour Party
2
3

UKIP
3
7

Respect

n/a
2
The least ‘safe seat’ vacated by the Labour Party in 2001 was Wolverhampton South West with a majority of 10.5 per cent, and was one of the seats vacated by a female MP who had decided to serve only one parliamentary term (largely due to disillusionment of, and frustration with, the British parliamentary process).  Despite seeing six female MPs retire, the Labour Party managed to gain only four new female MPs - two in seats which had been vacated by women (Redcar and Glasgow Maryhill - the other two replaced male Labour retirers).  It appears, therefore, that without the appropriate selection rules for promoting women, those within the Labour Party who wished to attaining something like a gender balance were still faced with an uphill challenge to place female candidates in electable seats.

In 2005, the Labour Party utilised all-women short lists (AWSL) in 30 seats.  Two of these were in the marginals of the Forest of Dean and Hammersmith and Fulham (both of which the party lost to Conservative male candidates).  Of the five ‘comfortable’ seats, there were female candidates in each, and Labour applied AWSL’s in four of these (Birmingham Yardley, Hove, Stourbridge, and Preseli Pembrokeshire - all but Hove had previously been held by women MPs). The remaining seat (Shrewsbury and Atcham) had been vacated by an MP who defected to the Liberal Democrats and the only female candidate here was from the Green Party.  Interestingly, the Conservative Party only placed a woman in one of these seats (Stourbridge - which Labour managed to hold onto with a majority of only 407 votes), and there were no women for the Liberal Democrats.  Finally, there were 36 safe seats vacated - with only six not being challenged by a woman of any party
.  Women MPs were retiring in six of these seats, and Labour utilised AWSL in 24 safe seats (only one seat, Dewsbury, had a woman MP retiring by no female Labour candidate).  21 of these women were subsequently elected.  Of the three who were not - two were in ‘university seats’ where the swing against Labour was unusually high (in Leeds North West the Liberal Democrats took the seat, whilst the Conservatives won Lancaster and Wyre).  The remaining seat was Blaenau Gwent, won by a former Labour member who had ‘left’ the party to stand in opposition to AWSL’s.  Despite this ‘hiccup’ the 2002 Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act  and its application by the Labour Party was undoubtedly the most significant factor in increasing female representation in the House of Commons in 2005.
TABLE 6

VACANT LIBERAL DEMOCRAT SEATS

2001

marginal
comfortable
safe

No. Seats
-
1
6

No. with female Candidates
-
1
3

2005


No. Seats
1
1
4

No. with female Candidates
1
-
2

Female Challengers by party:
2001
2005

Conservative
-
1

Green Party
-
1

Labour
1
1

Liberal Democrat
-
1

UKIP
1
-

Indepemdent
-
1

Despite the fact that one female Liberal Democrat MP retired in 2001, the party failed to contest any of its own seats with women (just like the Conservatives in that election).  Whilst Charles Kennedy took the opportunity to boast not only about Liberal Democrat gains, but the success of the party’s female candidates, an inspection of the data presented here shows that these gains were only achieved by taking previously Conservative seats, rather than placing female candidates in their own ‘safe’ constituencies (such as Yeovil, Argyll and Bute and Orkney and Shetland).  Was the picture much different in 2005, bearing in mind one female MP was retiring (Jenny Tonge in Richmond Park)?  The marginal seat of Devon West and Torridge saw only one female candidate - from the Labour Party - neither the defending party nor the successful challengers (the Conservatives) fielded women.  In the comfortable seat of Eastleigh there were no women candidates, whilst two of the four vacated seats were also ‘women-free’ (these being Sheffield Hallam, and Cornwall North).  The Liberal Democrats ventured only a single woman into its vacated seats - Richmond Park once again has a woman MP.  Of the nine women Liberal Democrats elected to the House of Commons in 2005 four were able to get there by winning seats from others parties (notably Labour in the case of Falmouth and Cambourne, Hornsey and Wood Green and Cardiff Central, and Solihull which it took from the Conservatives).  In 2001, Plaid Cymru also saw two seats vacated by retiring MPs, neither of which was contested by a woman from the party.  In 2005 the party’s four male MPs all sought re-election, three were successful though the party lost Ceredigion to the Liberal Democrats in an all male contest.

The evidence from 2001 indicates that no party managed to improve its gender profile by utilising vacant seats.  Indeed, 2001 does little to convince that the main political parties were truly committed to enhancing female representation in Westminster.  One obvious obstacle was the reluctance of the different political parties to select female candidates for winnable seats, despite the apparent success of strategies employed in other types of elections in Scotland and Wales.  The second problem was the small, yet vocal, minority of female MPs themselves, who claimed to be disillusioned with parliamentary politics after only one term and thus chose not to seek re-election.  In contrast the 2005 election tells a similar story to the general election of 1997.  However, there is an important difference - the Labour Party was undoubtedly helped by AWSL, and this occurred despite a vote swing against the party and a substantial reduction in the number of Labour seats.  In 1997 the Labour Party’s female profile was assisted by dramatic Conservative losses - Labour losses in 2005 did not have an overly detrimental effect (as indicated by the small number of AWSL candidates who did not win). 

Conservative Party rhetoric signalling a desire to attract female politicians remains an ideal, not an action.  Did the City Seats Initiative have any impact?  The Conservative Party placed women in the following seats:

TABLE 7

CITY SEATS INITIATIVE WOMEN CANDIDATES

Seat


2001 vote-share (%)

2005 vote-share (%)

Birmingham
Erdington


24.2


22.8

Hodge Hill


20.2


13.3

Ladywood


11.3


10.6

Tyne & Wear
Blaydon


11.4


8.0

Newcastle upon Tyne East
11.8


11.2

& Wallsend

Leicestershire
Leicester East

24.5


19.7

Leicester West

25.2


24.4

Sheffield

Attercliffe


15.2


14.4

Central


10.9


10.3

Hillsborough

18.3


15.0

Manchester
Gorton


9.9


9.8

Withington

15.3


10.5

Salford


15.3


15.2

Liverpool
Garston


15.5


9.8

Riverside


8.4


9.1

Walton


6.1


5.9

Whilst the City Seats Initiative may be well intentioned, it certainly was not a tactic which fulfilled short term aims to increase the number of Conservative women in Westminster.  In every case bar Liverpool Riverside the Conservative vote-share declined.  In some cases the Conservatives remained in second place (Birmingham Erdington, Leicester East and Leicester West), and in many others it remained in third place ( Birmingham Hodge Hill, Blaydon, Newcastle upon Tyne East , Sheffield Central, Sheffield Hillborough, Manchester Gorton, Manchester Withington, Salford, Liverpool Garston, Liverpool Riverside and Liverpool Walton).  In two seats (Birmingham Ladywood and Sheffield Attercliffe) the Conservatives slipped from second to third.  It will be interesting to see if these candidates are selected for more winnable seats in four to five years time.

Female Candidacy and Seat Marginality

It is recognised that the path to a parliamentary career can be long and frustrating, and many successful MPs have undergone the apprenticeship of standing as parliamentary candidates in seats which they have little chance of winning.  Is there any evidence from the last two general elections to suggest that the three main parties and Plaid Cymru concentrate female candidates in potentially winnable seats?  Consideration is given to prospective MPs only, rather than those who were incumbents
, (and again excludes Scotland due to the impact of boundary changes).

TABLE 8

FEMALE CANDIDATES AND CONSTITUENCY MARGINALITY, 2001

2001 Majority (%)


<5%
5.1%-
10.1%-
20.1%-
30.1%-
40.1%+



10%
20%
30%
40%
Conservative women

Unsuccessful Candidates


- Vote difference between 1st
5
6
16
10
13
28
 party and Conservatives in 1997


Successful candidate in seat 
-
1
-
-
-
-

previously held by another party

Labour women

Unsuccessful Candidates


- Vote difference between 1st 
6
5
8
21
9
1

party and Labour in 1997

Successful candidate in
-
-
-
-
4
-

previously held Labour seat

Seat held in 1997
2
1
-
-
-
-

but lost in 2001

Liberal Democrat women

Unsuccessful Candidates


- Vote difference between 1st 
3
2
18
26
25
60*

party and Liberal Democrat 

in 1997

*includes seat of West Bromwich West.  Not contested by LDs in 1997, but was in 2000 by-election.

Successful candidate in seat 


previously held by another 
1
2
-
-
-
-

party

Seat held in 1997
1
-
-
-
-


but lost in 2001

SNP women

Unsuccessful Candidates

– Vote difference between 1st
-
1
3
2
8
1

party and SNP in 1997

Successful candidate in 
-
1
-
-
-
-

previously held SNP seat

PC women
Unsuccessful Candidates

– Vote difference between 1st
-
-
-
1
-
6

party and PC in 1997

FEMALE CANDIDATES AND CONSTITUENCY MARGINALITY, 2005

2001 Majority (%)


<5%
5.1%-
10.1%-
20.1%-
30.1%-
40.1%+



10%
20%
30%
40%

Conservative women
Unsuccessful Candidates


- Vote difference between 1st
2
5
18
22
21
31
 party and Conservatives in 2001

Successful candidate in


previously held Conservative 
1
1
1
-
-
-

seat

Successful candidate in seat 


previously held by another 
1
2
-
-
-
-

party

Labour women

Unsuccessful Candidates


- Vote difference between 1st 
1
2
19
12
12
3

party and Labour in 2001

Successful candidate in
-
2
5
6
7
4

previously held Labour seat

Seat held in 2001


but lost in 2005
4
5
4
1
-
3*

* includes Brent East which Labour lost in a by-election

Liberal Democrat women
Unsuccessful Candidates


- Vote difference between 1st 
1
3
7
27
40
43

party and Liberal Democrat 

in 2001

Successful candidate in

previously held Liberal
-
-
1
-
-
-

Democrat seat

Seat held in 2001
1
-
-
-
-
-

 but lost in 2005

Successful candidate in seat 


previously held by another 
2
-
2
-
-
-

party




PC women

Unsuccessful Candidates


- Vote difference between 1st 
-
-
-
-
1
3

party and PC in 2001

The data presented in Table 8 demonstrates that in 2001 the Conservative Party managed to gain one new female MP (in Upminster), but otherwise the party continued an established trend of placing female candidates in seats which were not winnable without a significant vote-swing (86 per cent of its women candidates were in seats where the vote difference between the Conservative Party and the winning party in 1997 was 10.1 per cent or more).  Women constituted only one-tenth of the candidates in the Conservatives’ target seats.  The Labour Party’s fortunes were somewhat reversed – losing three seats that women had won in 1997, but placing female candidates in four vacated, yet safe, seats.  Where female candidates unsuccessfully stood for the Labour Party, 78 per cent were in seats where the winning party in 1997 had a majority over the Labour Party of 10.1 per cent or more, and only six of the party’s 22 target seats were contested by women – the party simply failed to find an appropriate alternative strategy to AWSL.

Whilst the Liberal Democrats appear to be the success story for women candidates in 2001, it should nonetheless be noted that the vast majority of its female candidates where placed in totally unwinnable seats (96 per cent were fighting seats where the vote difference between the Liberal Democrats and the winning party in 1997 was 10.1 per cent or more).  In addition, female candidates appeared in just one-quarter of the Liberal Democrats 20 target seats.  Plaid Cymru continued to place its handful of women candidates in unwinnable seats.

In 2005 the non-incumbent Conservative Party women MPs came equally from seats in which the Conservative incumbent had retired and from seats won from other parties (three in each case).  The unsuccessful female candidates continued to be placed in seats which were unwinnable if polling predictions were to be believed (almost 93 per cent of the unelected women were in seats where the vote difference between the Conservative Party and the winning party in 2001 was 10.1 per cent or more), and women were placed in only three of the party’s top twenty target seats - and of these the only successful candidate was in Guilford (the candidates came second in Angus and Hereford).  The Labour Party improved its female profile by placing so many women in seats where the incumbent was retiring - a feature reinforced by the fact that 16 seats which Labour had held prior to the 2005 General Election were unsuccessfully defended by women candidates.  In those seats where Labour women were genuine challengers (i.e. the seat was held by a different party), the picture is not much different to that exhibited by the Conservatives – 94 per cent were in seats where the winning party in 2001 had a majority over the Labour Party of 10.1 per cent or more.

In 2005, the Liberal Democrats continued to make small gains in terms of women MPs - and were assisted by strong swings in the constituencies of Falmouth and Cambourne and Hornsey and Wood Green, although an overwhelming number of women were in seats where nothing short of a siesmic swing would have led to their election.  Of the Liberal Democrats top twenty target seats women were placed in six - winning Cardiff Central and Dumbartonshire East, but not doing so well in the much publicised ‘decapitation’ seats of West Dorset and Maidenhead.  It is easy to see from Table 8 just why Plaid Cymru has no female MPs.
By-elections
Finally, it is possible to evaluate the opportunities presented to increase female representation between elections – through by-elections.  In reality, the opportunities to promote women candidates vary significantly between parties, depending upon which vacancies arise.  There were just six by-elections held between 2001 and 2005, all in Labour held seats – did any of the political parties use these opportunities to increase female representation?

TABLE 9
BY-ELECTIONS IN LABOUR HELD SEATS 2001-5

Seat
2001 Labour vote-share

Parties with female candidates

Ipswich
51.3%

Liberal Democrats

Ogmore
62.1%

Liberal Democrats

Brent East
63.2%

Liberal Democrats, 



Conservative, Socialist 




Labour, Independent

Leicester South
54.5%

Respect

Birmingham,
63.9%

Liberal Democrats

Hodge Hill

Hartlepool
59.2%

Liberal Democrats, Green

Four by-elections were held due to the death of the sitting MP, whilst in Birmingham Hodge Hill and Hartlepool the sitting MPs resigned - none had been women. By-elections in the previous parliament saw two women successfully elected - the Conservative Party’s Jacqui Lait in Beckenham, and Sandra Gidley for the Liberal Democrats in Romsey.  The six by-elections outlined in Table 9 were all in relatively safe seats, although two (Brent East and Leicester South) did change hands (both went to the Liberal Democrats).  As a result, the number of female MPs increased by just one - this being Sarah Teather in Brent East, who has subsequently retained her seat.  The evidence from by-elections, therefore, continues to reinforce the observation that little effort was made by two of the main parties to get more women into parliament inbetween the last two general elections - this is particularly the case with the Labour Party .

Conclusion

Plotting the election of female MPs in the last three general elections shows peaks and troughs rather than a steady incline.  The first-past-the-post electoral system has frequently been blamed for the lack of female MPs, and there is some evidence to suggest that its tendency to favour incumbent candidates may have been detrimental to the interests of new female candidates in the past. Yet the evidence from the various second order elections which utilize some form of PR clearly demonstrates that a move towards a party-list system does not necessarily provide a straightforward solution.  Much more problematic for women candidates is the internal party culture which covers policy decisions and selection procedures, and for the first time the willingness or otherwise to make use of the 2002 Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act.  Whilst the aggregate figures show that some parties are very good at choosing female candidates, these often amount to little more than ‘paper challengers’.

With the exception of the Labour Party in the run up to the 1997 and 2005 elections, none of the major parties have strategically optimised the opportunities for putting women into winnable seats – be it in terms of replacing retiring MPs or by-elections, and the evidence shows that a large number of general election seats constitute ‘men only’ contests.  Whilst parties often reflect on what makes a good candidate – exemplified by the Conservative Party’s introduction of a ‘six core skills’ measure in the run up to the 2005 election – further research would offer a valuable insight into how many potential ‘good’ female MPs simply give up through frustration or are put off in the first place.  Whilst researchers are now able to assess whether women MPs ‘make a difference’ to parliamentary behaviour, it is frustrating that cross-party analysis is hampered by a lack of substantive numbers – and will remain so for another administration.
�   This includes the Liberal Democrat Patsy Calton who has since died - a by-election will take place in Cheadle on 14th July 2005.


�   J. Lovenduski  (1996) ‘Sex, Gender and British Politics’ in J. Lovenduski & P. Norris (eds) Women in Politics.


�   Catherine Taylor-Dawson stood for the Rainbow Dream Party in all four Cardiff constituencies, and polled the least votes in all four cases.


�    The ‘Others’ female candidates are broken down as follows for 2001: 14 = Independents; 4 = Monster Raving Loony Party; 2 = Workers’ Revolutionary Party, Legalise Cannabis Alliance; 1 = Scottish Unionist Party, Mebyon Kernow, Christian Democrats, The Workers’ Party, Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition, Left Alliance, Rock & Roll Loony Party, Women for Life on Earth, Wessex Regionalist, Liberated Party, Progressive Unionist Party.


The ‘Others’ female candidates are broken down as follows for 2005: 33 = Independents; 7 = Rainbow Dream Ticket; 5 = Alliance Party (Northern Ireland); 4 = Socialist Alternative; 2 = English Democrats, Legalise Cannabis Alliance, Christian Peoples Alliance, People’s Choice, UK Community Issues Party, Monster Raving Loony Party, Forward Wales Party; 1 = The Workers’ Party, Xtraordinary People Party, Peace Party, Integrity & Trust in Government, Mebyon Kernow, Peace and Progress,  Alliance for Green Socialism, UK Pensioners’ Party, St Albans Party, Communist Party of Britain, Free Scotland Party, Operation Christian Voice.


�   Defeated Labour women = Christine Butler (Castle Point), Fiona Jones (Newark) and Eileen Gordon (Romford).  Defeated Liberal Democrat woman = Jackie Ballard (Taunton).


�  Defeated Labour women = Anne Campbell (Cambridge), Oona King (Bethnal Green & Bow), Valerie Davey (Bristol West), Candy Atherton (Falmouth & Cambourne), Barbara Roche (Hornsey & Wood Green), Helen Clark (Peterborough), Lorna Fitzsimons (Rochdale) and Melanie Johnson (Welwyn Hatfield).  Defeated Liberal Democrat woman = Sue Doughty (Guilford).


�  Note - some seats were vacated by MPs who defected during 2001-5 parliament.  In Tables 4-6 these are classified by the party who won in 2001.


�  These seats were: Copeland, Doncaster North, Dudley North, Ealing Acton & Shepherd’s Bush, Stoke-on-Trent South and Wolverhampton South East.


�    In 2001 the number of women re-elected to the House of Commons was; 13 Conservatives, 91 Labour and 2 Liberal Democrats.  for 2005 the figures were; 11 Conservatives, 73 Labour and 4 Liberal Democrats.
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