Elections 2007: initial reflection on results in Edinburgh

Our branch plan target was to re-elect two MSPs and at least 4 councillors. 

1. Scottish Parliament 

We were defending two Lothians “list” seats secured on 12% of the regional vote in 2003.  A combination of things – poor ballot design, the SNP surge and the dilution of our successful “Second Vote Green” message, among others – led to a fall in the vote to 7.02%.  This was still the highest Green vote in Scotland and sufficient to secure the re-election of Robin Harper, as sixth on the list.  But clearly it was a disappointment to lose an excellent MSP in Mark Ballard.

One point worth noting is that our worry about diluting the Green vote by simultaneously standing councillors for the first time, appears not to have been borne out.  In fact, the only two places where we retained Green MSPs – Glasgow and Edinburgh – were also the only places where we stood full slates of council candidates and also elected Green councillors.  It seems that, if anything, to reflect experience in England where solid local activity helps to re-inforce votes in parliamentary elections    
2. City of Edinburgh Council

We stood in all wards in Edinburgh for the first time: 17 wards in all, some of which were 3-member, some 4-member.  These were elected by Single Transferable Vote (STV)

We targeted 4 priority wards relatively intensively over the course of a year, following the Target to Win (TTW) techniques pioneered in England.  A further 4 wards (“second tier) received a partial leaflet drop in the final month.  Relatively little activity was focused on the remaining 9 wards.  

Across the city as a whole we received almost 16,000 first preference votes, 8.2% of the total.  In a perfectly proportional system this would have secured 5 seats.  The lowest vote was 3.2% in “Drumbrae/Gyle” through to 17.0% in “City Centre”.

Our target wards delivered!  Where we targeted 4-member wards – “Southside/Newington”; “Leith Walk”; “Meadows/Morningside” – we achieved around 15% of first preference votes.  After transfer of second preferences, all 3 delivered Green councillors. The fourth ward, which was a 3-member ward, “City Centre” failed by 18 votes after transfers were taken into account. 

The second tier wards also performed creditably.  We achieved 11.4% in Leith and 11.3% in Fountainbridge/Craiglockhart, with 6.8% in Portobello/Craigmillar.  These were 3-member wards.  The remaining 4-member ward, Inverleith recorded 7.6%.  

In more detail

It is worth noting that all 3 of our successful candidates came in the top 4 on first preference votes – ie in a first-past-the-post contest they would still have been elected.  However, across the city as a whole, there were 6 wards where candidates from outside of the top three or four were still elected as a result of receiving second preferences.

Further scrutiny of the results in detail is needed but even a brief glance shows that Greens are, as we expected, more “transfer-friendly” than other parties.  For example, fourth place in both Leith Walk and Southside/Newington turned into third place, after transfers.

However, the key is the “space” for transfers to take place.  This is the difficulty with 3 member wards (leaving aside the higher “quota” or threshold to be elected).  In City Centre, with 8 candidates, there were 3 candidates with almost no votes (and therefore little transfer value) alongside 5 candidates all competing at the top end (the difference between first and fifth places was only 3 percentage points).  This meant that the Green candidate was eliminated before any significant transfers had time to kick in.

From early analysis it seems that the main source of transfers to and from Greens are the Liberal Democrats but that needs to be confirmed by more detailed analysis. 

3. Midlothian

Only one candidate stood – Ian Baxter in Bonnyrigg, a 3 member ward, securing 650 first preference votes (10.4%) and only losing out in the final round to two Labour and one SNP councillor.  Ian was a strong locally-recognised candidate and followed TTW tactics closely but would still have required a few hundred more votes to be elected.  This does suggest that local geography is important (on the face of it Bonnyrigg is not prime Green territory) especially in these larger wards where local recognisability may not count as much. 

4. Conclusion

Although we did not meet our branch plan target in full we held a presence in a difficult parliamentary election and established roots in the City Council for the first time.  We are in a strong position to elect 2 MSPs again in 2011 and to swell our councillor group up to 7.

10 May 2007

