Women candidates and party practice in the UK: evidence from the 2009 European Elections

Abstract
Existing comparative research suggests that women candidates have better opportunities for electoral success when standing in (i) second order elections and (ii) PR elections - the 2009 European Elections provide an example of both criteria.  This paper examines the 2009 results to build upon earlier work on the 1999 and 2004 elections by considering (i) regional patterns across parties, with reference to any strategies to improve women’s representation (ii) incumbency effects (iii) effects of changes in seat shares across parties.

---------
EXISTING research on previous European elections demonstrated that the willingness of political parties to place women in the top places on party lists varied, equity in terms of candidate numbers did not result in equity in representation if women languished at the lower end of party lists.  Furthermore, virtually all parties failed to take advantage of their own retiring MEPs to promote women
.  In the 2005 European Election it was clear that both the Labour Party and the Liberal Democrats had taken the most ‘positive action’, whilst Conservative equality rhetoric had failed to materialise into notable female candidate selection, and the electoral success of UKIP served as a hindrance to female representation in general.  The number of UK MEPs in total declined from 78 (three in Northern Ireland) in 2004 to 72 in 2009 (69 in Great Britain). Women constitute just under 32% of MEPs, compared to 24% as a result of the 2004 elections. 

The mainstream political parties in the UK foster different attitudes towards equality promotion and equality guarantees.  The Labour Party utilised all-women shortlists (AWS) in both the 1997 and 2005 General Elections, the Liberal Democrats ‘zipped’ party lists in the 1999 European elections, whilst the Conservatives – historically hostile to associating themselves with positive discrimination – employed both an A-List of approved candidates and primaries in selecting candidates for certain constituencies in the lead up to the 2010 General Election
.  More recently, in October 2009 Cameron reversed opposition to AWS.
Analytic framework
This article focuses on Great Britain alone and excludes Northern Ireland, and contributes to a much broader debate surrounding the significance of female representation.  Comparative analysis of the representation of women lays stress upon two important variables – the electoral system in operation, and public attitudes towards women as political representatives.  Elections which operate via list systems tend to lead to more women being elected as parties see them as less ‘risky’ compared to placing more ‘unusual’ candidates in single member constituencies
.  Bergh’s comparative analysis of electoral systems and public attitudes towards female politicians (albeit at the national legislative level) points to some interesting differences.  In countries using single-seat plurality electoral systems (i.e. USA, UK and France) trust in female representatives appears to affect female representation, but the reverse occurs in countries employing multi-member districts (i.e. Belgium, Denmark, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands).  As such:
“Electoral systems based on single-seat plurality limit the ability of parties to lead the way in nominating women.  Thus, changes in female representation start from below, with changes in public opinion.  In countries that use multi-member districts, parties are more able and/ or willing to nominate women… When that happens there is significant evidence of change in public opinion as a result.”
 

Due to the constitutional reforms introduced into the United Kingdom in the late 1990s (the change to closed list PR in European elections, the introduction of devolved bodies in Scotland and Wales and the Greater London Authority all elected by the additional member system), British political parties can vary their strategies for candidate selection in an effort to exploit electoral system opportunities and constraints.  Yet to assume a direct causal relationship between the introduction of PR and an increase in female political representatives is misleading – placing women in constituency seats in Scotland and Wales has been crucial to challenging representational imbalance.
The trends

Both Labour and the Conservatives have seen their seat share decline since 1999, and this decline continued for Labour in 2009.  The Liberal Democrats have improved slightly since 1999.  Despite the decline in overall numbers of seats available, the ‘winners’ in 2009 were UKIP and the BNP, neither the Conservatives nor the Liberal Democrats could make gains from the Labour Party’s unpopularity.

1. GB MEPs by party and sex, 1999-2009
	Party
	1999 (%)

Men              Women
	2004 (%)

Men       Women
	2009 (%)

Men           Women

	Conservative
	33 (92%)      
	3 (8%)          
	25 (93%)
	2 (7%)
	19 (76%)
	6 (24%)

	Labour
	19 (66%)   
	10(34%)
	12 (63%)
	7 (37%)
	8 (62%)
	5 (38%)

	Liberal Democrat
	5 (50%)
	5 (50%)
	6 (50%)
	6 (50%)
	5 (45%)
	6 (55%)

	UKIP
	3 (100%)
	0
	12 (100%)
	0
	11 (85%)
	2 (15%)

	Green Party
	0
	2 (100%)              
	0
	2 (100%)              
	0
	2 (100%)              

	Plaid Cymru
	1   (50%)    
	1   (50%)    
	0
	1 (100%)
	0
	1 (100%)

	SNP
	2 (100%)              
	0
	2 (100%)              
	0
	2 (100%)              
	0

	BNP
	-
	-
	-
	-
	2 (100%)              
	0


Clearly, the Conservatives have made some headway in addressing the historic imbalance between male and female representatives – now almost a quarter of their MEPs are women, a step but hardly a leap towards equity.  There is very little change in the ratio between male:female Labour MEPs – loses were felt across both sexes.  As a result of the slight decline in absolute seat numbers, the Liberal Democrats now have more female MEPs than male ones.  The MEPs for the SNP, Plaid Cymru and the Green Party were all familiar faces – returned MEPs. The emergence of the BNP saw two new MEPs – both male. UKIP broke its all male image with two women being elected – despite Godfrey Bloom (UKIP MEP for Yorkshire and Humber) stating in 2004 that ‘no sane businessman would employ a woman of child-bearing age’ and claiming that ‘women don't clean enough behind the fridge’.

Yet previous research demonstrates that the sex ratio between MEPs often fails to reflect the sex ratio of party candidates
.  Once we take a step back from considering only those who were elected, we witness some rather complex and interesting patterns.

2. UK MEP candidates by party and sex, 1999-2009

	Party
	1999 (%)

Men              Women
	2004 (%)

Men       Women
	2009 (%)

Men           Women

	Conservative
	72 (86%)
	12 (14%)
	59 (79%)
	16 (21%)
	47 (68%)
	22 (32%)

	Labour
	46 (55%)
	38 (45%)
	38 (51%)
	37 (49%)
	35 (51%)
	34 (49%)

	Liberal Democrat
	43 (51%)
	41 (49%)
	43 (57%)
	32 (43%)
	49 (71%)
	20 (29%)

	UKIP
	79 (94%)
	5 (6%)
	65 (87%)
	10 (13%)
	56 (81%)
	13 (19%)

	Green Party
	49 (58%)
	35 (42%)
	50 (67%)
	25 (33%)
	39 (57%)
	30 (43%)

	Plaid Cymru
	3 (60%)
	2 (40%)
	2 (50%)
	2 (50%)
	2 (50%)
	2 (50%)

	SNP
	4 (50%)
	4 (50%)
	6 (86%)
	1 (14%)
	5 (83%)
	1 (17%)

	BNP
	73 (92%)
	6 (8%)
	65 (87%)
	10 (13%)
	58 (84%)
	11 (16%)


The Conservative Party has incrementally increased the ratio of female candidates – just under a third of candidates were women in 2009.  The Labour Party continued its’ virtually even split, whilst the Liberal Democrats witnessed a substantive decline in female candidates, with a male: female ratio which was more imbalanced than that of the Conservatives
.  The Green Party returned to ratios somewhat similar to 1999, and both Plaid Cymru and the SNP saw little change in candidate sex ratios compared to 2004 – possibly as they did not expect to increase their number of MEPs and focused on securing the re-election of established parliamentarians (the number of seats in Scotland decreased from seven to six).  UKIP continued to increase its female candidates – albeit from a low base – with women constituting almost one in five candidates in 2009.  The BNP made a similar level of progression, though its candidates were overwhelmingly male.

It appears then that the Conservative Party have consciously made positive advances, which Childs et al. put down to a 2005 watershed in approaches to selection following, though not wholly down to, the election of David Cameron as party leader
.  Whilst their research focuses on party membership and attitudes towards Westminster parliamentary candidates, it is probably fair to assume that such views are not specific to particular election levels (i.e. those who display sympathy for equality guarantees for Westminster elections probably do so for other types of election, this is not a view which is likely to be election specific).  Childs et al. evidence an opinion (not necessarily empirically supported) held by Conservative party members that the challenge to representational equality is one of predominantly supply rather than demand, and hence there exists antipathy towards equality guarantees such as priority lists and AWS.  

The use of closed party lists in the European elections evidently enabled a certain amount of ‘gender balancing’ to take place, as acknowledged by John Maples MP in his submission to the Speaker’s Conference, which stated that the top ranked woman by the Regional Selection College among the non MEP candidates automatically took the first vacant slot below the sitting MEPs.  However, this practice did not pass without controversy or comment within the party, as reflected by commentary on the ConservativeHome website
, which notes that female candidates often received better places on the party lists with fewer votes, and that candidates less respected by the grassroots prospered – resonating as an internal debate over ‘selection stitch-ups’.
Regional Patterns

Existing research demonstrates that party lists have looked quite different across regions – the Liberal Democrats utilised zipping in many regions in 1999, whilst some Conservative and UKIP lists were ‘woman free’ in 2004
.  In 2009, some regions had fewer seats up for grabs:
3. District magnitude by region 2004-2009
	Region
	No. Seats 2004
	No. Seats 2009 (Change)

	Eastern
	7
	7 (0)

	East Midlands
	6
	5 (-1)

	London
	9
	8 (-1)

	North East
	3
	3 (0)

	North West
	9
	8 (-1)

	South East
	10
	10 (0)

	South West
	7
	6 (-1)

	West Midlands
	7
	6 (-1)

	Yorkshire and Humber
	6
	6 (0) 

	Scotland
	7
	6 (-1)

	Wales
	4
	4 (0)

	Total
	75
	69


So how did the parties fare?  Tables 4-9 indicate the ratio of female candidate by party by region, and also whether women were selected for first or second place on the party list (as in most cases this is the maximum number of seats a party took in each region).  
4. Candidate sex ratio by region 2009: Conservative Party
	Conservatives by Region
	Male: Female ratio
	Women in 1st/2nd place?

	Eastern
	4: 3
	no

	East Midlands
	3: 2
	yes

	London
	6: 2
	no

	North East
	1: 2
	yes

	North West
	7: 1
	no

	South East
	7: 3
	no

	South West
	4: 2
	yes

	West Midlands
	5: 1
	no

	Yorkshire and Humber
	4: 2
	no

	Scotland
	4: 2
	yes

	Wales
	2: 2
	yes


Neither of the two Conservative women elected in 2004 sought re-election.  Caroline Jackson chose to retire and Theresa Villiers vacated her London seat after being elected as an MP for Chipping Barnet in 2005.  This means that the six women elected in 2009 are new women MEPs
.  Women did appear on every Conservative list, but in notably low numbers in the North West and West Midlands
.  Only in Wales did a woman top the list.  In other regions the successful women were either second or third on the party list.  Analysis elsewhere of the party’s A-List for the forthcoming Westminster election also shows patterns of regional variation, with female selection being low in Yorkshire and the East Midlands
.  
5.  Candidate sex ratio by region 2009: Labour Party
	Labour by Region
	Male: Female ratio
	Women in 1st/2nd place?

	Eastern
	4: 3
	yes

	East Midlands
	3: 2
	yes

	London
	4: 4
	yes

	North East
	2: 1
	yes

	North West
	4: 4
	yes

	South East
	5: 5
	yes

	South West
	3: 3
	yes

	West Midlands
	3: 3
	yes

	Yorkshire and Humber
	3: 3
	yes

	Scotland
	3: 3
	yes

	Wales
	2: 2
	yes


All Labour Party regional party lists demonstrated a fairer male: female balance than was the case for the Conservatives, and in numerous regions it appears that zipping was taking place.  The challenge for the Labour Party was its poor performance in the polls – as such holding on to seats it previously held was a priority.  Of these, five female MEPs were seeking re-election, and did so successfully
.  The party’s two Welsh MEPs (Glenys Kinnock and Eluned Morgan) were both standing down. 

6.  Candidate sex ratio by region 2009: Liberal Democrats
	Lib Dems by Region
	Male: Female ratio
	Women in 1st/2nd place?

	Eastern
	6: 1
	yes

	East Midlands
	3: 2
	no

	London
	5: 3
	yes

	North East
	2: 1
	yes

	North West
	6: 2
	yes

	South East
	7: 3
	yes

	South West
	4: 2
	yes

	West Midlands
	4: 2
	yes

	Yorkshire and Humber
	4: 2
	yes

	Scotland
	5: 1
	no

	Wales
	3: 1
	no


As with the Labour Party, most female Liberal Democrats were seeking re-election – five in total who were all re-elected
.  The party has one retiring female MEP – Elspeth Atwooll in Scotland, but with only one female candidate who was placed a lowly fourth on the list it was unlikely that the Liberal Democrats could return a woman here.  Yet the party maintained its overall tally of six women MEPs as newly elected Catherine Bearder was second on the party’s South East list.
7.  Candidate sex ratio by region 2009: UKIP
	UKIP by Region
	Male: Female ratio
	Women in 1st/2nd place?

	Eastern
	6: 1
	no

	East Midlands
	4: 1
	no

	London
	7: 1
	no

	North East
	2: 1
	yes

	North West
	6: 2
	no

	South East
	9: 1
	yes

	South West
	4: 2
	no

	West Midlands
	3: 3
	yes

	Yorkshire and Humber
	5: 1
	no


We can see that in the case of UKIP women candidates tended to be thinly spread across the regions – the exception being the West Midlands with a balanced male: female slate.  Furthermore, women were only selected for English regions, and even then none topped the list.  Those women elected were Nikki Sinclaire (West Midlands region) and Marta Andreasen (South East region).  Both were second on their party lists respectively.  In the South East the party held its support – polling 19.5% in both 2004 and 2009.  Existing MEP (Ashley Mote) was retiring, facilitating Andreasen’s high position on the party list.  In contrast, UKIP increased its support in the West Midlands in 2009 (21.3% compared to 17.5% in 2004).  Whilst the party returned just one MEP in this region in 2004, Sinclaire’s election marks real progress in terms of popular support for the party.
8. Candidate sex ratio by region 2009: Green Party
	Green Party by Region
	Male: Female ratio
	Women in 1st/2nd place?

	Eastern
	5:2
	no

	East Midlands
	4: 1
	yes

	London
	3: 5
	yes

	North East
	1: 2
	yes

	North West
	3: 5
	yes

	South East
	6: 4
	yes

	South West
	4: 2
	no

	West Midlands
	4: 2
	yes

	Yorkshire and Humber
	4: 2
	yes

	Scotland
	3: 3
	yes

	Wales
	2: 2
	yes


The Green Party continues to have two (both female) MEPs.  Women appeared on all party lists, and topped lists in six regions – indicating that if the party had a stronger level of popular support then it is likely to improve the number of female MEPs representing Great Britain.  Whilst the party’s overall support did increase in 2009 (to 8.6% compared to 6.2% in 2004) this was not enough to secure more representation.
9. Candidate sex ratio by region 2009: British National Party
	BNP by Region
	Male: Female ratio
	Women in 1st/2nd place?

	Eastern
	6: 1
	yes

	East Midlands
	4: 1
	yes

	London
	7: 1
	no

	North East
	3: 0
	No women 

	North West
	7: 1
	no

	South East
	8: 2
	yes

	South West
	6: 0
	No women

	West Midlands
	5: 1
	no

	Yorkshire and Humber
	5: 1
	no

	Scotland
	4: 2
	no

	Wales
	3: 1
	yes


The BNP was successful in electing MEPs for the first time – taking a seat in each of the North West and Yorkshire and Humber regions.  In terms of the sex ratio of its candidates, the BNP somewhat mimics the trends of UKIP in earlier elections. In two regions it failed to select any female candidates, and a woman topped the list (albeit unsuccessfully) in Wales alone.  And what of the regional parties?  Only one of the six SNP candidates was female – making it to third place on the list. In contrast, Plaid Cymru put forward two female candidates (in the first and fourth positions on the list) and as a result Jill Evans was successfully elected.
Incumbency

Whether parties choose to use particular strategies for promoting specific types of candidates or not, this will have little effect if there are few vacancies, or little shift in seat shares.  The nature of regional party lists means that any candidate can put themselves up for election safe in the knowledge that a place low down on the party list means they will not be elected – effectively paper candidates.  Clearly the polls were not in Labour’s favour and it came as no surprise that it lost seats (six in total compared to two for the Conservatives and one Liberal Democrats).  


Eighteen MEPs chose not to seek re-election; nine Conservatives, four Labour MEPs, two Liberal Democrats and three UKIP MEPs. Thirteen were men, and disproportionately were from the Conservative party and UKIP.  One of the three Conservative MEPs in the Eastern region retired – as the party took three seats again in 2009, this enabled the party to gain a woman MEP – Vicky Ford.  This was mirrored in the North West region where Jacqueline Foster took a seat.  Whilst a male MEP stood down in the East Midlands region, that party retained two seats – leading to the election of Emma McClarkin.  This was mirrored in the London region where Marina Yannakoudakis took a seat.  The sole Conservative MEP for Wales stood down and was replaced by Kay Swinburne.

The South West stood out as two Conservative MEPs were standing down (one being Caroline Jackson).  The party retained three seats overall, ensuring that second on this list Julie McCulloch Girling was elected.  The Conservatives saw their seats in the West Midlands region decline from three to two – as the two remaining male incumbents were re-elected this left no opportunity for new women (even though a woman was third on the party list).  The number of Scottish Conservative MEPs declined from two to one – so whilst the one male incumbent was re-elected, Belinda Don as number two on the list lost out.  Overall then, the Conservatives appear to have addressed some of the previous criticisms regarding only rhetorical support for better female representation.  Eight men (and one woman) stood down, but six of the new faces were women (compared to just one man).  


One of the three Labour MEPs in the London region retired – yet the party won only two seats in 2009 so the female candidate who was third on the party list remained unelected. This trend was mirrored in the North West region, Theresa Griffin was third on the Labour party list but was not elected. Both Welsh Labour MEPs were female and retiring.  A male candidate topped the party list, with women in positions two and three, yet the party returned just one MEP.  Labour retains five female MEPs, but these were all returning candidates.  Two female Liberal Democrat MEPs did not seek re-election.  In the South East Region, Catherine Bearder joined Sharon Bowles as an MEP.  In Scotland, the Liberal Democrats again took one seat but the party list was led by a male candidate (a female candidate was only placed fourth).  Five female MEPs were re-elected.  

The UKIP MEP Ashley Mote (South East region) did not seek re-election, enabling Marta Andreasen to take second place on the list and eventually a seat.  John Whittaker did not stand in the North West region, enabling a new male UKIP MEP to be elected.  Nor did Jeffrey Titford seek re-election for the Eastern region, where both new UKIP MEPs were male (a woman made it to fifth place).  UKIP’s increased support led to another female MEP - Nikki Sinclaire (West Midlands).

Conclusions
10. Women Elected as Representatives in Second Order Elections (%)

	
	1999
	2003
	2007

	Scotland
	37%
	39.5%
	33.3%

	Wales
	42%
	50%
	46.7%


	
	1999
	2004
	2009

	European Parliament
	25%
	24%
	32%


European elections are just one type of second order election in the UK, and whether it is an effect of the electoral system used or the level of government (or both) it is clear that some political institutions have a greater population of women as a result of elections in the last decade.  Women now constitute just under one third of the British MEPs, though there are still distinct party trends.  Studies show that voters are not put off voting for a woman per se, nor that selection by AWS was detrimental to female Labour candidates being elected in 2005
.  Whilst parties such as the Conservatives (and to a lesser extent UKIP) have clearly made progression beyond pure equality rhetoric, we have to bear in mind that closed lists in proportional representation elections offer a much less ‘risky’ opportunity for top-down electoral engineering, and tactics such as zipping appear to generate little factionalism in modern political parties (in public at least).  What was perhaps most surprising about the 2009 European Election was the relatively small shift is seat shares – away from Labour towards UKIP and the BNP.  This is unlikely to occur in the 2010 Westminster election - where more is ‘at risk’ and the electoral system is ‘less fair’ – and as a result the progression on women will be scrutinised closely.
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