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Introduction 
With the polls pointing to the strong 
possibility of a hung parliament, the 
question of whether, and how, the 
Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats 
might be able to co-operate on the other 
side of the election is once again being 
raised. 

In this paper, we seek to answer this 
question by identifying where the two 
parties’ instincts, aims and interests 
converge or diverge. We do so by 
reference to their core values, and to 
their positions on the big public policy 
issues of today. 

In the conclusion, we set out the 
likely consequences for Lib Dem 
– Conservative relations if the 2010 
general election sees the Tories return 
to parliament as the largest party, but 
without a majority of seats.

Political context
In 1992, the then leader of the Liberal 
Democrats, Paddy Ashdown, presented his 
party as “the non-socialist alternative to 
Thatcherite conservatism”. When, two years 
later, Tony Blair set about modernising the 
Labour party, slaying most of its ideological 
sacred cows as he went, that claim began 
quickly to be undermined. The Liberal 
Democrats responded by shifting from a 
posture of confrontation towards Labour to 
one of co-operation, with the two parties 
even working together, between 1997 and 
2001, in a Joint Consultative Committee 
(JCC) on constitutional reform. 

When David Cameron became Tory leader 
in the autumn of 2005, promising a mirror 
image modernisation that would turn his 
party into a “liberal, progressive” force, 
many Lib Dems privately worried that the 
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might be entering a less hostile phase. By 
challenging the Conservatives to become 
more socially liberal, David Cameron made 
his party less objectionable to Liberal 
Democrats. By challenging the Liberal 
Democrats to become more economically 
liberal, Nick Clegg made his party less 
objectionable to Conservatives. And by 
developing a similar liberal critique of the 
current government – as too centralised, 
too big and too interfering – Cameron and 
Clegg committed their parties to the same 
over-arching political challenge: to break 
decisively from New Labour’s top down, 
centrally planned approach to governance 
and put real power back in the hands of the 
British people. 

This is how Nick Clegg summed it up 
during the Lib Dem leadership campaign 
of 2007: “I want the Liberal Democrats to 
stand for a new kind of politics. A politics 
of people, not systems; of communities, 
not bureaucracies; of individual innovation, 
not administrative intervention. The days of 
big government solutions – of ‘the man in 
Whitehall knows best’ – are now coming 
to an end.”

David Cameron, speaking in the same 
month, used similar language: “We’ve 
always been motivated by a strong and 
instinctive scepticism about the capacity of 
bureaucratic systems to deliver progress. 
Instead, we’ve always preferred to place 
our trust in the ingenuity of human beings, 
collaborating in messy and unplanned 
interaction, to deliver the best outcomes.” 

This apparent commonality of purpose, 
however, masked numerous differences – in 
outlook and political instinct – that continue 
to distinguish the parties. Of these, two are 
particularly fundamental. 

Sgd ƽqrs qdk`sdr sn sgd o`qshdrƍ `sshstcdr
to social justice. Conscious that his 
predecessors’ perceived indifference to 
the plight of the poor had badly damaged 
the Tory brand, David Cameron was 
quick to promise a more compassionate, 
progressive form of conservatism. Early in 
his leadership, he said: “In the end, the test 
for our policies will not be how they affect 
the better off, but how they help the worst 
off in our country – empowering them to 
climb the ladder from poverty to wealth”.  
Yet two years later, the Conservatives made 

Clegg and Cameron have 
developed a similar liberal 

critique of the current 
government – as too 

centralised, too big and 
too interfering.

squeeze was on: that Lib Dem territory 
would now be invaded from the right as well 
as the left, with the consequence that the 
next election would be contested by three 
non-socialist, non-Thatcherite parties.

Cameron, ever eager to re-brand the 
Tories as a compassionate party of the 
moderate centre, has continued to make 
regular rhetorical forays behind Lib Dem 
lines. As recently as September 2009, 
he was bemoaning the fact that Nick 
Clegg was “driving a wedge” between the 
Conservatives and Liberal Democrats, instead 
of “explaining what unites them”. Pointing 
to the parties’ policies on the environment, 
civil liberties, localism, education and social 
mobility, Cameron claimed “there’s barely 
a cigarette paper between us in all these 
areas” and called on Lib Dems to join him “in 
one national movement that can bring real 
change”. In his 2010 New Year message, he 
repeated the point, claiming that “between 
the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats 
there is a lot less disagreement than there 
used to be”.

Nick Clegg and his colleagues, meanwhile, 
have kept their distance, with their 
criticisms becoming more personal and 
pointed over time. Clegg has even gone so 
far as to describe Cameron as “the con-man 
of British politics”.

Clegg’s view, widely held within the Liberal 
Democrats, is that Cameron describes 
himself as a ‘liberal Conservative’ for 
reasons of political convenience, not 
conviction; the capitalised noun stands 
bnmƽcdms+ tmbnmsdrsdc+ vghkd sgd `cidbshud
is there purely for its softening effect, a 
signal that the ‘nasty party’ is now ‘nice’. 

Neither Cameron’s determination to ‘love 
bomb’ the Liberal Democrats, nor the 
Lib Dems’ determination to dodge those 
bombs, should surprise. The Tories are 
desperate to occupy Lib Dem territory while 
the Lib Dems are determined to repel them. 
It is therefore in the Conservatives’ interest 
to emphasise the two parties’ similarities, 
while it is in the Liberal Democrats’ interest 
to emphasise their differences. 

But behind these self-interested calculations 
lies a more fundamental question, the 
answer to which will determine whether, 
on the other side of the 2010 election, the 
two parties could work together: just how 
liberal are David Cameron’s Conservatives, 
and how much do they really have in 
common with the Liberal Democrats? 

Values and approach
When Nick Clegg became his party’s leader 
in December 2007, almost two years after 
David Cameron was elected Tory leader, 
it looked as though Lib Dem-Tory relations 
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the one they inherited in 1979: weak and 
vdhfgdc cnvm ax ` k`qfd atcfds cdƽbhs-
Now, as then, they are readying themselves 
for an immediate and sustained attempt at 
reducing the size of the state to avert a 
potentially ruinous debt spiral.

The Liberal Democrats, represented by 
their much admired shadow Chancellor, 
Vince Cable, have taken a quite different 
view. Rather than seeking to cut the size 
of the state, they have argued that, with a 
collapse in bank lending leading to a collapse 
in private demand, the British government 
had no option but to step in, recapitalise 
the banks and do what it could to stimulate 
the wider economy. The Lib Dems were the 
ƽqrs sn b`kk enq sgd sqntakdc Mnqsgdqm Qnbj
bank to be taken into public ownership – an 
hcd` sgd Bnmrdqu`shudr ƽqrs qhchbtkdc 'Əsgd
politics of Fidel Castro”), then supported. 
The Lib Dems have also consistently backed 
sgd trd ne cdƽbhs rodmchmf Ɗ sgd ƌ`tsnl`shb
rs`ahkhrdqrƍ `mc sgd ƌƽrb`k rshltktrƍ Ɗ sn
prevent the recession turning into a 1930s 
style depression. This too was opposed by 
the Conservatives, with David Cameron 
arguing in his 2009 conference speech that 
government spending was the problem, not 
the solution: “It is more government that got 
us into this mess”. Today, with the economy 
beginning to recover but still extremely 
fragile, the issue of when  to start seriously 
cutting public spending – a task to which all 
three parties are committed – dominates the 
political debate. In his 2010 Mais lecture, 
George Osborne argued, “there is no choice 
between going for growth today and dealing 
with our debts tomorrow.” Vince Cable 
argues that to start to cut spending today, 
irrespective of the strength of the recovery, 
risks tipping the UK back into recession, 
with the consequence that we will face a 
worse debt crisis tomorrow. Not only does 
this choice exist, in other words, but it is 
one which divides the parties.

Verdict: It is impossible to imagine David 
Cameron choosing anyone other than George 
Osborne to be his Chancellor; Osborne and 
Cameron are friends and co-architects of 
the Conservative modernisation project. 
But it is no easier to imagine Vince Cable 
serving in a coalition government while 
Osborne makes economic policy; Cable 
believes Osborne to have been wrong on 
most of the big economic judgement calls 
since the current crisis began.  

The environment 
The Liberal Democrats have long championed 
the environmental agenda and have put in 
place a number of detailed, costed green 
policies. They are committed to an £18 
billion ‘green tax switch’ (cutting income 
tax and raising taxes on polluters and the 
very rich) as part of their plans to achieve a 

a £3 billion cut in inheritance tax (IHT) the 
bdmsqdohdbd ne sgdhq ƽrb`k onkhbx Ɗ ` onkhbx
they have stuck with, even as the budget 
cdƽbhs g`r rohq`kkdc tov`qcr- @bbnqchmf sn
the Institute for Fiscal Studies, this change 
vntkc admdƽs nmkx sgd qhbgdrs 2 odq bdms ne
the population. That it would also increase 
wealth inequality and reduce social mobility 
was little commented on at the time the 
policy was launched. But it was noticed 
by Liberal Democrats, many of whom are 
deeply sceptical that the Conservative 
leadership will ever place the needs of the 
poor above the claims of its own more 
`eƾtdms rtoonqsdq a`rd- Sgd cheedqdmbd
adsvddm sgd o`qshdr nm sghr hrrtd qdƾdbsr
an underlying difference in their political 
philosophies: while both parties recognise 
the need to protect property rights, the Lib 
Dems are more willing to curtail those rights 
in pursuit of greater equality.   

The other touchstone issue for both Liberal 
Democrats and Conservatives relates to 
their views of Britain, its identity, and its 
role in the world. The Liberal Democrats are 
internationalists who are relatively relaxed 
about pooling sovereignty when they 
believe that is in Britain’s interests. The 
Conservatives, by contrast, have tended to 
place greater emphasis on the nation state: 
their annual conference no longer ends with 
` ƾ`f v`uhmf qdmchshnm ne ƌK`mc ne gnod
and glory’, but they remain deeply hostile 
towards the EU and nervous about the 
effects of immigration on national identity. 

Verdict: The Liberal Democrats and 
Conservatives have developed a common 
liberal critique of the current government. 
In the process, they have highlighted the 
high degree of overlap between their 
conceptions of good governance. But 
profound differences remain. The Liberal 
Democrats are deeply sceptical about the 
depth of the Conservatives’ commitment 
to social justice. And on the issue of how 
open Britain should be to the outside world, 
the parties remain poles apart. 

The economy and the public 
ƽm`mbdr
While both the Liberal Democrats and the 
Conservatives rail against ‘big government’, 
they are often talking about different 
things. Liberals worry more about the 
pervasiveness of the state – the extent to 
which it intrudes into the private sphere 
– while Conservatives tend to worry more 
about the size of the state – measured by the 
number of taxpayer pounds it spends. This 
difference has been clearly demonstrated by 
their contrasting approaches to the ongoing 
ƽm`mbh`k `mc dbnmnlhb bqhrdr-

For many Conservatives, the British 
economy in 2010 is all too reminiscent of 
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carbon neutral Britain by 2050. In addition, 
the party advocates the development of 
a non-carbon, non-nuclear power system, 
and a radical shift in the transport balance 
– away from road and air travel, towards 
rail. 

Back in 2007, the environmental umbrella 
group, The Green Standard, gave the 
Liberal Democrats the highest marks of 
the three parties in its report ‘How green 
are the parties?’ It argued that the Liberal 
Democrats offered: “The strongest set of 
policies on climate change, green taxation 
and green living.” The report’s verdict on 
the Conservatives was more mixed. It noted 
that under Cameron the Conservatives 
g`ud rtars`msh`kkx q`hrdc sgd oqnƽkd ne
environmental issues. However, it criticised 
sgd k`bj ne cdƽmdc onkhbx onrhshnmr `mc
raised concern as to whether they would 
s`jd ƽql `bshnm nm dmuhqnmldms`k hrrtdr hm
government. 

Two and a half years later, the gap 
between Tory rhetoric and Tory policy on 
the environment has all but disappeared, 
not because their policies have been beefed 
up, but because their rhetoric has been 
dramatically toned down. In March 2010, 
in his last conference speech before the 
election, David Cameron’s claim that “we 
are the new environmental party in Britain” 
was his only mention of the environment 
in a 6,000 word address. What is more, 
it is a claim his own party seems not to 
accept. In a January 2010 survey of 
Tory candidates in the party’s 240 most 
winnable seats, “reducing Britain’s carbon 
footprint” was rated as the lowest priority 
of the 19 policies listed. Just eight of the 
141 respondents indicated that the issue 
was “very important” to them. 

In policy terms, little has happened since 
Cameron became leader. With most of 
the environmental policies recommended 
by his party’s Quality of Life Commission 
now gathering dust in a cupboard in  the 
Conservative Campaign Headquarters, 
and George Osborne reluctant to propose 
any new green taxes, Cameron tends 
nowadays to talk up his party’s opposition 
to a third runway at Heathrow. But even 
this is more easily explained by the need 
to win west London votes, than to reduce 
carbon emissions: the Conservatives 
do acknowledge the need for increased 

aviation capacity, but argue that this 
should be created at airports other than 
Heathrow. This is clearly good news for 
those living near Heathrow, but it will make 
no difference to the overall level of aircraft 
emissions. 

Verdict: The Liberal Democrats, like many 
long standing environmental campaigners, 
have concluded that David Cameron’s 
decision to emphasise green issues in his 
early days as leader had more to do with re-
branding his party than saving the planet. 
With many Tory members and supporters 
now openly questioning the veracity of the 
climate change science, many Lib Dems 
suspect that, in presenting his party as “the 
new environmental party in Britain”, the 
Tory leader is ‘spinning’ like the windmill 
on his Notting Hill home.

Security, home affairs and 
immigration
The Liberal Democrats and Conservatives 
have stood together in opposing important 
parts of the government’s national security 
and counter terrorism agenda. Both are 
opposed to the introduction of ID cards. 
Similarly, the parties worked together 
with Labour backbenchers to defeat the 
proposed extension of detention without 
charge to 90 days. 

On crime and punishment by contrast, 
the parties remain some distance apart. 
Nick Clegg has repeatedly condemned the 
government and Conservative party for 
competing to appear ‘tough on crime’, 
vghbg gd adkhdudr g`r rshƾdc cda`sd `ants
the effectiveness of the criminal justice 
system. Although David Cameron once 
pledged to tackle the causes, as well 
as the symptoms, of crime, his criminal 
justice policy differs little from those of 
his predecessors. Warning of “anarchy in 
the UK” and describing British society as 
“broken”, Cameron promises to bring “zero 
tolerance policing to the streets of Britain”, 
increase the number of prison places and 
scrap the government’s early release 
scheme. 

David Cameron has clearly decided not to 
put the issue of immigration at the heart 
of the Tory general election campaign, as 
Michael Howard did in 2005. But he and his 
bnkkd`ftdr qdl`hm rbdoshb`k ne sgd admdƽsr
of economic migration (into, rather than out 
of, Britain) and have proposed annual limits 
at a level “substantially below” the current 
rate. The Liberal Democrat emphasis is 
different. They too favour a points-based 
rxrsdl enq l`m`fhmf sgd ƾnv ne dbnmnlhb
migrants into Britain. However, they are 
not prepared to set annual limits and do not 
share David Cameron’s view that there are 
rhfmhƽb`mskx snn l`mx enqdhfmdqr dmsdqhmf

David Cameron’s claim 
that “we are the new 
environmental party 
in Britain” is one that 
many in his own party 
seem not to accept.



A lib con trick   —  �

the UK at present. 

Verdict: Although the parties share some 
common ground on civil liberties, there 
qdl`hmr ` rhfmhƽb`ms ftke adsvddm sgdl nm
crime and punishment and on immigration.  

Foreign policy
In a speech in 2006, David Cameron 
declared himself a “liberal conservative” 
on foreign affairs: “Liberal, because I 
support the aim of spreading freedom 
and democracy, and support humanitarian 
intervention; conservative, because I 
recognise the complexities of human nature 
and am sceptical of grand schemes to 
remake the world.” 

Many Liberal Democrats, while agreeing 
with the sentiment, would argue that 
Cameron’s liberal conservative rhetoric 
contrasts with his more neo-conservative 
record. Conservatives, both in parliament 
and in the country, backed Tony Blair’s 
decision to invade Iraq with much greater 
enthusiasm than did the former prime 
minister’s Labour party colleagues. 

But it is on the question of Europe that 
the parties are most at odds. While the 
Liberal Democrats emphasise the need for 
institutional and budgetary reform, they 
remain Britain’s most pro-European party. 
Within the Conservative party, by contrast, 
Euro-scepticism is now the mainstream 
opinion: most pro-European Conservative 
MPs have defected, retired or died, leaving a 
party that was delighted by David Cameron’s 
decision to leave the European People’s 
Party grouping of centre right parties. 
Conservative MEPs are now aligned with 
a group of Euro-sceptics, largely from the 
new member states of Eastern Europe, who, 
according to the Liberal Democrats and the 
Labour party, include climate change deniers, 
Nazi sympathisers and homophobes.

Verdict: The Lib Dems continue to highlight 
David Cameron’s support for the invasion 
of Iraq. But it is his party’s “visceral Euro-
sceptiscim”, to quote the former leader 
of the Conservatives in Europe, Edward 
McMillan-Scott, that is likely to strain 
relationships with the Liberal Democrats 
in the next Parliament. McMillan-Scott’s 
decision, in March 2010, to defect to the 
Lib Dems only underlines the differences 
between the parties on this issue.   

S`w `mc admdƽsr
The Liberal Democrats have put their plans 
for a radical rebalancing of the tax system at 
the heart of their general election campaign. 
By increasing taxes on polluters and on the 
very rich – most eye-catchingly through 
their plans for a 1 per cent ‘mansion tax’ 
on residential properties worth £2 million or 

more – they plan to raise enough money 
to lift the personal income tax allowance 
to £10,000, delivering a sizable tax cut 
for middle earners and taking 4 million low 
earners out of tax altogether. 

The Conservatives’ plans could hardly be 
more different. Their biggest planned tax cut 
is for the richest 3 per cent of households 
in the country: those who stand to inherit 
estates worth in excess of 1 million. This 
vhkk ad o`hc enq ax ` ƾ`s q`sd edd ne ¢14+///
for ‘non doms’ (non domiciled workers who 
reside, but do not pay income tax, in the 
UK). 

They have also pledged to use the tax 
system to support marriage. But since 
marriage and wealth correlate, any tax policy 
that discriminates against the unmarried 
will inevitably disadvantage the poor. The 
Conservatives hope that by doing so they 
will encourage poor, unmarried couples to 
l`qqx Ɗ rnldsghmf sgdx adkhdud vhkk admdƽs
them, their children (if they have any) and 
the wider society. The Liberal Democrats 
reject both the policy and the logic on which 
it stands, arguing that in analysing the links 
between marriage on the one hand, and a 
range of socially desirable behaviours or 
characteristics on the other, it is important 
not to confuse correlation and causation. 

The two parties have voiced similar 
concerns about the complexity of Gordon 
Brown’s means tested welfare system, and 
about the number of people on middle and 
upper incomes who have been drawn into 
it. They have welcomed the Government 
commissioned report by David Freud (now 
a Conservative party advisor) which called 
for the introduction of a single working 
`fd admdƽs `mc hmbqd`rdc qdpthqdldmsr nm
admdƽs bk`hl`msr+ vhsg sgd o`qshbtk`q `hl ne
qdctbhmf sgd mtladqr nm Hmb`o`bhsx Admdƽs
(IB). The Conservatives intend to use any 
savings that accrue from these reforms to 
end the so-called ‘couple penalty’ in the tax 
credits system which gives single parents 
` ahffdq odq,b`ohs` admdƽs sg`m bntokdr-
The Liberal Democrats are also in favour 
ne qdlnuhmf sgd ƽm`mbh`k chrhmbdmshudr enq
couples with children to live together or to 
admit to doing so. 

Verdict: There are important differences 
between the parties over taxation. The 
Conservatives plan to redistribute within 
the top income decile – taking from the 
‘super rich’ to give to the ‘rich’. The Liberal 
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Democrats plan to redistribute more widely, 
using wealth and pollution taxes to reduce 
the tax burden for those on low and middle 
incomes. 

Neither party has spelled out how they intend 
sn trd sgd s`w rxrsdl sn qdctbd sgd cdƽbhs+
although the Liberal Democrat shadow 
Chancellor Vince Cable has indicated 
that he expects “those with the broadest 
shoulders to bear the greatest burden”. His 
Tory opposite number, George Osborne, has 
also promised fairness, claiming “we’re all 
in this together”. But the Liberal Democrats 
believe his planned inheritance tax cut and, 
to a lesser extent, his promise to offer a 
tax cut to married couples, suggest that 
rnld Ɗ o`qshbtk`qkx sgd qhbg Ɗ lhfgs ƽmc
sgd bnlhmf xd`qr rhfmhƽb`mskx kdrr o`hmetk
than others. 

Education and health
Both parties believe that decentralisation 
is key to driving up standards in education 
and health. To the Liberal Democrats, 
decentralisation has traditionally implied 
a shift of power from central to local 
government, though no further. But the 
appointment of two economically liberal 
MPs, David Laws and Norman Lamb, to 
the education and health portfolios has 
led to a shift of emphasis: where possible, 
decision making and purchasing powers are 
now to be devolved directly to parents and 
patients. 

Unsurprisingly, the Conservatives also 
support the greater use of market 
mechanisms (choice and competition) to 
drive up standards in schools and hospitals. 
But, in an important departure from previous 
policy, they are no longer seeking to provide 
escape routes out of the public sector – the 
objective of both the ‘patient passport’ 
and the ‘assisted places scheme’ proposed 
by Michael Howard. Nor do they any 
longer propose “a grammar school in every 
town”, favouring instead a decentralised, 
diverse but non-selective education system, 
similar to that in Sweden. Both the Liberal 
Democrats and the Conservatives are calling 
for radical supply side liberalisation to allow 
independently run schools to open in the 
state funded sector. Both also propose the 
introduction of a ‘pupil premium’ – a quasi 
voucher system where money ‘follows’ the 
child with extra money following the most 
disadvantaged children. Unlike the Liberal 
Democrats, however, the Conservatives 
have not promised any new money to fund 
this pledge. 

Despite this, it is true to say that, in 
education policy, the two party leaderships 
have converged. The same cannot be 
said of backbenchers and party members. 
Internally, the Conservative leadership 

is yet to win the argument that schools 
should not be allowed to choose pupils, just 
as the Liberal Democrat leadership is yet to 
win the argument that pupils and parents 
should be allowed to choose schools.

The debate about structural reform in the 
health service has been less interesting, 
crowded out, as it has been, by the 
Conservative party’s ‘stop the cuts’ 
campaign and its election promise to 
dwdlos sgd MGR eqnl sgd hlodmchmf ƽrb`k
squeeze. Nonetheless, Tory plans to scrap 
central targets and to devolve real power 
to doctors and patients suggest a similar 
direction of travel to that set out by the 
Liberal Democrats. 

Verdict: The parties have coalesced around 
an agenda of decentralisation, competition 
and choice in education and health. Their 
shared desire to put service users at the 
heart of public services reform could provide 
a foundation for future collaboration. 
This emerging consensus remains fragile, 
however, and could be undermined by the 
different choices the parties have made on 
funding: the Conservatives are prioritising 
the NHS; the Lib Dems are favouring 
schools. 

Constitutional and political 
reform
Until 2009, the differences between the 
parties on the constitution were the same 
as they had always been: the Lib Dems 
wanted radical change, the Tories did not.

The expenses scandal changed all that. 
Desperate to avoid a backlash from an 
angry public, both parties now talk the 
language of reform. But behind the rhetoric, 
important differences remain. For the Liberal 
Democrats, the abuse of parliamentary 
expenses and allowances demonstrates 
the need for wide ranging political reform, 
including: the introduction of proportional 
representation for election to the House of 
Commons; a radical overhaul of the party 
funding system; the abolition of the House 
of Lords and the creation, in its place, of a 
fully elected Senate; the creation of a written 
constitution and a British Bill of Rights; 
`mc sgd cdunktshnm ne rhfmhƽb`ms onvdqr
– including revenue raising powers – to local 
government. To this long standing list of 
demands, another has been added: the right 
enq bnmrshstdmsr+ he f`sgdqdc hm rteƽbhdms
numbers (5 per cent of electors), to demand 
a by-election to remove any MP who has 
been recommended for suspension by the 
Parliamentary Commissioner on Standards. 

The Conservatives’ plans, beyond their big, 
but pre-existing, plans to devolve powers 
from Westminster and Whitehall, are more 
modest. They want to see: a greater use 
of ‘open primaries’ to select parliamentary 
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candidates; the publication, on line, of 
every MP’s expenses; an end to subsidies 
on parliamentary food and drink; reform of 
parliamentarians’ pensions; a 10 per cent 
reduction in the number of MPs and an 
equalisation of constituency sizes; and a 
requirement that every UK law-maker also 
be a full UK taxpayer. 

Once again, the Lib Dems are unimpressed. 
In their view, David Cameron’s hyperactive 
response to the expenses scandal was 
designed to obscure the fact some of the 
worst abusers of the expenses system 
Ɗ sgnrd vgn ƌƾhoodcƍ sgdhq gnldr nq
avoided Capital Gains Tax – were members 
of his own party. No Lib Dem MP has been 
accused of either of these offences. They 
also believe that his proposed solutions are 
either hypocritical (the requirement that 
parliamentarians do what Cameron’s deputy 
chairman, swing-seat strategist and donor, 
Lord Ashcroft, has singularly failed to do 
for the last decade: pay tax on his income), 
self-interested (changes to constituency 
boundaries that would disadvantage the 
Labour party) or designed to ward off more 
substantial reform (changes to the way 
parliamentary candidates are selected, 
rather than elected). 

Verdict: To the Lib Dems, the Conservative 
response to the expenses scandal is best 
summed up by a cartoon that appeared in a 
national newspaper in the summer of 2009. 
It showed two pin-striped establishment 
ƽftqdr rhsshmf hm chrsqdrrdc kd`sgdq `qlbg`hqr
in a parliamentary tea room. Leaning forward 
conspiratorially, one whispers to the other: 
“If we want things to stay the same round 
here some things are going to have to 
change”. 

Of all the big changes the Liberal Democrats 
want – and would insist on in any coalition 
negotiations – a change to the system of 
election to the House of Commons remains 
the most important. 

Conclusion
The election of a self styled ‘liberal 
Conservative’ as Tory leader should have 
increased the likelihood of meaningful co-
operation between the two parties. So far, 
such co-operation has been conspicuous  
by its absence. There are three reasons for 
this. 

First, the parties have spent most of 
the last century and a half eyeing each 
other suspiciously over the progressive-
conservative divide. This mutual suspicion 
runs deep and will not be quickly or easily 
overcome. Policy positions may be ever 
changing, but the culture of a party, and the 
core instincts of its members and supporters, 
are not. It is worth noting, in this context, 
that a March 2010 ICM poll found that one 

in three Lib Dem voters share Labour’s vision 
of the kind of society they want, while fewer 
sg`m nmd hm ƽud Kha Cdl unsdqr rg`qd sgd
Conservatives’ vision. 

Second, there are good reasons for thinking 
the Conservative party has not been 
engaged in as fundamental a re-invention 
as David Cameron would like the electorate 
to believe. Not only do most Conservatives 
appear unenthusiastic about many of 
sgd cdƽmhmf dkdldmsr ne B`ldqnnmh`m
conservatism (year on year increases in 
the NHS budget, acceptance of the 50p 
top rate of income tax, opposition to 
grammar schools, an acknowledgement of 
the existential threat of man-made climate 
change), but there are good reasons for 
believing that David Cameron himself is not 
the instinctively liberal or centrist politician 
he projects. As his friend and front bench 
colleague Ed Vaizey put it in March 2010: 
“[Cameron] is, I believe, much more 
conservative by nature than he acts, or than 
he is forced to be by political exigency.” It 
is this perception – that Cameron ‘talks left 
but walks right’ – that has fuelled Lib Dem 
suspicions about his modernisation project, 
and explains why there is less scope for 
meaningful collaboration between the parties 
than Cameron claims. There are, in truth, 
nmkx sgqdd onkhbx `qd`r vgdqd rhfmhƽb`ms
agreement could be reached: localism, 
education and civil liberties. On tax, the 
environment, criminal justice policy, Europe 
and constitutional and political reform, the 
parties are simply not on the same page. 

Third, the Liberal Democrats and the 
Conservatives remain in direct opposition 
in much of the country, particularly in 
suburban and rural southern England 
where Labour has little or no real presence. 
As long as the electoral success of each 
party depends on the failure of the other, 
bn,nodq`shnm vhkk oqnud cheƽbtks- Vgdm
the Liberal Democrats worked with Tony 
Blair’s Labour party in the late 1990s, this 
problem did not exist. There were very 
few Lib Dem/Labour marginals at that 
time – a fact that allowed them to attack 
the Conservatives in a pincer movement, 
with the Lib Dems making incursions into 
the parts of Conservative Britain that the 
Labour party couldn’t reach. 

There are good reasons for 
thinking the Conservative 

party has not been 
engaged in as fundamental 

a re-invention as David 
Cameron would like the 

electorate to believe



�   —  A lib con trick

For all these reasons, it seems unlikely that 
the parties could work together in a formal 
governing coalition. Clegg won’t rule this 
out before the election, but he knows that 
to take his party into a Conservative-led 
administration, he would have to exact a 
political price (including a commitment 
to electoral reform) that Cameron and 
his colleagues will never be prepared to 
o`x- Etqsgdqlnqd+ vhsg mn ƽwdc,sdql
parliaments, and the prime minister able to 
call another election at any time (blaming 
the junior coalition partner as he does so), 
the Lib Dems believe the political conditions 
mddcdc sn fhud ` bn`khshnm dudm ` ƽfgshmf
chance of survival are simply not in place.

It would be a mistake to assume from 
this that the two parties will be unable to 
come to any agreement in the event of 
an inconclusive election result, however. 
Necessity is the mother of invention, and 
it may well be that in the high pressured 
environment of a hung parliament, the 
underlying forces driving the parties apart 
are counteracted, at least in part, by other, 
more immediate factors which conspire to 
push them together. 

Chief among these will be the urgent task 
of avoiding a protracted period of political 
instability and uncertainty – a task that 
any market volatility in the days and weeks 
following polling day will make more urgent 
still. With public debt levels soaring and the 
government’s borrowing position fragile, the 
Liberal Democrats are already trying hard to 
reassure investors. As Nick Clegg told the 
Financial Times in March 2010: “We will 
not take any risk with UK plc, with Britain’s 
creditworthiness or the sustainability of 
sgd otakhb ƽm`mbdrƐ- Ots rhlokx+ sghr hr
a promise to act responsibly; to put the 
national interest before party interest in the 
event of a hung parliament.

If the Conservative poll lead remains narrow 
in the weeks ahead, we can expect to hear 
much more of this. The Liberal Democrats 
eddk+ vhsg rnld itrshƽb`shnm+ sg`s hmudrsnq
fears about a hung parliament are largely 
misplaced. After all, the Liberal Democrat 
leadership has gone out of its way to 
detail the spending programmes it intends 
to axe, prompting the Financial Times to 
describe them, in a January 2010 leader 
column, as “the only national party that 
has publicly come to terms with the scale 
ne sgd ƽrb`k bqhrhrƐ- G`uhmf chsbgdc `kk ats

two of their spending commitments in a 
bid to demonstrate the seriousness of their 
intent, the Lib Dems are now presenting 
themselves as the guarantors ne ƽrb`k
rectitude – a bulwark against both Osborne’s 
recklessness (the risk that the Conservatives 
would cut spending too much, too early, 
tipping the economy back into recession) 
and Brown’s tendency towards denial (the 
risk that Labour would cut spending too 
little, too late, putting the UK’s credit rating 
at risk, forcing up interest rates and choking 
off the recovery). They will also argue that 
Lib Dem support would serve to broaden 
rtoonqs enq ƽrb`k bnmrnkhc`shnm+ gdkohmf sn
sell the government’s austerity measures 
to parts of the electorate that remain 
deeply suspicious of the Conservatives’ 
motivations.

Another reason why the Liberal Democrats 
may seek to come to some form of 
understanding or agreement with a minority 
Conservative administration is their desire 
not to be seen to frustrate the democratic 
will of the people. Nick Clegg has repeatedly 
promised to take his “marching orders 
from the British people” – respecting the 
right of the largest party to try to form a 
government and ruling out any deals with 
other parties that, although arithmetically 
onrrhakd+ ƾx hm sgd e`bd ne onkhshb`k qd`khsx-
If the British people kick Gordon Brown out 
of the front door of No. 10 Downing Street, 
Clegg has no intention of letting him in the 
back door.

Sgd Kha Cdlr+ sgdm+ vhkk ƽmc hs cheƽbtks+ he
not impossible, to enter a Conservative led 
coalition. But it will be no easier to revert 
to ‘business as usual’ opposition. Whether 
they deal with a minority Conservative 
administration on a simple issue by issue 
basis, or enter into a more formal agreement 
Ɗ rnld jhmc ne ƌbnmƽcdmbd `mc rtookxƍ
agreement in which they promise to support 
the government on a number of key votes 
in return for policy concessions – they 
will need to act responsibly. The party’s 
leadership understands this only too well. 
The dangers of being seen to destabilise 
the government at a time of economic 
bqhrhr rhfmhƽb`mskx ntsvdhfg sgd rgnqs
sdql admdƽsr ne cded`shmf sgd fnudqmldms
on a series of Commons votes. In a hung 
parliament, the Liberal Democrats will wield 
rhfmhƽb`ms onkhshb`k onvdq+ ats vhkk g`ud
to use that power sparingly. They will be 
an opposition party, but, in many ways, 
will have to think and act like a governing 
party. 

With politics set to be dominated for the 
foreseeable future by the need to tackle the 
TJƍr l`rrhud rsqtbstq`k cdƽbhs+ sgd nudq,
riding objective for the Liberal Democrats 
will be to demonstrate that they are part of 
the solution, not the problem.

In a hung parliament, the 
Liberal Democrats will 
vhdkc rhfmhƽb`ms onkhshb`k
power, but will have to use 
that power sparingly.


