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Introduction

Mark Bell and Alasdair Murray*

There is a very real possibility that the next British general elec-
tion will result in a hung parliament. The share of the vote received
by the Labour and Conservative parties has fallen in every general
election since 1992, and in 2005 was lower than at any point in
the last thirty years at just over two thirds (67.6 per cent) of the
electorate. Meanwhile, the third party in British politics, the Liberal
Democrats, has steadily increased its share of seats (reaching 62
in 2005). It would take a swing of less than 2 percentage points
against the government for Labour to lose its majority but a swing
of more than 7 percentage points for the opposition Conservatives
to win outright control. Despite this political arithmetic there is little
political discussion about how non-majority government might work
at Westminster.

Sghr bnkkdbshnm ne drr™xr ir “m ~ssd B os sn skk sg~s ¥~ o- Cdunktsinm g~ r
meant that coalition and minority government is no longer seen as
~ otgdkx engdifm hlongs tm sgd TJ- Sgd sqrs svn drr”™xr bnmrhcdg sgd
direct experience of the Westminster parties in minority and coalition
government formation in Wales and Scotland. The third explores the
long standing and stable model of coalition government in Germany.

Sghr rgngs hmsgnctbshnm sqrs dwokngdr sgd Bdbg™mhbr ne fnudgm B dms
formation in the event of a hung parliament. It then seeks to draw
out the lessons for Westminster from the examples contained within
the rest of this volume.
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Although Westminster has only limited experience of non-majori-
tarian government, there are some precedents. In the event of an
inconclusive election result, the prime minister would initially remain
im nesbd tm ~ cd e bsn b qds” jdg b o bisxt “r g oodmdc fm sgd ~esdg-
math of the February 1974 election. Despite Labour being the largest
party, with 300 seats to the Conservatives’ 297, Ted Heath was free
to conduct coalition negotiations with Liberal leader Jeremy Thorpe
from Downing Street.

What would happen subsequently is less clear, since two competing
principles could potentially clash:

The sovereign, prime minister and political parties should
attempt to create a government capable of commanding a
stable majority in the House of Commons.

The largest party in the House of Commons has the right to
form a government.

These two principles have never directly clashed in British political
history. No two parties have ever succeeded in putting together a
majority coalition at the expense of the largest party. The result is
that no precedent exists as to how the sovereign ought to act in a
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situation where both the leader of a majority coalition and the leader
of the largest minority party seek to form a government. Some have
suggested that the sovereign might receive the leaders of all the
parties, in order of their size in parliament, to listen to their views.?
If it seemed that a majority coalition was plausible, the sovereign
bntkc vis sn ad rshrsdc sg”s rtbg T bnTksinm wntkc dmctgd adenqd
sending for that coalition’s nominee as prime minister.

Any new government created could take four possible forms:

In countries such as New Zealand, and most recently Scotland (see
bg~osdq 1(+ sgir Bnrs bn B Bnmkx s~ jdr sgd enql ne ~ dbnmscdmbd “mc
supply’ agreement. This kind of deal is common where the largest
party falls just short of a majority and seeks a much smaller partner
sn ognuicd a~bjmf nm bnmscdmbd “mc atcfds gx B nshnmr fim qdstgm
for consultation on forthcoming legislation and some concessions on
policy issues. However, the junior party does not acquire ministerial
posts or pledge support in all parliamentary divisions. The prime Brit-
ish example, the Lib-Lab pact of 1977-1978, envisaged inter-party
co-operation on a range of policy areas.

This could take a number of forms: informal co-operation to install a
minority government, such as when the Liberals joined with Labour
to defeat Stanley Baldwin’s government after the 1923 general elec-
tion; informal support to maintain a minority government, for example
when the Ulster Unionists propped up John Major’s government in
0885: ng rodbisb onkbx chrbtrrinmr adswvddm = rimfkd o gsx B ~ing-
ity government and another party. The prime modern example of
the latter is the March 1997 Cook-Maclennan agreement (‘Britain’s
Future’) which provided the basis for a Joint Cabinet Committee
(JCC) on constitutional reform. The JCC’s mandate was extended in
late 1998 into the areas of health, education, welfare and European
policy.

The Joint Cabinet Committee bears further scrutiny, as it represents
the most recent formal attempt at cross-party co-operation over the
implementation of policy, and many of the characteristics of a coali-
tion were present in its operation. In the summer of 1996, Tony Blair
and Paddy Ashdown asked Robin Cook and Robert Maclennan to
explore the possibility of co-operation between the two parties. This
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V'r sgd qdrtks ne ansg rifmisb ms onkisib ™k bnmudgfdmbd gqdf gchmf
what needed to be done in a post-Conservative government and a
concern that the next election might produce a hung parliament.
The Cook-Maclennan report provided a pre-agreed programme for
the JCC and for regular meetings in which Labour ministers and
their Liberal Democrat opposite numbers could, at least in theory,
resolve differences. The Independent Commissions on the Voting
System and on Lords Reform were used to try and forge a consensus
on issues where the two parties were divided. However, the JCC
created considerable acrimony on both Labour and Liberal Democrat
benches, and the failure to implement electoral reform ultimately led
to the decline and winding down of the experiment. As with the
Lib-Lab pact, it proved impossible for the larger party to provide, via
electoral reform, the guarantee of post-election advantage for the
smaller party which could justify continued co-operation. Meanwhile,
the substantial majority Labour gained in 1997 removed any real
incentive to make large concessions to the Liberal Democrats.

On two occasions a minority government has taken power to help
smooth the path to fresh elections. For example, in 1905 the Liberal
Campbell-Bannerman was appointed as prime minister after Balfour
resigned — although the Conservatives enjoyed a large Commons
majority. Campbell-Bannerman immediately requested dissolution
and won the election by a landslide. A second example occurred in
March 1974 when Harold Wilson became prime minister following
Gd™sgor e fktgd sn engl ~ bn~ksinm \wisg sgd Khadq kr+ rs™ximF hm nesbd
until September when he called a general election. The minority
Labour government held onto power over this period by pursuing
tmbnmsgnudgrh ™k onkibhdr sn ~unhc ognunjim® ~ unsd ne bnmscdmbd-

Setting aside the attempts to woo Liberals and Liberal Democrats
into governments which already enjoyed majority status, by Churchill
in 1951 and by Gordon Brown in 2007, there has been only one
attempt to build a formal coalition in post-war Britain: the failed
effort by Edward Heath and Jeremy Thorpe after the February 1974
general election.
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What would a minority or coalition government look like in the after-
math of the next election? It is here that the examples from the
rest of the UK and abroad may well prove instructive, although we
B trs ad Bimcetksg™s d bg rxrsd B nodq sdr im ~ rodbhisb onkishb ™k “mc
institutional context.

All three essays demonstrate that the aftermath of an election can
drive parties to behave in a promiscuous manner, seeking a coalition
or minority deal with a range of unexpected partners. For example,
in Wales in 2007, previously unthinkable coalitions emerged as seri-
ous possibilities — both a ‘Rainbow Coalition’ of Plaid Cymru, the
Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats and a ‘Red-Green Alliance’
of Labour and Plaid Cymru. The latter coalition was in fact concluded
and now forms the Welsh Assembly Government. Similarly, in
Germany there has been serious talk of ‘Jamaica coalitions’ (between
sgd BCT.BRT+ Khadg k ECO “mc Fgddmr( “mc dsq esb kifgsg bn~kisinmr
(SPD, FDP and Greens), as well as the ‘grand coalition” of the CDU/
CSU and SPD under Angela Merkel’s leadership today. This is a far
cry from the relatively predictable alliances seen from the 1960s to
the 1980s, with the CDU/CSU and SPD opposing each other and the
Liberals playing the role of kingmaker. Having said that, the coalition
alliances in Scotland have so far proven more predictable.

The general assumption in the context of Westminster is that a hung
parliament would most likely lead to some kind of deal between
Labour and the Liberal Democrats. The two parties remain closer
together both in terms of policy and political culture, and have had
recent experience of direct political co-operation through the JCC.

On the other hand, these essays suggest that other possibilities,
including a Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition, or even a
Conservative-Labour coalition, should not be entirely ruled out.
Conservatives and Liberal Democrats now frequently formally co-
operate at council level across the UK, while there are even some
Conservative-Labour coalitions or minority deals emerging locally.

However, there is a gulf between pragmatic co-operation at grass
roots level and reaching a sustainable agreement on issues such
as tax or foreign policy. In Wales, the Welsh Assembly’s relatively
khBhsdc g mFd ne onwvdgr ok™xdc = rifmisb™ms o~gs m B~ jhmT onrrhakd
agreement between ideologically divided parties. It is notable that,
by contrast, the considerably more powerful Scottish Parliament is
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now witnessing a minority government due to the refusal of the
RMO “mc sgd Khadg™k CdEnbg~sr sn smc ~ bnBognBird nm sgd hrrtd
of a referendum on independence. Moreover, none of the other main
Scottish parties are yet willing to do a deal with the Conservatives.

In Germany, the presence of institutional and cultural mechanisms
which increase the viability of broad coalitions means we might
expect to see broad and unexpected coalitions. Nonetheless, it is
only recently that such coalitions have become part of the political
landscape — for example, the Greens are now willing to countenance
deals with the Christian Democrats and the liberal FDP, or the current
‘grand’ coalition between the CDU/CSU and the SPD.

Consequently, a Labour-Liberal Democrat coalition still seems the
most likely outcome in the event of a hung parliament at Westminster,
however much Liberal Democrats might claim otherwise in order to
increase their bargaining power. Longer term, the range of electoral
outcomes could increase if minority and coalition governments
become a more permanent feature of the British political landscape.

These essays demonstrate that a functioning coalition requires
a clear set of policy agreements between the partners, alongside
B dbg mhr Br sn dmrtgd onkishb™k a~k™mbd “mc gdrnkud bnmshbsr-

In Germany, a range of institutional mechanisms have been created
to help bear the political strains that inevitably arise in coalitions.
The coalition agreement itself, which is the product of considerable
negotiation, provides a common agenda for the parliamentary term.
A series of negotiating forums are established to resolve policy disa-
greements and secure agreement over how to react to unexpected
dudmsr- Sgdrd dwsdmc eqnl fmengl "k Bdch sinm ax sgd neshdr ne
the party leaders, through meetings of the parties’ policy advisors
on particular issues, to meetings of the party leaders themselves.
Germany also has an important corrective to the frequent collapse
ne =~ fnudgm Bdms D hs qdpthgdr ~ bnmrsgtbshud unsd ne mn bnmscdmbd
to bring down the executive: in other words, the Chancellor can be
qd Bnudc eqn B neshd nmkx ax sgd Atmcdrs™f he gd nq rgd fir gdok™bdc
by an alternative candidate in command of a parliamentary major-
fsx- Etgsgdq B ngd+ sgd swdc sdql ne sgd Atmcdrs™f qd Bnudr eqn l sgd
Chancellor the option of calling an election at a time of his or her
choosing.
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Similarly, in Scotland, a range of mechanisms currently lacking in
VdrsBhmrsdq g ud addm rds to sn BimhBhrd “mc cd™k whsg bnmbhbsr-
For example, the use of expert committees on potentially divisive
policy areas has provided the political cover for parties to make
compromises on issues such as tuition fees.

However, these mechanisms were not legally mandated. Rather,
they were established by the parties involved to ensure that the
coalition could function. In principle, Westminster parties could also
rds to rtbg Bdbg mhr Br- Sgd onsdmsh™k chesbtksx hr sg™s = onkishb ™k
culture which sees minority or coalition governments as short lived
anomalies would have little incentive to build mediating institutions.
This could potentially have serious implications for the viability of
coalitions at Westminster.

Institutions not only sustain, but also make the chances of a coali-
tion more or less likely. In each of the countries examined in this
essay collection, proportional aspects of the electoral systems have
increased the probability of a coalition or minority government taking
nesbd- Ats sgd bkd qdrs dw™ Bokd ne sgd tBo bs ne dkdbsng™k gdengll
(and the one which holds most parallels with Westminster) is that of
New Zealand. In this case, the switch to proportional representation
changed a country with a history of single party majoritarian rule to
nmd bg~q~bsdghrdc ax Bimngisx Fnudgm B dmsr rtoongsdc ax dbnmscdmbd
and supply’ deals with smaller parties, alongside a large increase in
the number of parties represented in government. This has undoubt-
edly led to increased government complexity and a need to secure
shifting majorities for government legislation on an issue-by-issue
basis. The New Zealand Labour Party has managed, so far, to retain
power and push through policy programmes in three separate parlia-
ments. There is a much smaller likelihood that a party like the Liberal
Democrats, which is much larger than New Zealand’s smaller parties,
vntkc “bbdos ~ dbnmscdmbd “mc rtookxq “qq mfd Bdms- Ats sgd Mdv
Zealand case does suggest that a Westminster-style democracy can
adjust to repeated coalitions and minority governments.

Sgd chesbtisidr mgdgdms tm athkeim® = rsTakd bn~kisinm fnudgm B dms
have led many commentators to consider the possibility of a minority
administration after the next election. A minority government (as
opposed to a coalition) in Scotland was little discussed prior to the
election; yet the SNP is currently governing with 47 out of 129 MSPs.
While minority government is still in its infancy, the SNP has so far

10
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cultivated stability by introducing policy through careful consultation
with other parties, for example with Conservatives (on sex offenders)
and Liberal Democrats (on council tax and tuition fees). It is worth
noting that the opposition in the Scottish Parliament is split several
ways, and more evenly than is likely to be the case at Westminster,
which helps the SNP to do deals with individual parties; but the
experience at Holyrood so far suggests that minority governments
can be viable.

Etgsgdg ~sdkct Bhmnghsx Fnudgm B dms fir gdk”shudkx bnl Bnm im B™m™c™- @
bn~lisinm Fnudgm Bdms g™ r s” jdm nesbd nmkx nmbd+ adsvvddm 0806 “mc
1921, in contrast to eight subsequent periods of minority government.
There are strong parallels between the Canadian and British system
— in both countries the right of centre Conservatives are frequently the
kgfdrs o7g” Bdms™gx 07 gsx “mc rifmhsb ™ mskx hednknfib™kx chuhcde eqn
the others. In addition, the highly adversarial nature of British politics,
in comparison to countries such as Germany, could make it harder to
agree a coalition and consequently make minority government more
likely.

Mnmdsgdkdrr+ sgdqd qd B “hm rifmisb™ms a”qghdgr sn drs™alirgm® = Bimngisx
government. The political agenda of such a government would have
sn ad udgx b~ tsintr+ rimbd+ tmiajd sgd swdc sdql o~ g™ Bdmsr chrbtrrdc
fim sghr unkt Bd+ = rifmisb™ms cded™s bntkc wdik sqiffdg chrrnktsinm “me ~
fresh election. While it was possible for Rhodri Morgan, the Welsh First
Ltmhrsdgt sn otqrtd ~ rtesbhdmskx bnmrdmrt™k ~fdmc™ oging sn 1//6+ hs hr
not clear that it would be in Westminster, with a wider range of policy
areas providing additional potential for partisan discord. In Scotland the
SNP was able to negotiate from the Scottish Executive buildings, with
civil service support. In Westminster, by contrast, this power would
remain with the incumbent government until all coalition possibilities
had been exhausted — as occurred in 1974. In circumstances where
no one party had a majority but where the incumbent government no
longer commanded the largest group of MPs, it is possible that this
could encourage a coalition government between the incumbents and
the third party rather than a minority government by the largest party.

All the examples looked at in the individual essays highlight the
il ongs mbd ne sgd odgbdosinmr ne dkdbsinm qdrtksr im hm&tdmbimT onkish-
cal calculations and coalition formation. In Wales, despite remaining
the largest party, it was argued that Labour had been ‘rejected’ by
the electorate. This led other parties to distance themselves from

1



In the balance CENTRE:

Labour in the post-election negotiations — most clearly in the case of
the Liberal Democrats. Similarly, both Labour and Liberal Democrats
felt entitled to rule out a referendum on Scottish independence — a
key demand of the SNP in coalition negotiations — because despite
rifmisb™ms RMO £ imr tm sgd dkdbshnm+ hs \v/~r odgbdhudc sg~s sgdqd v~ r
no mandate for Scottish independence.

Thus, any speculation on how minority or coalition government
might work in Westminster is inevitably limited by not knowing the
political context in the aftermath of the vote. For example, if the
Conservatives were to become the largest parliamentary party at the
next election, but failed to gain a majority, many Liberal Democrat
MPs in Conservative target seats might well be loath to prop up a
‘dying’ Labour administration.

Similarly, in all the examples reviewed, coalitions and minority
government were expected outcomes prior to election. Although
opinion polls might suggest that a hung parliament is a distinct
possibility, the media and political parties seem ill-prepared for such
an outcome. Thus, none of the parties seem likely to undertake
the preparatory work necessary to lay the foundation of a coalition
or minority government in advance of a poll. Furthermore, unlike
Germany, political parties in the UK have so far not made it their habit
to disclose their preferred coalition partner — even in PR elections
(although in both 1999 and 2003 the Liberal Democrats in Scotland
stated their preference for working with the party with the largest
number of seats, which in practice meant Labour). Discussions prior to
the election played a key role in Scotland and Germany in establishing
potential coalitions and areas of policy agreement. The absence of
this in Westminster could reduce the viability of coalitions. However,
given Gordon Brown’s newfound emphasis on constitutional reform,
we should not discount the possibility that he is looking ahead to the
possibility of a hung parliament. Brown’s proposals to give the House
of Commons the right to vote on its own dissolution could also be
crucial in a hung parliament: without a majority for any one party, the
ability for a minority government to call an early election rather than
work with others could be reduced.

im sgd “ardmbd ne rifmisb™ms dkdbsng™k gdeng B+ bn~kisinm ng Bhmngisx
governments are likely to remain exceptions to the norm in
Westminster — although a continued long term decline in the
standing of the two major parties and a more fragmented party

12
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system may make them more frequent than they have been since
1945. As such, the institutional structures and cultural norms which
sustain coalitions are likely to remain absent in Westminster without
a very conscious effort to put them in place, which, in something of
~ rdke,etkskkimT ognogdbx+ etgsgdq qdctbdr sgd uh™ahkhisx ne bnkshnmr
here. Nonetheless, the examples show that Westminster should not
fear minority or coalition government. This form of government may
introduce added complexity, and the need for certain new institutional
mechanisms. But the following essays show that coalitions and
minority governments can produce both stable and productive
governments, and may pave the way to a more consensual style of
politics.

Notes
1 Thanks to Douglas Dowell for his help with this introduction.
2 R Brazier, ‘Constitutional practice’, Oxford University Press, 1999.

13
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Scotland

Peter Lynch

The fact that Scottish devolution, introduced in 1999, was likely
to produce non-majoritarian government was hardly a secret. The
patterns of electoral support for the four main parties and the design
of the electoral system for the Scottish Parliament made it almost
inevitable that a form of government would emerge quite different
from the Westminster tradition of single party government. The
“cchsinm™k Bd B adg rxrsd B ognuhcdc eng 62 dsqrs o rs sgd onrsg rd~sr
as well as 56 regional list Members of Scottish Parliament (MSPs)
from eight regions. As expected, none of the three elections since
1999 has generated an overall majority for any one party. This has
led to the formation of a stable two party coalition government after
both the 1999 and 2003 elections and the creation of a one party
minority government (with support on some issues from the Greens)
following the 2007 election. The additional member system has also
led to greater electoral success for smaller parties and independents,
especially in the 2003 election at which seven Greens, six Scottish
Socialists and four other MSPs were elected.

There are two important factors to consider in terms of how
governments have been formed in Scotland. First, the magic number
to provide a working majority in the Scottish Parliament is 65,
although governments would prefer a larger majority to ensure safe
legislative passage of their programmes and control of committees.
Second, the proximity of a party’s policies to its rivals, as well as
their broader political compatibility, have been crucial in coalition
formation. Thus, two party coalitions between the Liberal Democrats
and either Labour or the Scottish National Party (SNP) have been
feasible in terms of similar policies if not political advantage (with the
Liberal Democrats as the pivotal party). However, a grand coalition
between the SNP and Labour remains implausible due to the question

14



CENTRE: In the balance

of Scottish independence and the intense competition between the
parties. The Conservatives remain personae non gratae in Scotland,
and would not have been regarded as suitable coalition partners by the
other parties even if they had not ruled themselves out of participation
in government. The new minority government has led to a range of
co-operative ventures across party and ideological lines where there
“qd bn I B nm onkibx tmsdgdrsr+ imbktcim® ~ o~ bs a”rdc nm dbnmscdmbd
and supply’ between the SNP and the Greens.! Time wiill tell whether
minority government is a temporary phenomenon or something that
can last for the full four year term of the Scottish Parliament.

Vahshm® hm sgd d gkx 085/r+ Wik~ B Qhjdger bk rrib rstcx hcdmsisdc
‘minimal winning coalitions’ as the preferred numerical criteria for
forming a government — meaning that parties would form a coalition
with the smallest number of partners required to govern with a parlia-
mentary majority. However, numerical factors alone do not tell the
whole story of coalition formation: policy and ideology also matter.
Thus, different studies have examined ‘minimal range coalitions’,
‘minimal connected winning coalitions’ and ‘policy viable coalitions’.
Party policy, ideology and electoral competition are all important
factors above the simple need to produce a majority.

Sgd hm&tdmbd ne rtbg e bsngr hr k™ qFdkx tmbnmrsg hmdc ax sgd hmrst-
tutional framework of the Scottish Parliament, where there are few
formalised rules about coalition formation itself. In contrast to some
European states, there is no formateur in the shape of a President
or Monarch to prompt parties to form a government; nor does the
Ogdrhctim® Nesbdg ne sgd Rbnssirg O~gkh™ Bdms “rrt B d sghr gnkd- Sgdqd
are only two main rules regarding government formation: the election
of a First Minister has to take place within 28 days of the national
vote and that this has to be preceded by the election of a Presid-
imT Nesbdg- Sgd bn~kshnm mdfnsh™shnmr nudq onkbx+ Bhmhrsdgh™k onrsr+
cabinet formation, committee positions, etc. are left to the parties,
although support is provided by the Scottish civil service. For the
5qrs s\vn bn~kisinm Ffnudgm B dmsr tm Rbnsk™me+ = o~ gsmdqrgho ~fqdd B dms
was established as a written mechanism to guide government policy
and legislation across all policy areas, enabling both parties to claim
policy successes in negotiations.

15
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Scotland has experienced two periods of stable coalition government,
from 1999-2003 and 2003-2007. Labour and the Liberal Democrats
formed both administrations, with similar personnel and procedures.
Coalition formation involved brief periods of negotiations between
the two parties, followed by the signing and publication of partner-
ship agreements. The negotiations did not involve any other parties,
which limited the room for manoeuvre of the Liberal Democrats in
particular. In a sense, both of the Labour-Liberal Democrat coali-
tions were entirely predictable: relations between the two parties’
Scottish leaderships were good; a result of co-operation within the
Scottish Constitutional Convention that had designed aspects of
the devolution scheme and in the referendum campaign in 1997.
Similarly, Liberal Democrat leader Jim Wallace, Labour leader Donald
Dewar and several of their senior colleagues had shared experience
as Westminster MPs. However, despite this personal familiarity, the
cultures of the two parties were quite different in relation to policy
making and negotiation. Labour appeared to have given little thought
about coalition negotiations beyond some broad principles, despite
being in government (at Westminster) and having the support of
sgd Rbnssirg Neshd- Sgd Khadg™k Cd B nbg~sr+ m bnmsq™rs+ g~ c rstcidc
coalition in advance, taking advice from the Dutch Liberal Party, the
PVV, and brought a range of detailed policy proposals to the nego-
tiating table with a view to the creation of a formal coalition policy
document. Labour MSPs tended to be much more tightly disciplined
than their Liberal Democrat counterparts, leading to some disputes
among backbenchers over whether they should support all govern-
ment legislation in the chamber and in committees — with Labour
MSPs endorsing this view, and the more independent minded Liberal
Democrats seeking greater freedom.

Labour and the Liberal Democrats showed considerable creativity
in attempting to reconcile the manifesto commitments of the two
parties, notably by referring controversial issues to expert committees
which would report during the course of the parliament. For exam-
ple, on student tuition fees in 1999, the coalition agreement itself
created a special committee external to the government to examine
the issue and come up with recommendations. Under Andrew Cubie,
a former president of CBI Scotland, this committee brought forward
the proposal for the post graduation student endowment scheme
in Scotland which was adopted by the Lib-Lab coalition in 2000.
Rh Bk~ gkx+ hm nesbd sgd bn~lisinm trdc ~ u”ghdsx ne dwodgs bn B Bhssddr
to present the case for the adoption of the Single Transferable Vote

16
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'‘RSU( enq knb~k Fnudgm Bdms dkdbsinmr+ d B oknxdc eng sgd sqrs shlld
in 2007. These committees provided Labour with political cover to
endorse the switch to STV, just as the Cubie committee had helped
the Liberal Democrats to compromise over tuition fees.

After 2003, the similarity in the two parties’ manifestos helped create
a second partnership agreement. The Liberal Democrats compromised
over policy on anti-social behaviour, while Labour agreed to support
the re-introduction of free eye and dental tests as well as electoral
reform for local government (despite the opposition of many of its
own councillors). A parliamentary majority enabled the parties to get
their programmes through, implement the second partnership agree-
ment, and run a stable administration.

Each of the coalition governments had a range of internal balancing
mechanisms to maintain good relations between the two parties and
ImBhrd otakb bnmshbsr- Nmd rtbg Bdbg mirl v'r sgd onrfsinm
of Deputy First Minister: while both Deputy First Ministers — Jim
Wallace and Nicol Stephen — had government cabinet portfolios in
Justice and Enterprise respectively, each of them also had a formal
function as the Liberal Democrats’ senior representatives in the
Scottish Executive.

Cabinet formation in both coalition governments sought to mirror the
electoral success of the parties at the 1999 and 2003 elections, with
two Liberal Democrat cabinet ministers in 1999 and then three Cabi-
net Ministers in 2003.2 The Liberal Democrats also received two of
the eight deputy minister positions in both governments. Moreover,
the coalition often split ministerial portfolios between the parties,
so that a Liberal Democrat minister in the Rural Affairs department
was supported by a Labour junior minister and vice versa across
the eight years of coalition government. Cabinet committees and
delivery groups within the Executive were also balanced to ensure
that the minor party was represented in decision making.

Overall, there were few major disputes: Liberal Democrat Minister
S uhrg Rbnss qdrifmdec nudg fnudgm B dms onkibx nm srgimf im 1//0+ ats
sg~s v r = onkbx cdbhrinm qd&dbsim® ~ bnmrshstdmbx hmsdgdrs “mc chc
not affect the coalition in a substantial way. There were also occa-
sions on which Liberal Democrat MSPs dissented from Executive
policy in committees and in parliamentary votes in the chamber, but
these brought tensions rather than coalition collapse.

17
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The results of the 2007 Scottish election made coalition formation
problematic and led to minority government. Neither a two party
coalition between the SNP (47) and Liberal Democrats (16), nor the
more unlikely coalition of Labour (46) and Conservatives (17) would
have generated a majority. Any coalition would have required the
additional support of the two Green MSPs to reach 65 as the bare
minimum to provide a clear parliamentary majority. The election
result did, however, put the SNP into pole position, as the party with
the largest number of seats and the largest share of the vote. When
it came to coalition formation, the SNP had civil service support due
to its position as the largest party, in contrast to the outgoing Labour
administration, and sought to hold talks with the Liberal Democrats
and the Greens. While the Greens did negotiate and sign a co-opera-
tion agreement with the SNP, the Liberal Democrats would only
agree to talks with preconditions — namely that the SNP would rule
out an independence referendum in advance. This was a precondi-
tion they knew the SNP would not meet. Having been bruised by
its electoral performance, with static levels of support and some
constituency seat losses, notably to Alex Salmond in Gordon, the
Liberal Democrat group of MSPs did not favour a coalition with the
SNP. As previously mentioned, the Conservatives were not a coali-
tion option for the SNP either.

The SNP-Green co-operation agreement committed the two parties
to work together to oppose the building of new nuclear power
stations and to produce early legislation to reduce pollution, as wvell
as supporting independence and the extension of the powers of the
Scottish Parliament.® The Greens committed the party’s two MSPs to
support SNP nominees in the votes for First Minister and ministerial
appointments, while the SNP agreed to consult the Greens about the
government’s annual legislative programme and budget. The SNP also
pledged to nominate a Green MSP for the convenorship (chair) of one
of the Parliament’s subject committees, and to be sympathetic to bills
and parliamentary motions tabled by the Green members.* There are
two things to note about the agreement. First, it is limited in scope,
meaning that the Greens are free to vote against the SNP in most
policy areas. As a result, Green support is not that helpful in shoring
up a minority government across the broad span of government
policy and legislation. Second, the 2007 election reduced the Greens
from seven MSPs to only two. The agreement thus delivered just two
additional parliamentary votes to the minority government and only in
some circumstances. However, the agreement increased the SNP’s
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numbers from 47 to 49 when it came to electing the First Minister
and — perhaps most importantly for a party establishing a minority
government — provided some wider legitimacy and momentum. The
agreement with the Greens was also seen as an encouragement to
the Liberal Democrats to negotiate, although ultimately it did not
prove enough to persuade them to come to the table.

When it came to electing the First Minister and ministerial team, the
SNP had the tacit support of other parties. Alex Salmond gained
49 votes to Jack McConnell’s 46, with the 33 Liberal Democrat
and Conservative MSPs abstaining in the run-off between Salmond
and McConnell. Since the formation of the government, the SNP
administration has sought to introduce policy through careful consul-
tation with other parties, resulting in policy co-operation with the
Conservatives (on sex offenders), Liberal Democrats (on council tax
and tuition fees), as well as with the Greens as laid out in their
co-operation agreement. This process has worked reasonably well,
with the SNP government being defeated only once in its attempt
to discontinue the Edinburgh trams project on cost grounds. This
defeat will have implications for the SNP’s budgetary plans for the
Executive, although the exact detail will only become clear with the
Scottish budget in October 2007 (which will follow the outcome of
the UK government’s comprehensive spending review). The current
political arrangements therefore involve a minority administration
governing through shifting coalitions on limited policy proposals. The
long term stability of this style of government therefore remains to
be seen.

What does the Scottish experience imply for Westminster politics?
The example of minority government in Scotland is in its infancy, but
has occurred in the context of a multi-party, co-operative chamber in
which the governing party (the SNP) is able to work with a number of
parties on an issue by issue basis. What happens in future will depend
on to what extent the SNP maintains ideological or policy purity or
compromises to stay in power. Whether minority government is stable
in the medium and long term is open to question. While a minority
government of this type might seem unlikely at Westminster, it did
occur under Labour in the 1970s, in the form of a short lived minority
government in 1974 and the Lib-Lab pact in 1978. The SNP was
able to form a minority government because the party was seen
to have won the election, albeit marginally, which could arguably
be the case with a future Westminster minority Conservative ‘win’.
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However, at Westminster issue by issue co-operation between a
minority government and other parties would likely be more limited
given the size and policy positions of the other parties.

The two party coalitions between Labour and the Liberal Democrats
vdqd rs~akd “mc ognctbstiud nudq sgdhg difgs xd ~qr hm nesbd- Sgdqd vdgd
edv bnmbhbsr whsgim sgd fnudgm B dms+ “hede ax ~ ¢ mfd ne Bdbg mir B r
sn ognctbd bnmrdmrtr adswvddm sgd swvn o gsidr *“mc edv bnmbfbsr
with Westminster either, given Labour leadership there). Would this
be the case in Westminster? If there were to be a Lib-Lab coalition
at Westminster, coalition management mechanisms, personal links
between the upper echelons of the parties and an agreed policy plat-
form (partnership agreement) would aid the stability of the coalition.
However, as found in Scotland, the different party cultures of Labour
and the Liberal Democrats could prove a real challenge to keeping
the backbenches on board. Furthermore, in Scotland, the nature
of devolved government involves questions of domestic policy and
limited budgetary decisions — excluding potentially divisive policy
issues such as taxation, overall government expenditure, or foreign

policy.

Notes

0 dBnmscdmbd “mc rtookxq qdedgr sn ~ Bdbg mir B sggntfg wvgibg = o gsx
Wik rtoongs ~ fnudgm B dms nm hrrtdr ne bnmscdmbd+ atcfds “mc imchutct ™k
pieces of legislation, but not accept ministerial posts or offer support on
all issues and votes.

2 In 2003, this situation was produced by a sleight of hand by First Minister,
Jack McConnell, whereby Nicol Stephen was given membership of the
cabinet as the third Liberal Democrat minister but existed as a junior
minister within the government as a whole.

3 The Scottish government announced it was to begin consultations on a
climate change bill aimed at reducing carbon emissions by 80 per cent by
2050. Scottish Executive, ‘News release’, 21 June 2007.

4 Patrick Harvie became convenor of the new Transport, Infrastructure and
Climate Change Committee of the Scottish Parliament in May 2007.
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Wales

John Osmond

This essay describes the May 2007 Welsh election, and examines
the construction of the new coalition government. Although it is
snn d gkx sn cq v cdsmhsd bnmbkErinmr+ hs “ood qr sg”s ~ mdwv “mc
dwsqd B dkx thc engl ne \Vdkrg onkishbr g™ r addm engfdc-

Given the proportional electoral system and the historic dominance
of the Labour party in Wales, most commentators expected one of
two outcomes from the May 2007 elections:

A minority Labour government

A Labour led coalition with the Liberal Democrats as the
junior partner.

Wales had experienced both forms of government in the preceding
nine years with similar results in substance, if not in tone. Labour
expected to win at least 27 seats. On that basis it planned to
continue in power at Cardiff Bay, albeit as a minority administration.
In the event the party came one seat short of achieving its minimum
naidbshud- Sgd qdrtks ots bn~ishnm onkisibr sq Bkx nm sgd \/dkrg onkishb “k
agenda. Labour had no choice but to seek a partner in government.
As Labour’s chief negotiator in the coalition talks, Jane Hutt, put it:
“Surviving as a minority Labour government in the period up to 2007
visg 18 rd sr v r dwsqd Bdkx chesbtishusn sgmj wvd bntkc B m™fd
wvisg 15 rd sr whsgnts ~ rsTaffisx 0 bs ng bnkisinm v r m>(udhuwvd
would have been unable to deliver our mandate.”

The Assembly’s new political arithmetic led to a scramble by all
parties to participate in government. Two radically different options
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d B dgfdc tm sgd vddjr ne mdfnsh~sinmr ~esdq sgd dkdbsinm- Sgd sqrs v r
the possibility of a coalition of Plaid Cymru, the Liberal Democrats
and the Conservatives (the ‘Rainbow Coalition’). The second, and
eventual outcome, was a ‘Red-Green Alliance’ between Labour and
the Welsh nationalist Plaid Cymru, two parties previously thought to
hold incompatible views on the future of Wales.

Thus, at various times in the fraught period following the 2007 May
election each of the four parties in the National Assembly faced the
prospect of participating in government, and each also stared into the
abyss of opposition. There were two critical moments in determining
the eventual outcome:

First, the Welsh Liberal Democrat Executive Committee, in
a tied vote, initially rejected the opportunity to participate
in the Rainbow Coalition government with Plaid Cymru and
the Conservatives

Second, perhaps surprisingly, Plaid Cymru chose to become
the junior partner in a coalition with Labour, rather than
dmfimddg = mn bnmscdmbd unsd sg~s wvntkc qdrtks im hs kd~ chmf
the Rainbow Coalition.

Both Labour and Plaid Cymru agreed that the allure of stable
government — one that was capable of agreeing an agenda for Welsh
devolution and lasting a full four year term — was preferable to any
other option. Yet, of all the possible outcomes, given the deep gulf
between the two over the question of eventual Welsh independence,
the Red-Green Alliance was perhaps the most unexpected. Peter
Hain, the Secretary of State for Wales, had categorically denied
the possibility of such a pact in an answer to a question from Plaid
Cymru’s Adam Price in the House of Commons, at the March 2007 St
David’s Day debate. Thus, the eventual compromise represented the
opening up of what were for many of the key protagonists alarming
ideas of cohabitation between political traditions that had previously
been irreconcilable.

With just 32 per cent of the vote, the Labour party could easily have
tumbled to 24 or 23 seats, which would have been an unambiguous
defeat. Instead, Labour ended up still clearly the largest party, rather
than suffering a massive reverse. This tempted the Labour party to
make a political error. The party acknowledged that it would have to
talk to other parties in order to establish a stable government for a
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four year period. But it began with the view that this need not neces-
sarily require a formal coalition. Rhodri Morgan set the tone when, in
a much quoted interview with the Today programme on BBC Radio
4, he referred to his options of dealing with Plaid Cymru or the Liberal
Democrats as “a choice between the inedible and the unpalatable”.
For the other parties the quip symbolised an arrogance they found
hard to stomach. Again, at an early moment in the negotiations, one
tmm™ Bdc K antq sftqd ronjd ne gtFfimf sgd Khadg™k Cd B nbg~sr bknrd
and strangling them slowly. This was not the best way to convince
members of a smaller party to engage in constructive dialogue.

It was not clear in the early weeks whether the Labour leadership
was seeking a formal coalition with the Liberal Democrats or an infor-
mal partnership arrangement. In fact, at an early stage views within
sgd Khadg™k Cd B nbg~sr wdgd smdkx a“k™mbdc nudg sgd b~ rd eng fnimf
imsn bn~kishnm wisg K™ antg- @ cdsmimf frrtd v~ r sgd Khadq™k Cd B nbg™s
demand for the proportional STV voting system to be used in local
government elections, a concession that had already been made in
Scotland. However, the negative consequences — the loss of eight
councils — for Scottish Labour as a direct result of that reform had
reinforced opposition to it within the Welsh Labour party.

However, as well as opening discussions with the Liberal Democrats,
Labour also opened the door to what became known as a ‘stabil-
ity pact’ with Plaid Cymru. At this stage, Labour overwhelmingly
rejected the notion of a coalition with Plaid ministers in the Cabinet.
However, a stability pact was never a serious prospect for Plaid
Cymru. Their main demand was for a direct role in government with
ministers in the Cabinet. At this point in discussions, the Rainbow
coalition presented them with the most realistic prospect of achiev-
ing this goal.

For many participants and observers, the most unlikely option was
the novel idea of Plaid Cymru collaborating with the Conservatives.
fimcddct tm sgd B nmsgr kd~ctmf to sn sgd dkdbsinm “mc eng sgd sqrs
three weeks or so afterwards, Welsh Labour leaders did not believe
this to be a realistic prospect and so discounted it as part of their
thinking. Labour felt that it was in a position whereby it was guar-
anteed to be in government. They were thus outmanoeuvred when
the Liberal Democrats rejected coalition with Labour and soon after-
wards tabled the All Wales Accord, with Plaid Cymru and the Welsh
Conservatives.

The Rainbow Coalition talks had, in fact, begun prior to the Liberal
Democrat rejection of a deal with Labour and were a major reason
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for that decision. Liberal Democrat lack of enthusiasm for a deal with
K antg v'r tm o7gs ~ gdsdbshinm ne sgdhg chr~oonfims Bdms ~s sgdhig nwm
election result. Unlike 1999 or 2003, Labour and the Liberal Demo-
crats had polled fewer than 50 per cent of the vote between them.
Moreover, Liberal Democrats had bad memories of the 2000-2003
Lib-Lab coalition at Cardiff Bay.

At this point the idea of a coalition offering a complete break with
Labour was the most attractive — but also the most radical — option.
That said, in its structure the Rainbow agreement (All Wales Accord)
closely follows the Labour-Plaid stability pact in terms of the policy
commitments considered. Both laid out a programme of policy devel-
opment at two levels: Level One, known as Pillars, committing the
o-gstdr sn 3q0 onkibx: “mc Kdudk Swn+ jmnwvm ~r @cchsinm™k @bsinmr+
referring to agreements in principle subject to further detailed
discussion.

Most of the salient commitments that each party had highlighted in
the election campaign found their way into the All Wales Accord. All
three parties had to be able to go back to their respective constituen-
bidr “mc “gftd sg”s rifmisb ms ognongsinmr ne sgdig B “mhedrsnr g-c
been embraced, a task that proved easier than anticipated. As the
Conservative chief negotiator, South Wales Central AM David Meld-
ing said: “What surprised us was that the other parties could put up
with the essential requirements that we had.”

@esdq ~ sud gntgq cda’sd snwvgcr sgd dmc ne L"x+ sgd Ok*hc Fgnto
unsdc sdm sn sud sn rtrodmc mdfnsh™sinmr nm sgd rs”afkisx o~bs whsg
Labour and thus effectively to pursue the possibility of a Rainbow
Coalition. Within hours, though, the Rainbow option suddenly
vanished when the Liberal Democrat Executive failed to support it,
splitting nine to nine on pursuing the deal, thus making it impossible
for a recommendation to go forward to a special conference.

What accounted for this totally unforeseen twist to events? The
Liberal Democrat tied vote was such a pivotal moment that it is
hlongs™ms sn sk im rnBd ne sgd a bjfgntme- Sgir fndr a“bj sn sgd
s0rs K antg,Khadg™k Cd B nbgs bn ksinm ads\vvddm 1/// “mc 1//2- @s
that time, there were complaints by grassroots members that the
party had been bounced into a coalition deal without a proper debate.
The point was made that, faced with a coalition proposal from its
Assembly group, the party’s special conference had no choice but to
accept since opposing the deal would have resulted in the leadership
resigning.
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As a result a mechanism was put in place in an effort to avoid such a
dilemma in future. This was a ‘triple lock’, requiring the party group
in the Assembly, the coalition negotiating team, and the Executive
all to give a proposal approval before it was put to the conference. In
the case of the 2007 Rainbow proposal, the Assembly group voted
entq sn svn hm e untgt sgd mdfnsh™sinm sd™ B ax sud sn sgqdd+ “mc sgd
Executive by nine to nine. The Liberal Democrats were clearly deeply
divided about which, if any, coalition to join.

Nonetheless, the Liberal Democrat rejection of the Rainbow deal was
eventually reversed. Utilising a little known rule in their constitution,
20 party members signed a declaration demanding that the special
conference be re-instated. This duly met and backed the All Wales
Accord, by 125 votes to 77. At Aberystwyth, where Plaid Cymru’s
National Council was meeting at the same time, the feeling was
overwhelmingly in favour of the Rainbow agreement.

However, by then time was running out. The formation of govern-
ment in Wales follows the same process as in Scotland: after an
election a government must be formed within 28 days. This takes
place through the nomination of an Assembly member for appoint-
Bdms “r Ebgrs Limhrsdg vghbg hr sgdm bdgshsdc ax sgd Ogdricimf Nesbdq
to Her Majesty. Thus by the time the Liberal Democrats had decided
to back the All Wales Accord, events had moved on, given a distinct
rgnud ax sgd Ogdricimf Nesbdq Kngc Diir Sgnll "r- Sgd B ngmim¥ ~esdq
the Liberal Democrats stalled on the Rainbow coalition, he called
fdt™m \Vxm Inmdr+ Ok™hc Bx Bqtgr kd ™ cdgt hmsn ghr nesbd sn ~rj wgdsgdg
he was in a position to form an administration. Receiving a nega-
tive response, he resolved to bring forward the date for choosing
the First Minister. This ensured the immediate nomination of Rhodri
Morgan as the head of a minority Labour government, pre-empting
any alternative coalition negotiations. Questioned on his action, the
Ogdrhcim® Neshdq gdronmedc sg™s gd edks gd g~ ¢ ~“m nalif~shnm sn ~knw
an administration to be formed as soon as possible once it was clear
that all the various coalition options had fallen apart.

Once installed, Rhodri Morgan announced a cabinet reduced in size
from nine to seven members, prompting speculation that this allowed
for expansion, if needed, to accommodate ministers from a coali-
tion partner. At the same time Rhodri Morgan wrote to leuan Wyn
Jones and Mike German, the Liberal Democrat leader, offering a new
collaborative approach to government. This represented a change
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of tactics, with Labour offering concrete policy concessions to try
and stay in power. As Jane Hutt explained: “We deliberately struck
a conciliatory note, with Rhodri speaking of the need to create a
progressive consensus...this demonstrated that Labour was reaching
out. But at the same time we knew that the Rainbow Coalition was
still a prospect.”

Labour also knew that if their talks with Plaid collapsed, the Rainbow
noshnm qd B “tmdc sgd Khadg™k Cd B nbg~srg 3qrs bgnhbd- Sgd sqrs otakb
intimation that Labour was preparing to open new negotiations with
Plaid came on 7 June, when the new Health Minister Edwina Hart
declared she would be happy to sit alongside Plaid Cymru ministers
in the Cabinet: “This settlement was never going to produce a major-
ity every time. It’s taken us a long time to get here — we’ll be lucky
if once in every 25 years a party gets a majority. It’s about parties of
similar ideas working together, and we’ve got to grow up.”

For their part, many Plaid supporters failed to see the advantages of
the party being a junior partner within a Labour led coalition, compared
with the option of supplying the First Minister in the Rainbow alter-
native. However, the core consideration for the Plaid group in the
Assembly was whether a deal with Labour was the best way it could
ensure the delivery of a successful referendum to extend the Assem-
bly’s powers and create a Scottish style Parliament. Crucially, Plaid
knew that the Government of Wales Act required a two-thirds majority
in the Assembly (and majorities in both Houses of Parliament) for a
referendum to go ahead — meaning that the consent of both Labour’s
@Lr “mc fsr LOr g c sn ad rdbtgdc sqrs- Sn sghr dmc+ Ok™hc B ~m™fdc
to negotiate commitment to a convention leading to a referendum as
part of the One Wales deal with Labour. Along with the prospect of
greater stability through a larger majority, this was ultimately the key
to Plaid picking Labour over the Rainbow alternative.

Moreover, opting for the Rainbow coalition would have forced Plaid to
sTad ~ Bnsinm ne mn bnmscdmbd fm Qgncgh Lngf mor Bhmnghsx K antyg
government. The crucial question was simply this: what would such
= Insinm ne mn bnmscdmbd ad “ants> Sgdqd v r mn hll Bdci™sd qd~rnm
for tabling one and to manufacture one would have been viewed as
disingenuous by the Welsh public. This too meant that once the Labour
government had been installed, Plaid Cymru was more likely to join it
than try to beat it.

Sgd Bnmudmsinm v~ r ~ K antq mmnu~sinm “mc ~ rifmhisb™ms e bsng im
determining the Red-Green Alliance. It was mentioned neither in any
of the manifestos, nor in the Stability Pact, nor in the Rainbow All
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Wales Accord. Crucially, it has the effect of locking MPs at Westmin-
ster into the referendum process at an early stage, since as the One
Wales document puts it: “We will set up an all Wales Convention
within six months and a group of MPs and AMs from both parties will
be commissioned to set the terms of reference and membership of
the Convention based on wide representation from civic society.”

The Convention will also test the durability of the Red-Green Alli-
ance. If agreement between Labour and Plaid Cymru on Wales’s next
constitutional advance is sustained in the Convention then so, in all
likelihood, will the Alliance, probably beyond the 2011 election.

Both the Rainbow Coalition and the Red-Green Alliance represented
rifmisb™ms bg mfd- Sgd enqgBdg v'r sgd Bngd ¢ clb™k ne sgd swvn+
breaking the mould of Welsh politics by demonstrating the prospect
of an alternative government to one run or dominated by Labour. Yet
the Red-Green Alliance was also a remarkable development in Welsh
politics. Labour would never have offered a coalition deal to Plaid
Cymru if the possibility of the Rainbow Coalition had not threatened
sgd o0~ gsx whsg noonrhsinm- Ansg ognrodbsr gdud “kdc sgd qdk” shud Sthchsx
with which political allegiances could be created — and destroyed — in
the desire to form and participate in government, and how multiple
party politics forces political groups to respect a broader range of
opinion. In the case of the Red-Green Alliance, there was a long
history of mutual enmity between the two parties, primarily on the
question of eventual Welsh independence.

The election results thus presented both Plaid Cymru and Welsh
Labour with opportunities. Plaid Cymru seized theirs by demonstrating
a willingness to talk with all parties. And by dint of negotiating two
separate agreements with different partners within the space of
three weeks it brought all sides on board for a further constitutional
advance towards a Scottish style Parliament for Wales. For its part
Labour grasped the opportunity to take the lead in that advance,
and also ensured that it remained the largest partner in government.
But it was not simply opportunism. Labour also produced what may
come to be seen as the most innovative commitment to emerge from
the negotiations, an all-Wales cross-party Convention to drive the
constitutional argument forward.

Notes
1 Government of Wales Act, 2006.

27



In the balance CENTRE:

Germany

Martin Lodge and Kai Wegrich

Coalitions are the norm at all levels of government in Germany. The
combination of proportional representation and a federal system
results in coalitions at the federal (national), Land (state) and local
levels. Additionally, the representation of the Land governments
in the Bundesrat (upper house of parliament) and their consequent
involvement in federal legislation has further institutionalised the
need for co-operation between parties. This is entirely deliberate:
the creators of The Basic Law (the German constitution), drawn up
in 1949, were keen to overcome the failings of its predecessor, the
Weimar Republic, by (among other things) encouraging consensus
based politics.

The system served West Germany well. Its economic recovery in
the 1950s and 1960s became known as the Wirtschaftswunder or
‘economic miracle’. It rapidly established itself as a liberal democracy
and it became the economic powerhouse of the European Economic
Community. Far from being an agent of instability, as might have
been predicted following the Weimar Republic, the German political
and electoral system delivered highly stable government throughout
the Cold War era. Germany has had only 8 Chancellors since 1949,
with 11 British prime ministers over the same period.

More recently, this very stability has been seen as potentially prob-
lematic; the focus on consensual policymaking often precludes radical
reform. Nonetheless, modern Germany is a successful liberal democ-
racy based on proportional representation and coalition government.
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In many ways, coalition government can be compared to marriage. In
both cases, partners must come to an understanding as to what their
rights and obligations are, as well as to the boundaries of accept-
able conduct. As with marriage, coalition governments in Germany
are generally consented to by both partners, with coalitions brought
together by substantial agreement over policy.

However, some coalitions may be ‘forced’ and the extent to which
a particular coalition agenda coincides with parties’ raw preferences
can vary. For example, coalitions partners may be forced together by
election results, as with the current ‘grand coalition’ under Angela
Merkel.

In the following discussion, we focus on coalition government at
the federal and the Land level, thereby ignoring the municipal and
bntmsx kdudk- \Vd agidbx chrbtrr sgd wicdg onkishb ™k bnmsdws ne bn -
stinm Fnudgm B dms tm Fdgl “mx- Sghr hr o gstbtk gkx rifmisb™ms Fhudm
sgd bnmricdg™akd bg mfdr sn sgd onkistb ™k rxrsd B rimbd gdtmhsb™ shnm-
Rdbnmect+ wvd dwokngd sgd v~ xr m wgibg bnmshbsr whsgim bn kisinm
government are resolved. Finally, we deal with the reasons for ‘broken
marriages’ — why particular coalitions collapse. This discussion is not
intended to suggest that we can treat the experience of coalition
government in Germany as directly applicable to Westminster or
elsewhere. Instead, the intention is to inform debate in Britain in light
of the potential advent of coalition government in Westminster and
continuing discussions regarding wider constitutional change.

Coalitions are deeply entrenched across all levels of government.
At the federal level, West Germany and united Germany have never
experienced single party government. Even when the Christian Demo-
crats had an absolute majority between 1957 and 1961, Chancellor
Konrad Adenauer still included some small right of centre parties in
his government. Parties have, however, governed alone in various
regions — and the Christian Social Union has maintained single party
hegemony over Bavaria since 1958.

From the early 1960s until the 1980s, coalition governments at
federal and Land levels featured three parties — the two large Chris-
tian Democrat (CDU/CSU) and Social Democrat (SPD) blocs, with
the liberal Free Democratic Party (FDP) the pivotal actor choosing a
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coalition partner. Broadly speaking, the FDP has acted in line with
electoral trends, choosing the ascendant CDU until the late 1960s,
then the SPD between 1969 and 1982 and then the CDU again after
1982. The emergence of the Green Party as an electoral force in
the early 1980s meant that subsequent elections became a choice
between two broad coalition blocs — with the CDU/CSU and FDP on
the one hand and the SPD and Greens on the other.

Electoral politics in the eastern part of Germany have followed a
different pattern. The PDS (the former communists), SPD and the
CDU were, in most cases, the only parties represented in the eastern
Land parliaments (apart from occasional entries of right-wing extrem-
ists). This meant that coalitions tended to be either of ‘red-red’
(SPD/PDS) or ‘red-black’ (SPD/CDU). The Liberals and the Greens
rarely secured representation.

There have been two grand coalitions between the CDU/CSU and the
SPD — one in 1966-1969 and the current government since 2005.
In both cases, the government has been led by a CDU Chancellor.
Gnwvdudgt sgd chesbtkshdr e bdc ax sgd btggdms Fg mc bn~ksinmt+ “knmF
with the continuous decline of the vote share of the two largest
blocs and the emergence of a new left-wing party around the PDS
(Die Linke) in 2007, is encouraging the development of new relation-
ships. The parties are considering new bilateral relationships at the
federal level (such as CDU/CSU/Green or SPD/PDS) and have even
considered a ménage a trois, either of the ‘Jamaica’ (CDU/CSU/FDP/
Fgddm( nq sgd dsq"esb kifgsy "ROC.ECO.Fgddm( sxod-

Coalition relationships have always been fragile because the need for
compromise to ensure effective governance is in constant tension
with the political need for parties to maintain their own distinct iden-
tities. However, the make-up of coalitions has become increasingly
tmbdgs™hm rimbd sgd Bfkkdmmhe - Hm 1//1+ eng sgd sqrs shlld fm “mx
federal election, the FDP refused to specify its preferred coalition
partner, instead attempting to present its leader as a candidate for
Chancellor on a par with the leaders of the SPD and CDU/CSU. Had
the SPD/Green government not won a renewed majority, the poten-
tial for post-election bargaining and uncertainty could have been very
considerable indeed. In 2005, the expected coalition options were
both rendered impossible by the parliamentary arithmetic.
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As in any relationship, various mechanisms exist to deal with prob-
kdBr adswvddm o~gsmdgr- S akd O hcdmshsdr entq chrshmbs ognakd B r

In the balance

that affect any coalition government, and the mechanisms used in
Germany to overcome them.

Chesbtksx

Objective

Mechanism

Commitment

To ensure that the
coalition partners put
forward the agreed
legislation.

Pre-coalition
negotiations and
coalition agreements

Decision
making

To ensure that
intra-coalition disputes
are solved

Pyramid of mediating
forums, eg relationship
between parliamentary
group leaders in
Bundestag, coalition
round tables between
party leaders

Uncertainty

To ensure that
unexpected events,
such as election
results, do not throw
the coalition off course

Pyramid of mediating
forums, eg relationship
between parliamentary
group leaders in
Bundestag, coalition
round tables between
party leaders

Agency

To ensure that

party members and
parliamentary groups
remain loyal to the
coalition, and that
dissent is controlled.

Nesbdr ne sgd
parliamentary leaders,
party organisations
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Any coalition is exposed to strains. Some of these can pull in differ-
ent directions. For example, on the one hand, a coalition government
has an electoral incentive to provide effective political leadership and
management. On the other hand, there are inherent tendencies for
coalitions to come apart: rivalries between parties and individuals,
cd B “mer eng chirsimbs onkibx ognskdr+ “mc dudmsr rtbg “r knb~k ng K™ mec
election results can all sour the relationship between the members of
the coalition. It is in this respect that the marriage metaphor partly
breaks down. Coalition government is marriage evaluation conducted
by the wider public in the presence of potential new mating partners.
This is accentuated in Germany, where politicians are under constant
pressure from the unremitting election cycle. Poor election results in
one Land can put pressure on coalitions in another or at the federal
level.

These strains are inherent to coalition governments. Germany has
“cnosdc sgqdd sxodr ne Bdbg mirBr sn cd™k whsg sgd B- Sgd sqrs
component is the coalition agreement, which sets out an agenda
for the new government and is the result of extensive negotiations.
Some of these coalition agreements can be relatively short — for
example, where the smaller party cannot credibly threaten to join
an alternative coalition, where the coalition has been in government
already, or where a common approach to policy has been agreed.
Negotiations take longer in the case of grand coalitions or other
‘new’ types of relationships.

Initial talks are followed by a Sondierungsgesprdche — a meeting
between potential coalition partners which should lead to an outline
agreement. Once these more informal talks have been successfully
completed, more detailed formal coalition negotiations can begin.
Sgd sm™k ntsbnBd ne sgdrd dwsdmrhud s kjr+ sgd engl "k bn~kishnm
agreement, establishes the policy agenda of the government for
sgd bn BimF odginc hm nesbd “bgnrr "k cdo~gs Bdmsr- Sgdrd s kjr “krn
cover the allocation of portfolios between coalition parties — with the
parties having the exclusive right to name ‘their’ ministers. Portfolios
are therefore the province of each party — the Chancellor cannot
~oonhms imchuhct™kr egn B sgd nsgdg o~ gshdr sn rodbhisb onrfishnmr- @mc+
as any theory of coalition formation would predict, small parties in
the coalition are over-represented in terms of portfolio allocation.

The second key mechanism is intended to help parties resolve
the day to day problems and uncertainties of maintaining a work-
ing coalition. Here a pyramid of forums exists, depending on the
rdudgisx ne bnmbibs “mc rkdmbd ne sgd onkibx hrrtd- Sgd nesbdr ne
the parliamentary group leaders are at the heart of this machinery.
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Mediation here occurs on a largely informal basis in order to maintain
legislative support for the government. At the same time, high level
negotiations regularly take place between leading politicians and, as
~ smkgdrngst sgd 07 gsx kd~cdqr *sgd Koalitionsausschuss) to deal with
0 gshbtk™q onkibx hrrtdr- Eng dw™ B okd+ gd ksg onkibx hr sgrs cirbtrrdc
by the party’s policy advisors. These talks produce outline policy
agreements which are then handed over to civil servants to draw
up legislation along the agreed lines. Negotiations and attempts at
bnm&hbs qdrnktshinm sg™s fimunkud sgd o~ gsx kd~cdqr eng B sgd od™ j ne sgd
‘mediation pyramid’. It is arguably a sign of the poor health of a coali-
tion if every policy issue requires resolution at the level of the party
leader. Discussions between leaders are therefore an instrument that
in good times need be used only sparingly. In bad times, they tend to
be used increasingly desperately and with decreasing utility.

These forums are also used to cope with a particular problem of
managing coalition government at the federal level: the presence of
regional party leaders. These leaders, often in government at the Land
level, have their own agendas and interests which do not necessarily
align with those of their party colleagues in federal government.

Lastly, there exists a well calibrated and well established system
to allow for ‘letting-off steam’. Such mechanisms operate within
government as well as via the vertical ‘links’ between members of
a particular party in government, the parliamentary group leadership
“mc sgd o7gsx ngF mhrshnm hsrdke- Sgd nesbdr ne sgd o g™ BdmsTgx
group leaders are at the heart of the process of calibrating dissent
with the work of the coalition government. For example, they choose
whether to express dissent directly or to allow backbenchers to voice
their concern. Government members often use the media, especially
im ogims+ sn rddj sn ~cu mbd sgdhq nvm ognskd “mc sn drsTakirg onkibx
parameters. In contrast to British conventions, the idea of collective
ministerial responsibility exists only in a much weakened form, with
bnmbhbsr adsvddm cdo™gs Bdmsr “mc bn~kisinm o~ gsidr nesdm ok™xdc nts
in public.

The constitutional rules governing the operation of the Bundestag
(the lower chamber) also help to maintain stability. The Bundestag
rdqudr ~ swdc entq xd ¢ sdg B+ “mc bn~kisinm fnudgm B dmsr b™m nmkx ad
agntfgs cnwvm ax ~ dbnmrsgtbshud unsd ne mn bnmscdmbdg- Sgir Bd ™ mr
that an alternative government has to receive the express backing of
the Bundestag. Nevertheless, coalition governments do change and,
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as with any relationship, there are multiple causes of breakdown. We
name these ‘turf out’, ‘wear out’ and ‘partner swap’.

Turf out refers to the electoral defeat, and therefore removal, of an
existing government. At the federal level, there has been only one
post-War election in which all parties in government were left outside
the subsequent coalition — the 1998 election that brought Gerhard
Rbggdcdger ROC.Fqddm bn~kisinm sn nesbd- s ir ~qft ™ akx bg~q~ bsdgirshb
ne ognongsinm™k gdogdrdms™sinm sg~s sgd stgsmf nts sg™s hr r hc sn
characterise Westminster systems (such as in the UK in 1997) is
less common than the other two phenomena.

Wear out occurs when acrimony between coalition parties makes
bnmsimtdc bn,nodq sinm chesbtkst “mc dkdbsng kkx ognakd B “sib tm sgd
sense that voters appear to punish continued cohabitation. Policy
differences become ever harder to reconcile, while common ground
shrinks day by day. Wear out is a particular problem for grand coali-
tions due to the greater ideological breadth of the governments, and
can be seen both today and in the previous grand coalition of the
ksd 085/r- Gnwvdudgt vd g nts v r “krn hBongs™ms hm sgd sm™k ¢ xr
of the SPD/FDP coalition government under Helmut Schmidt during
the early 1980s. In this case, both the increased distance between
the government and the wider SPD party (partly due to the fact that
Schmidt was not chair of the SPD), and the increasing agreement in
terms of economic policy between the FDP and the opposition CDU,
contributed to the acrimony.

Wear out therefore often goes hand in hand with partner swap, with
the former leading to the latter. However, partner swapping can also
occur without wear out occurring. In the past, partner swapping was
the prerogative of the FDP, which played the kingmaker in shifting
allegiances with the CDU/CSU and the SPD, such as in 1982 when
the FDP moved to support the CDU. However, partner swapping was
relatively unusual during the 1980s and 1990s while the competi-
tion was primarily between two party blocs, as in the 1980s and
1990s. Given the volatility of recent electoral results, swapping may
be on the rise again. However, at the time of writing, partner swaps
and three party governments have so far remained the subject of
Lhos~shnm ¢ sgdq sg™m bnmrt B B “shnm fim sgd rg~od ne ~bst™k bn ksinm
formation.
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What implications might coalition government in Germany have
for politics at Westminster? Similar dynamics and problems occur
frequently across different coalition governments, but drawing direct
bn B o grnmr adswvddm chrsimbs onkishb™k rxrsd B r hr mnsngintrkx ches-
cult. There are major cultural and institutional differences between
Germany and Westminster — for example, Germany has far greater
experience of coalition negotiations across all tiers of government,
and proportional representation with a strong emphasis on party lists.
Any coalition in Westminster will also be shaped by the particular
context in which it occurs — for example, whether such a coali-
tion embarks on constitutional reform, such as English devolution or
electoral reform, or whether it is seen as a short term aberration from
single party government.

However, two important themes emerge from this examination
ne Fdql “m bn~kshnm onkishbr- Sgd sqrs hr sgd hBongs mbd ne otssimf
things into writing at the outset of a coalition. The second is the need
eng snkdg mbd ne ~ cdfgdd ne bnmbhbs adswddm ongsenkinr “mc eng "m
understanding that the role of the prime minister/Chancellor is that of
a co-ordinator and negotiator who cannot expect always to enforce
his or her policy preferences. This implies a sharp culture change for
British politics if coalition is to be anything other than a short term
phenomenon — whether by altering conventions such as collective
ministerial responsibility, limiting prime ministerial powers or reduc-
ImT sgd onrrhafkisx ne stgsmf nts fnudgm B dmsr- Rtbg ptdrsinmr qdk™sd
sn knmF drs akirgdc cda”sdr im Aghsirg onkishbr gd¥~ gctmf sgd admdssr
and disadvantages of moving towards a more consensual style of
governance.

Another key lesson is the importance of the leaders of the parliamen-
tary parties involved in coalition governments in mediating policy
chesbtishdr “mc hm bg mmdikm¥ sgd dwogqdrrinm ne chrrdms- Ehm”kx+
parties would need to consider altering campaigning tactics as poten-
tial coalition partners change with the electoral context. In some
cases, parties have campaigned on the basis of preferred coalition
partners. In an age of electoral volatility, however, such pre-election
bnll Bhs Bdmsr B ~x ad mbgd™ rimfkx chesbtks sn b~ qgx sgqntfg-
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