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Institute of Irish Studies,
Queen's University

PARTY POLITICAL
SUPPORT AND
ELECTIONS

OW people will vote for a given candidate, on a given day,
in a given constituency is a very complex question de-
pending on whether, for example, the candidate is an-
ti-Agreement or pro-Agreement, how they feel about that par-
ticular candidate, if they wish to register some sort of protest vote
by abstaining and last, but by no means least, the voting system
used on the day (which varies a lot in Northern Ireland) and the
chances of any particular candidate actually getting elected.

So who someone votes for, particularly in Northern Ireland, can
often be very different to the party and policies a voter may

H

support.

As a consequence the ‘which one of these Northern Ireland
political parties do you support? question from the polls tells a

sometimes very different story to the
elections covering the same period.

The trends in the polls are quite revealing, for example,
although people have tended to slightly inflate their support for
the Alliance party for the four polls conducted between March 97

and March 98, at 10% this support has
dropped to only 6 or 7% for the three polls
conducted between February 99 and May
2000 after Lord Alderdice gave up his
party's leadership.

Although Sinn Féin support tends to be
a little under reported, it increased from
9% to 17 % in 1997 when they went into

Stormont talks while DUP support
fell from 16% to 11% when they withdrew
from the talks. But DUP support has been
restored to as much as 17% or 18% as
implementation of the Belfast Agreement
has gone through its various difficul-
ties.

Support for the major pro-Agreement
unionist and nationalist parties seems to
be far more steady with the SDLP av-
eraging about 22% and the UUP 25%.

As for the smaller parties, the UKUP
dropped from 4% to 1% when their lead-
er, Bob McCartney, broke ranks with his
other Assembly members. The Loyalist
PUP and UDP have consistently held on
to about 5% of the voters' support with
the PUP out-performing the UDP when
the UDA/UFF have been associated with
increases in sectarian violence. Support
for the Woman's Coalition holds firm at
about 1% or 2%.

These trends in party support are sig-
nificant for a number of reasons. Firstly,
in the coming General Election, with its
'first past the post’ system of voting, it is
strategic voting and electoral pacts that
will most likely win the day — not simple
party support.

For example the UUP could strike a
deal with the DUP, as they have done in
the past, or with Alliance by running
pro-Agreement candidates. Perhaps the
PUP should also be factored into such
calculations. Additionally the SDLP and
Sinn Féin might also start to enter into
pacts.

The possibilities and their implica-
tions for the future of the Belfast Agree-
ment and peace process seem to be almost
endless. But perhaps they should not be.

If, as is the case in some other coun-
tries, the electoral system returned can-
didates that reflected simple party sup-
port then, like the polls, the political
landscape of Northern Ireland would be
both far more predictable and stable.

results of the various

when 94% (93% Protestant and

But when the outline of a real
agreement was tested a year later
in March 1998 only 77% said they
would vote 'Yes' (74% Protestant
and 81% Catholic) and. just two
months later, in the referendum
of May 1998, the 'Yes' vote fell to
71% of an 81% turnout.
:  But support for the Belfast

.people have said.

UBLIC support for an agree-
ment (any agreement) was
first tested in March 1997

98% Catholic).
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The smaller centre parties and loy-
alists would be assured of their influence,
however limited, and the larger
pro-Agreement parties would be assured
of their political power, albeit slightly
restrained.

The people of Northern Ireland want
the Belfast Agreement to work and, in the
absence of effective pro-Agreement
pacts, this may yet require a reformed
electoral system that will better support
the peace process — not undermine it.

Support for any Agreement
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Agreement was higher in the Re-
public at 94% and when, in Febru-
ary 1999, the people of Northern
Ireland were asked 'Do you want
the Belfast Agreement to work?'
93% said 'Yes' (89% Protestant
and 97% Catholic).

But by October 1999, at the time
of the Mitchell Review, support
started to fall again with only 83%
saying they wanted the Agree-
ment to work (72% Protestant and

On this occasion people were
also asked how they would vote if
the referendum was held again.

of ihose who said they would

he PEOPLE'S
peace process

IGHT surveys of public opinion were conducted in support of the
Northern Ireland peace process between April 1996 and May 2000.
With an average of over 100 questions or options in each poll and
1000 people being interviewed a total of nearly one million
answers were given. One answer for almost every person with a
right to vote in Northern Ireland.

Theresults of these polls should not be dismissed lightly. They represent the
views of the people on their peace process, the people's peace process, and
perhaps the time has come to try and take stock of what, collectively, the

vote, only 65% said 'Yes' (49%
Protestant and 88% Catholic).
But in May 2000, shortly after
the IRA said they would 'put their
arms beyond use', support for the
Agreement rose to a high of 74%
'Yes' (55% Protestant and 94%
Catholic) although it fell back
again in the most recent Belfast
Telegraph poll of October 2000 to
69% 'Yes' (47% Protestant and
again 94% Catholic).

People do want the Agreement
to work but when the Executive
was not up and running Catholic
support was only 88% (down from
94%) and when decommissioning

SUPPORT FOR THE BELFAST
AGREEMENT

did not happen Protestant sup-
port fell to 47% (down from 55%).
Conversely, when all appears to
be going well with the Agreement,
support for it has risen, for a brief
few weeks, above the referendum
level 0f 71% to as much as 74% and
has the potential to go as high as
93% for those who, in spite of their
doubts, want to see it work.
Clearly, come the elections, any
pro-Agreement party or parties
who can be seen to make the
Agreement work will receive the
thanks of their electorate while
playing the 'blame game' may not
prove to be the best of strategies.
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FOOTNOTE

® Dr Colin Irwin is a Fellow in the Institute of
Irish Studies at Queen’s University, Belfast.
His research is supported with grants from
the Queen's University of Belfast Foundation
and the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust.
The fieldwork for the public opinion polls
was undertaken by Market Research North-
ern Ireland.
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| ‘Anti-lock brakes with EBD.

HiGHLAND HERITAGE

COACH TOURS

8 Day 7 Night Tours to Scotland . !
6 £145
A Superb Tour Programme [war 11 %1%
varying with the season 29 2290
SPRING TOUR ITINERARY : Apr 41; §§§8
Gleneagles, Bannockburn, Royal Yacht ;g ggg
Firth of Clyde, Oban, (Glen Coe, optional) 29 £260
Summer Tour ITINERARY : ——— [ R P {4
Glamis Castle, Mull of Kintyre, Trossachs, gg ggs
. ~ 5
Oban, Isle of Mull, (Loch Ness, optional) Jun 3 £295
AuTUMN TOUR ITINERARY §: ———— 19 2%
Pitlochry, Isle of Bute, Forest Park, Oban 24 £295
Seil Island, Firth of Clyde, (Glen Coe, opt) [l S-C-+-
Your 8 Day Holiday Price Includes 33 29
¢ 5 Full day excursions and Return travel 29 £295
¢ 7 nights dinner, bed & breakfast Aug 5 £295
* Air-conditioned, non smoking Tour coach }g gggg
¢ Holiday Insurance 26 .£280
* Superior en-suite rooms, STB 3 Star Hotel Sep 2 £285
¢ First rate entertainment package each evening 9 £280
* Highland Night and Games Night 25 210
* Superb gardens & conservatories full of flowers ) " 30 £2%0
¢ Really good food and legendary hospitality Oct 7 £240
¢ Trained Local Courier Drivers ;‘l‘ gggg
® You are fully protected under E.C. Dir. 90/314/EC
» Certified Brit. Stand. 5750 Coach Tour Managers |Oct ' 28* £155
: — . i Nov 2* £150
Remember Z;* ﬁig
there are *
NO EXTRAS 167 £120
& NO SURCHARGES Single plus £16 p.w.

= just a great
holiday!

21 www.highlandheritage.co.uk
' %4 .and 5 Night Breaks ‘ | lnfo@hll:hlandherlhge.eo.uk I
Promoted by nghland Hedtage Ltd, Royal Hotel, Tyndrum, Perthshire FK20 8RY :

You will be staying in one of these
‘beautiful 3 Star Scottish Tourist
Board approved Hotels with
mountain scenery all around. All
the Hotels are designed - y’
specifically for our owri coach tours and
have every comfort. There are fine public
areas and the superb bedrooms are all en
suite with satellite TV, radio, tea makers and
electric blankets. Lifts are standard.
Throughout the season the public ereas,
conservatories and gardens are a riot of
colour ~ an absolute treat!

. Every year over 10,000 people repeat

- the Highland Heritage experience

FOR RESERVATIONS. FURTHER
INFORMATION AND BROCHURES

01838 200 393

9AM - 10PI ANY DAY
(PLEASE HAVE YOUR POSTCODE READY)

SUNDAY DEPARTURES FROM:

BANGOR, BELFAST,
GLENGORMLEY, LARNE
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| Driver & front passenger airbags.

Power assisted steering.

Fully galvanised body.

::1 Height and reach adjustable
steering wheel,

Rdéiq/casseﬁe ‘Beta’ with RDS,
4 front speakers and roof aerial.

3-ye§f/60,000 mile warranty.
(whichever is sooner)

12 year body protection warranty.

£10,750
*
0% APR on a new Golf. ko
On the road cash price (inc VAT £10,750
30% Deposit £3,205
Finance charge (o}
APR 0%
24 Monthly Payments £313.54
Total amount payable £10,750

Offer available on all Golfs excluding V range, GTi
and GT TDi purchased and registered between
1 December 2000 and 28 Februory 2001. 0%
finonce terms shown are only availoble on hire
purchase agreements of up to 24 month term with a
30% minimum deposit. Offer is subject 1o ovaitability
and excudes certain business categories. Written
quolations available from your Northern Irefand
Volkswogen retailer.

Cash price correct at time of going to press, includes
number plates, delivery and Road Fund License.
Credit subject fo stotus. Indemnities moy be required.
Please note that this example is not an offer by us.
Capable of acceptance by you and a
proposal by you bosed on this example will
be subject to acceptance by Volkswagen Finance.
Volkswagen Finance is a trading name of
Volkswagen Finoncial Services (UK) Limited.
Registered Office: Brunswick Court, Yeomans Drive,
Bilakelonds, Milton Keynes, MK14 SDN. Registered in
England No. 28352530. Example shown is corract ot
| time of going to print. www.volkswagen.co.uk

Isaac Agnéw

1 Boucher Road, Belfast 2 Mallusk Way, Newtownabbey
Tel: (028) 9023 4477 Tel: (028) 9034 21M

www.isaacagnew.volkswagen.co.uk




