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the right time for a snap?  
why David Cameron might call an election in 2012 

Throughout 2011, we argued (a) that the government‟s fiscal reform plan would be undermined by 

low growth, and (b) that the delivery of growth would require an agenda of reform that was far more 

radical than anything thus far proposed by government.  

Another way to look at this is that time is running out for the coalition, and that the necessary 

radicalism has been conspicuous by its absence. That lack of radicalism, Conservative politicians 

might believe, is in turn a function of the drag effect of their Liberal Democrat coalition partners. 

If the Conservatives were the sole party of government, its leaders might conclude, the necessary 

radical resolve might emerge. And if, in addition to this, the government were granted two additional 

years, positive economic, fiscal and political results might follow.       

Looked at in this way, the case for calling a snap election may well seem compelling.  

The key ingredients for such a view would include: 

- Labour has been unable to progress, harking back too much to the Blair-Brown era and 

failing to capitalise on the government‟s economic and fiscal travails. 

- The opinion polls are remarkably favourable for the Conservatives, and are even more 

adverse for the Lib Dems than they are for Labour. 

- The government‟s use of its European veto chimes with a mood of Euroscepticism in the 

country, providing a potential killer issue for an election campaign. 

- Arguments between the coalition partners over European issues provide a legitimate reason 

for breaking the Conservative-Lib Dem pact. 

- The coincidence of the Diamond Jubilee and the London Olympics looks favourable for an 

election fought around fundamental issues of national identity.  

- The opportunity which 2012 offers may not recur, particularly if - as seems pretty likely – the 

economy continues to stagnate, and living standards deteriorate further. 

- This year may be the last in which Britain‟s travails can continue to be blamed convincingly 

on the former Labour administration 

Our examination of these issues convinces us that the Conservative leadership may indeed be 

giving very serious consideration to calling a snap election, with early May likely to be the 

favoured date.   

Of course, calling a snap election would be a high-risk strategy. But, in politics, fortune does tend to 

favour the brave.   
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“If the Conservatives were the sole party of government, its leaders might conclude, the 

necessary radical resolve might emerge. And if, in addition to this, the government were 

granted two additional years, positive economic, fiscal and political results might follow.”       

 

A compelling case? 

By long-established precedent, politicians‟ New Year messages conform to a formula which blends 

optimism with frankness and determination. With its emphasis on rebuilding Britain in the year of the 

Queen‟s Diamond Jubilee and the London Olympics, the Prime Minister‟s message followed this 

precedent.  

But might the sub-text be the imminence of a General Election designed to give a 

Conservative-only government the five-year term that economic and fiscal recovery almost 

certainly requires? This Note examines the case for a snap election, and explains why, to the 

Conservative leadership, it may look compelling. 

Throughout 2011, our research
1
 argued that the coalition government‟s five-year deficit reduction 

plan would not work because it is predicated on implausible levels of economic growth. The 

Chancellor‟s Autumn Statement, and its accompanying OBR
2
 forecasts, pretty much confirmed this 

view. Only by flexing the terms of his fiscal mandate could George Osborne claim adherence to the 

original plan, whilst the OBR effectively conceded that its earlier forecasts for growth in 2011 and 

2012 had been wildly over-optimistic. 

Though, in public, the government remains determinedly optimistic where the medium-term outlook is 

concerned, it seems a fair bet that the Conservative leadership has recognised two critical points:  

 The first of these is that delivering both economic growth and fiscal recovery will take a 

great deal longer than the term of the current Parliament allows.  

 The second is that the necessary radical overhaul of the economy may not be possible 

whilst the party‟s Liberal Democrat partners continue to act as a drag on reform.  

If – as seems highly probable – the Conservative leadership has indeed reached such an analysis, it 

must equally be aware of the strong case for holding a snap election. Such an election 

simultaneously could give the government invaluable extra time whilst freeing its hands from 

the drag effect of the Lib Dems. 

If this is indeed the position of the Conservative leadership, they will have recognised also that the 

key electoral battlegrounds will be Europe, national self-belief and – above all – identification with the 

plight of working people in an age of prolonged austerity.  

 

 

   

                                                 
1
 See No Way Out?(TPSN 023), Project Armageddon (TPSI 007), The Sound of Roosting Chickens (TPSN 025) and The Reform 

Trilogy (TPSNs 026, 027 and 028). 
2
 The Office for Budget Responsibility 

http://www.tullettprebon.com/announcements/strategyinsights/notes/2010/SIN20110526.pdf
http://www.tullettprebon.com/Documents/strategyinsights/Tim_Morgan_Report_007.pdf
http://www.tullettprebon.com/announcements/strategyinsights/notes/2010/SIN20111007.pdf
http://www.tullettprebon.com/strategyinsights/strategy_notes.aspx
http://www.tullettprebon.com/strategyinsights/strategy_notes.aspx
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A plague on others’ houses – Labour and the Lib Dems behind the curve 

Given the impact of austerity in 2011, it might at first sight seem surprising that Labour has failed to 

capitalise on the government‟s travails. Throughout last year, it became steadily more apparent that 

austerity is likely to be both more severe and more protracted than hitherto had been realised by the 

British public. Wages have fallen steadily further adrift of rises in the cost of living, the prices of 

essentials (such as fuel, energy, food and rail travel) have continued to escalate, unemployment has 

continued to rise, society has been racked both by riots and by public sector strikes, public spending 

restraint has begun to bite, and scandals (such as the media hacking affair) have further eroded any 

public „feel-good‟ factor or trust in institutions.   

Critically, neither Labour nor the Lib Dems have, as yet, reacted effectively – if, indeed, they have 

reacted at all - to the new political reality which a broad deterioration in the living standards of 

working people represents. In the decade prior to the 2008 financial crash, the majority of the 

electorate – by which we mean working people on low- and middle-incomes – seemed to be faring 

reasonably well, which freed the government to focus on issues of social remodelling. This has now 

changed decisively in ways that neither Labour nor the Lib Dems seem yet to have taken on board.                

To a considerable extent, Labour‟s failure to capitalise on the government‟s economic discomfiture is 

a natural part of the electoral cycle. After the defeat of 1997, the Conservatives made little electoral 

progress under the leadership of William Hague and Iain Duncan Smith, only beginning to gain 

traction under a third leader (Michael Howard) before achieving success under a fourth. Much the 

same thing happened to Labour in an earlier electoral cycle, when the party only began to regain 

popularity under its third leader (John Smith
3
) before winning power under its fourth (Tony Blair).   

Given the inevitable continuity of personnel, it is necessarily difficult for Labour to break the public 

association of the party with the failures of the Brown regime, but Labour‟s policy stances are 

unhelpful in this regard. For a start, the public simply refuses to believe an economic line based on 

using further borrowing to resolve a debt-induced crisis. Worse still, Labour has failed to establish a 

commonality of interest with the majority of working people, and has made it all too easy for its 

opponents to portray it as a party of special pleading for benefits recipients and the public sector 

unions.   

A place in the world #1 – the critical role of Europe  

Though the Conservatives have long been divided over European issues, there can be little doubt 

that the party has stronger Eurosceptic credentials with the electorate than either of its main rivals. 

This public perception of Tory Euroscepticism cannot but have been strengthened by David 

Cameron‟s first-ever use of Britain‟s European Union (EU) veto. 

Britain‟s relationship with Europe has long been an uneasy one, but Conservative leaders probably 

realise that the tide is now flowing strongly in favour of a looser relationship with the EU. In the public 

mind, the Eurozone sovereign debt crisis reinforces a belief that the drive towards European 

integration is profoundly mistaken.   

                                                 
3
 Labour was led by Michael Foot from 1980 to 1982, Neil Kinnock from 1983 to 1992 and John Smith from 1992 to 1994 before 

Tony Blair became leader.  
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Conservative leaders will be well aware that calling a single-issue election can be a bad idea, but will 

be equally aware that seeking a mandate for the renegotiation of Britain’s relationship with the 

EU can play a strong role in an electoral platform based primarily on identification with the working 

majority.  

A place in the world #2 – issues of self-belief  

Like its Labour predecessor, the coalition government has struggled to reach a definition of 

„Britishness‟ which gains popular acceptance without straying into xenophobia or excessive 

sentimentality. The search for such a definition has taken on even greater importance because of the 

blows which have been inflicted to public trust in institutions such as the banking industry, 

Parliament, the media and the police. 

It would not, we feel, be unduly cynical to regard 2012 – when much of the public agenda is likely to 

be dominated by the Diamond Jubilee and the London Olympics – as a year which is remarkably 

propitious for a re-affirmation of „Britishness‟, a factor which could be expected to favour an 

incumbent party, particularly one with demonstrably Eurosceptic credentials.   

Leadership at a premium 

Though excessive debt and an absence of growth are the defining issues in the current economic 

malaise in the developed world, it is at least arguable that failures of leadership have exerted a 

significant negative effect. Divided aims and an absence of decisive leadership have handicapped 

efforts to resolve the Eurozone sovereign debt crisis, whilst Congress effectively fought to an 

indecisive draw over Federal debt.  

This, Conservatives might well believe, is no time for Britain to be led by an uneasy coalition which is 

divided over many fundamental issues of principle. 

Calling a snap election, Conservative strategists might well believe, could give Britain decisive, 

reform-minded government whilst at the same time winning a vital two-year extension to the 

mandate. 

Weighing all of these considerations, we regard the calling of a snap election as more probable than 

not.         

 

 

 

 

Dr Tim Morgan 

Global Head of Research 
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Disclaimer 

The information in this communication is provided for informational and demonstrational purposes only and neither is it intended as an offer or solicitation 
with respect to the purchase or sale of any security nor should it serve as the basis for any investment decisions.  In the UK, this material is intended for 
use only by persons who have professional experience in matters relating to investments falling within Articles 19(5) and 49(2)(a) to (d) of the Financial 
Services and Markets Act 2000 (Financial Promotion) Order 2005 (as amended), or to persons to whom it can be otherwise lawfully distributed.  

Any reference to „Tullett Prebon‟ refers to Tullett Prebon plc and/or its subsidiaries and affiliated companies as applicable. 

Neither Tullett Prebon plc, nor any of its subsidiaries (collectively, “Contributors”) guarantees the accuracy or completeness of the information or any 
analysis based thereon.  Neither Tullett Prebon plc nor Contributors make any warranties, express or implied, with respect to the information (including 
without limitation any warranties of merchantability or fitness for particular purposes) and neither Tullett Prebon plc, nor Contributors shall in any 
circumstances be liable for economic loss or any indirect, or consequential loss or damages including without limitation, loss of business or profits arising 
from the use of, any inability to use, or any in accuracy in the information. 

Tullett Prebon provides a wholesale broking service only.  It does not provide services to private clients. Tullett Prebon (Securities) Limited and Tullett 
Prebon (Europe) Limited are authorised and regulated by the Financial Services Authority (“FSA”). 

This publication is produced and distributed in accordance with „COB 12.2 – Investment Research‟ of the FSA Handbook.  Recipients should note that all 
such publications are objective and impartial in their content unless clearly notified otherwise.  The author(s) act in accordance with Tullett Prebon‟s 
„Conflict Management Policy‟, full details of which can be viewed on our website at www.tullettprebon.com. 
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