
What can the major parties learn from 
Eastleigh? Ian Richards reports on this 
significant by-election 

According to James Forsyth of the Spectator 
Eastleigh was the most important by-election 
for 30 years. The two coalition parties went 

head-to-head, while Labour sought to re-establish 
itself in the south of England and a strutting UKIP 
attempted to continue its run of by-election surprises. 
Politicians and commentators tend to read the by-
election tea leaves for signs of future political direction, 
and Eastleigh offered much scope for interpretation.

Background
The by-election was called following the resignation 
of the sitting MP. Chris Huhne had stepped down in 
early February after confessing that he had perverted 
the course of justice by lying about speeding offences 
dating back to 2003.

Importance for the Tories
The by-election pitted the Tories against the incumbent 
Lib Dems. This is strong Tory territory: Eastleigh is one 
of the few areas that break up the uniform Tory blue 
in Hampshire and the wider southeast of England. 
Conservatives went into the by-election seeing this 
seat as part of their natural heartland. Many Tory MPs 
volunteered to fight ‘the yellow bastards’ as they called 
their Lib Dem ‘allies’.

Conservative strategists looked at the relatively slim 
Lib Dem majority (under 4,000 votes) and saw a seat 

ripe for a return to its true Tory home. Significantly, 
Eastleigh was also one of the top 20 Tory target seats 
for 2015. Most insiders agreed that if the party could 
not take a seat like Eastleigh from the Lib Dems there 
was little hope it could win a parliamentary majority in 
2015. Cameron ordered his 300+ MPs to visit the seat 
at least three times each and No 10 sent some of its key 
strategists to oversee the local operation. 

Importance for the Lib Dems
Eastleigh was an equally crucial test for the Lib Dems. 
Could the party hold on to the seat when its popularity 
has plummeted nationally? Another concern was the 
‘Huhne factor’. What impact would Chris Huhne’s 
very public resignation have on the Lib Dem vote? 
However, optimists within the party pointed to several 
positive signs. Eastleigh had been in Lib Dem hands 
for over 20 years and all the local councillors were 
Lib Dems. Moreover, in November’s Police and Crime 
Commissioner elections the party came first in the 
Eastleigh area. 
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found status as the ‘protest party’ of choice. 
This is bad news for the main parties. The 

Conservatives are particularly exposed to the UKIP 
surge. It will lead to some panic on the Tory backbenches 
about Cameron’s leadership and their chances in 2015. 
Labour made no headway in Eastleigh and, though 
Miliband enjoys national poll leads, the result suggests 
he will struggle in the south in 2015.

Overall, the Lib Dems had a strong support base and 
a far better working knowledge of the area and its voters 
than the Tories. In other words, the Lib Dems enjoyed 
a significant incumbency advantage. If the party could 
see off the Tory charge in Eastleigh it would suggest the 
Lib Dems could hold on to their seats elsewhere in the 
south of England. 

Importance for Labour
For Labour the question in Eastleigh was whether the 
party could win seats in the south of England. Had 
Ed Miliband’s leadership done enough to increase its 
pitiful number of southern seats (10 seats out of 197 in 
2010)? If the seat could not be won (and this seemed 
likely) could the party at least show it had improved its 
share of the vote?

Importance for the rest
Eastleigh attracted 14 candidates, including the Wessex 
Regionalists, Elvis Loves Pets Party and the Beer, Baccy 
and Crumpet Party. Here the most interesting question 
was how well UKIP would do. It had performed well in 
a series of by-elections in November (coming second in 
two). UKIP was hoping to cause an upset and disrupt 
the major parties. Would it take votes away from the 
Tories? Could UKIP even win the seat, playing on local 
concerns about immigration and unemployment?

What does the result tell us?
The result was a huge relief for Nick Clegg and a 
massive morale boost. It suggests the Lib Dems 
might be able to defend their ‘fortress’ seats in 2015. 
For UKIP the result felt like a win; it was their best 
ever parliamentary result and confirms their newly 

Weblinks to follow up
The full results: http://tinyurl.com/cwt89ej

Guardian article including video on the implications for 
the Tories: http://tinyurl.com/cl95rqn

Telegraph article including video interview with UKIP 
leader Nigel Farage: http://tinyurl.com/c92ahoh

Eastleigh results: general election vs by-election
2010 general election 2013 by-election

Position Party Share of vote Position Party Share of vote
1st Lib Dem 46% 1st Lib Dem 32%
2nd Conservative 39% 2nd UKIP 28%
3rd Labour 10% 3rd Conservative 25%
4th UKIP 4% 4th Labour 10%

Turnout 52.7%: very respectable for a by-election

Questions
1 Why are by-elections given such a high profile 

by the media and political parties?
2 What lessons might each party take away 

from the Eastleigh result?
3 Why should we be cautious against reading 

too much into by-election results?
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