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Overview and Foreword
•
•
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•

On 6 May 2021, the UK is scheduled to go to the polls, COVID-19 permitting. It remains a
possibility that these elections will be postponed, potentially into the late summer of this year,
however this is highly uncertain.
In England, 24 county councils, 127 unitary, district and borough councils, 13 directly elected
mayors, and 40 police and crime commissioners are up for grabs, after a number of elections
were postponed from last year.
In Scotland, the Scottish Parliament’s 129 seats will be contested. These are made up of 73
constituency seats, with a further 56 seats elected via the ‘regional list’. This produces an
approximate proportional representation for each of the eight regions.
Wales also goes to the polls. The Welsh Senedd is made up of 60 seats. Wales uses the same
electoral system as the Scottish Parliament, with 40 MSs elected at a constituency level and an
additional 20 MSs elected using regional lists. This poll will also be the first election that those
aged 16 and 17 will be able to take part in.
The Northern Ireland Assembly, and its 90 seats, will not be contested until 5 May 2022.
This document looks at each of the UK’s nations in turn, setting out the broad political overtures
at play, and the current state of the parties.

In May this year – pandemic permitting – voters in England, Scotland and Wales will cast their ballots in
a series of local, regional and devolved electoral contests which will tell us much about the health of the
ongoing union between the four nations of the United Kingdom. There is a strong case for saying that
these elections could be at least as significant to the future of the UK as any recent General Election.
The contest in Scotland is of particular importance. The likely victors are not in question: Nicola Sturgeon’s
SNP tower over their rivals in the opinion polls and it would take a seismic shift to change that between
now and May. The key issue is the scale of their victory: will they do enough to restore the outright majority
they lost in 2016, and if so, how will the UK Government respond to the inevitable demands for a second
independence referendum that will follow?
If Boris Johnson and his colleagues dig their heels in and resist allowing a legal referendum, we are likely to
see an incredibly fractious debate which may well end up in the courts. If on the other hand they follow the
precedent of 2011 and accept the mandate for a referendum in Scotland, we will see within the five-year
lifetime of the next Scottish Parliament a vote which could bring to an end the United Kingdom as we know
it. The current polling indicates that the pro-independence camp would start that contest as favourites.
Elsewhere, while the stakes may not be quite so high as north of the border, this set of elections will
nevertheless be of real consequence. In local and Mayoral elections in England, the Conservatives will be
looking for evidence that the gains made at Westminster level in 2019 are being consolidated. After an
immensely challenging year leading the Government’s response to the COVID-19 crisis, Boris Johnson’s
standing at the helm of the Conservative Party looks a lot less secure than it did after his General Election
triumph little more than 12 months ago. A poor result in May would raise further questions about his longterm future.
In Wales, Mark Drakeford’s Labour administration has charted its own distinct path through the pandemic.
As he seeks re-election as First Minister, he does so knowing that, although nowhere near Scottish levels
yet, support for independence in Wales is nevertheless at a historical highpoint. He will hope that this does
not translate into a surge in support for Plaid Cymru.
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This paper provides an in-depth preview and analysis of this year’s elections, looking in turn at Scotland,
Wales and England, as well as giving an advanced preview of the state of play in Northern Ireland, where
voters do not go to the polls until next year. There too, questions abound about the future of the Union,
with evidence of rising support for a referendum on Irish reunification in the coming years.
In the months ahead, Cicero/AMO will be following events in the lead up to May’s elections closely,
publishing further papers and hosting online events on the state of the Union. We hope you find this a
useful guide and if we can support you and your organisation through this crucial political period, please
do not hesitate to get in touch.

Get in touch...
Simon Fitzpatrick
Head of UK Public Affairs
simon.fitzpatrick@cicero-group.com

Next section: Scotland

Overview - State of the Union
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Scotland
Political overview
Five years ago, the SNP lost its majority amid a significant upswing in support for the Conservatives. But
this situation has been somewhat reversed in the wake of Brexit and COVID-19, with First Minister Nicola
Sturgeon’s handling of the latter gaining plaudits from across the Scottish electorate.
The UK Government’s handling of COVID-19 has had the opposite effect, and antipathy towards
Westminster is clear. Boris Johnson has also never had many fans north of the border, and neither has
Brexit for that matter. It is this perfect storm of constitutional, personality and administrative conflict that
has driven increased support for the SNP and independence over the past 12 months.
However, all is not rosy within the SNP. Just as its support, and support for independence, is reaching
its crescendo, a crack has formed between Sturgeon and her former ally and former First Minister Alex
Salmond. The accusations of assault against Salmond, the Government’s handling of said allegations, and
the subsequent politicking have become a classic case of who-knew-what-when, and potentially pose a
risk to Sturgeon’s position as First Minister.
All the while, as much as Labour and The Conservatives want to focus on health, education and other
day-to-day domestic issues, they largely fall by the wayside. The SNP hope to frame this election as a
proxy-independence vote, demonstrating wholesale frustration towards the British political system, and it
is likely that is exactly what they’ll get.

The technicalities
Contingencies have been put in place in case ongoing COVID-19 restrictions make the hosting of an
election infeasible. Legislation has been introduced that moves the dissolution of the Parliament to 5 May
in case emergency legislation is needed. It also gives the Presiding Officer the power to postpone the
election for up to six months, allows polls to take place over more than one day if necessary, and imposes
an earlier deadline for postal votes.

Key personalities
Nicola Sturgeon MSP
SNP Leader

Douglas Ross MP
Conservative Leader

Anas Sarwar MSP
Labour Leader candidate
(election ongoing)

Monica Lennon MSP
Labour Leader candidate
(election ongoing)

Patrick Harvie MSP
Scottish Green Co-Leader

Willie Rennie MSP
Liberal Democrat Leader
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State of the parties
The extent to which the SNP continues to dominate Scottish politics is striking. In power since 2007, the
SNP is polling higher than ever in the mid-50s on constituency voting intention, with the Conservatives
and Labourt languishing around the 20% and 15% mark respectively. This places the SNP on track to
secure an absolute majority, unless internal ruptures start spilling over to the point of electoral impact.

% vote share

Conservatives have somewhat de-toxified their brand in Scotland over recent years, but Douglas Ross
MP has struggled to break through since becoming leader in August. Labour’s fall from grace in Scotland
was once stark but has since become the new normal, leading to Richard Leonard’s recent resignation as
leader. MSPs Anas Sarwar and Monica Lennon will face off over the coming weeks. Third-placed parties
in the UK often struggle to break through (just ask the Liberal Democrats), but in Scotland, both the
Conservatives and Labour appear to occupy this third-party position, with neither taking the fight to the
SNP as an opposition of equals.
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Polling on independence
The pro-independence movement has been energised by independence polling throughout the past year.
There have now been 19 consecutive polls recording majority support for independence with polling-guru
Professor John Curtice stating that independence is now the “majority view” of the Scottish people.

% vote share

The fact that current dominant political issues – namely Brexit and COVID-19 - have driven this increase
also poses questions over the fragility of this majority. It is unclear whether the polling uplift from the
Scottish Government’s handling of the pandemic will be maintained afterwards. Further, now that the UK
has left the EU, other domestic issues may come to the fore to dampen the Brexit boost.
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The SNP’s independence strategy
In late January 2021, First Minister Nicola Sturgeon
significantly shifted her strategy on how to secure a
second referendum. For several years, the First
Minister has said that any second referendum was
dependent on the consent of the UK Government.
This position attracted the ire of many within the SNP,
who believe that the current Conservative Government
will not provide consent and that a ‘Plan B’ is needed.
Indeed, there is little incentive for No.10 to do
anything other than play the long game and delay
any potential referendum for as long as possible,
while it builds up its argument on the merits of the
union. While this risks driving further support for
independence, it will also allow the UK Government
to bolster its presence and economic support,
including through the newly announced Shared
Prosperity Fund.
But because of this likely refusal, this ‘Plan B’ has
been adopted. The SNP’s official position is now that
the Scottish Parliament will vote for a referendum at
the ‘end’ of the pandemic, without UK Government
consent if it is not forthcoming.
The shift in strategy has been influenced by the First Minister seeing her grip over key decision-making
bodies within the SNP weaken after advocates for a bolder approach to independence won 11 seats on
the SNP National Executive Committee. It is also heavily influenced by the UK Government’s own vocal
objections to any second referendum in recent months.
This new strategy has been pushed by many within the SNP including Joanna Cherry MP for several years.
The basis of the strategy is that the UK Government would be forced to go to court to challenge the legality
of an Act of the Scottish Parliament which permits a second referendum being held. There is a possibility
that the Scottish Government could win this on a legal basis while the optics for the UK Government of
going to court on the issue may further boost support for independence.
However, there are elements within the SNP that feel this ‘Plan B’ does not go far enough, with the commitment
to hold it at an unknown time after the end of the pandemic and the possibility that the Courts could block
it highlighting ‘flaws’ in the plan. International Trade Committee Chair Angus MacNeil MP has pushed for a
more aggressive plan to treat the Scottish elections in May as a de facto vote for independence and use any
majority the SNP win in the election as a mandate to directly negotiate with the UK Government Scotland’s
departure from the UK.
Even amongst the Party’s leadership there are splits over how soon a second referendum should be held.
While the First Minister has said that a referendum should be held in the “early part” of the next Scottish
Parliament and after the end of the pandemic, Westminster leader Ian Blackford MP has called for the
referendum to be held this year.
The inquiry
The Scottish Parliament’s inquiry into the Scottish Government Handling of Harassment Complaints has
entered its final stage. Both Mr Salmond and the First Minister Nicola Sturgeon are due to give oral
evidence to the Committee, leading to fears that it may distract from the SNP’s message heading into the
elections.

Scotland - State of the Union
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However, it is the independent probe being conducted by former prosecutor James Hamilton QC that poses
the largest threat to the First Minister’s leadership. The probe - which recently received written evidence
from Mr Salmond alleging that the First Minister misled Parliament and made “simply untrue” claims – is
exploring whether the First Minister breached the ministerial code when dealing with harassment claims
relating to Mr Salmond. While the First Minister has “entirely” rejected these claims, if the prosecutor finds
that the First Minister breached the code, she will be under intense pressure to resign.

Impact:
If the First Minister is forced to resign following the independent probe it will likely throw the independence
movement into disarray, with no clear successor to the First Minister waiting in the wings. Given the
private nature of the independent probe it is unclear what its final decision will be.
Impact of upcoming election
Despite this mounting focus on the First Minister’s future, many assume that - dependent on the outcome
of the independent probe - she will lead the SNP for most of the next Parliament before she hands over
to a successor.
The upcoming 2021 Scottish Elections will see a ‘changing of the guard’ in the SNP with 14 out of 61
sitting SNP MSPs not running for re-election. Among them are one-third of the First Minister’s top team
including Environment Secretary Roseanna Cunningham, Constitution Secretary Michael Russell, Health
Secretary Jeane Freeman, and Communities Secretary Aileen Campbell.
If the SNP win the election, the departure of high-profile SNP figures as well as new SNP MSPs likely
owing their victories to the First Minister means she will likely maintain broad control of her parliamentary
Party and with it the Scottish Parliament.

Impact:
Despite the internal rows over the pathway to independence the First Minister will likely maintain control
over the direction of the independence movement if the SNP have a ‘big win’ – as predicted - in the
upcoming election.

Get in touch...
Euan Ryan
Account Manager
euan.ryan@cicero-group.com

Scotland - State of the Union

Blair Campbell
Senior Account Executive
blair.campbell@cicero-group.com
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The View From Edinburgh
We are a little over three months away from the most important election that Scotland has ever had.
Indeed, it is distinctly possible that this next term of the Scottish Parliament - the sixth since its opening
in 1999 - will see another independence referendum and major constitutional change in the form of either
substantially enhanced devolution, or of course independence.
There are obvious reasons for the SNP and pro-independence supporters to be cheerful. The Party sits at
around 50% in most polls - a remarkable position by global democratic standards - and is likely to again
break the proportional representation system by gaining a majority of seats in Holyrood.
If there is a referendum, the territory will be substantially different from 2014. The ABC1 social group,
generally speaking, used to vote No. Now they are polling heavily in favour of Yes. Women, likewise. No
cannot record a polling win in any age-group under 55. Some polls have under 25s breaking 90% for Yes.
The SNP may be a Party with more cracks and indiscipline than it has had in recent memory, but its
fundamentals are so strong that the faultlines are likely to remain concealed for a while yet.
What of the opposition? The Tories’ support is falling again, leaving many wondering if its high-20s
percentage vote share was a plateau, reached only because it was seen as the Party of unionism in the
wake of 2014. A combination of Boris and Brexit has served them ill since their 2016 peak, and it would
now be a surprise if they held their 31 Holyrood seats.
The same is true for Labour and their 24 seats, at risk from the legacy of the Corbyn/Leonard leadership
team and their failure to create an attractive constitutional position.
What can the Unionists do to delay or deny the seemingly inevitable? Behind the scenes, there is some
thinking beyond the public ‘no to indyref 2’ position.
Labour is creating a federalist position, which may well stand them in good stead in the medium-to-long
term. The Tories are further behind in their acceptance of the need for change, but between the Scottish
Tories, the Scotland Office and Downing Street’s Union Unit, there is a growing acceptance that the ostrich
strategy is failing.
How will this manifest itself? Some want to continue to say ‘No’ in the hope that it will force a split in the
SNP between the Sturgeon camp (who want a referendum devolved and authorised by Downing Street)
and the Salmond camp (who will agitate for a more radical position). Others want to negotiate a (terrible)
divorce settlement before a referendum, in the hope it will force more Scots to cross the No box. Others
accept that a referendum will have to happen, and want to offer a positive vision of a New Union along the
lines of the Starmer model.
They don’t have long to decide which direction to go in.

Edinburgh-based PR, political relations and campaigns consultancy Message
Matters is Cicero/AMO’s partner agency in Scotland.
Andy Maciver - Director
andy@messagematters.co.uk
9

Wales
Political overview
After the surprisingly close result of the 2019 General Election in Wales, which saw the Conservatives win
six Parliamentary seats off Labour, the election will be as much a referendum on the Welsh Government’s
handling of the pandemic as it will be on Labour’s new national leader, Keir Starmer.
Given Starmer’s focus since taking over from Jeremy Corbyn has been on rebuilding the so-called ‘Red
Wall’, attention should particularly be on those North Wales seats that flipped to the Tories in 2019.
These will also be Mark Drakeford’s first Senedd elections as Welsh Labour Leader. Having taken over
from Carwyn Jones in December 2018, Drakeford has come into his own during the pandemic and has
charted his own course, separate from that set by Boris Johnson and Nicola Sturgeon in Scotland. As of
December, though, public opinion had started to turn on Drakeford’s Government for its handling of the
pandemic, with a plurality (47%-45%) saying it had handled it badly, compared with a poll in November
which had found that 66% of voters approved of its actions, with only 28% disapproving.
Polls are also pointing to an increase in support for Welsh independence. A YouGov poll taken in
November 2020 found that, of those with an opinion, 33% of voters in Wales would back independence,
the highest number to date. This is yet to translate into a surge for Plaid Cymru, the only Party explicitly
in favour of independence.
Conversely, on the other end of the spectrum, the re-founded Abolish the Welsh Assembly Party looks
to be on course to win up to four seats in Cardiff Bay.

The technicalities
On 20 January the Welsh Government put forward an emergency Bill to manage the elections safely
during the pandemic. The Bill has a provision that would allow for the date of the election to be moved
“as a last resort” should the pandemic present a serious threat. The Bill was introduced to the Senedd
on 27 January.

Key personalities
Mark Drakeford MS
Welsh Labour Leader

Andrew RT Davies MS
Welsh Conservative Leader

Adam Price MS
Plaid Cymru Leader

Richard Suchorzewski
Abolish the Welsh Assembly
Leader

Jane Dodds
Liberal Democrat Leader
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State of the Parties
Following a polling bounce in November after what appeared to have been a successful ‘firebreaker’
lockdown, Welsh Labour has seen its lead in the latest Welsh Political Barometer Poll reduced by four
points (from 38% to 34%). Having imposed tougher lockdown restrictions starting on Boxing Day, Mark
Drakeford’s administration has been questioned over its handling of the pandemic, leading to a small
increase in support for parties to Labour’s left, namely Plaid Cymru (+2%), and the Greens (+3%). The
Welsh Conservatives, possibly suffering due to Boris Johnson’s handling of the pandemic nationally,
have also seen their share of the vote decrease (-1%). The Tories have also been left reeling after their
Leader and Chief Whip, Paul Davies and Darren Millar, were forced to resign after being caught drinking
in the Senedd bar four days after restrictions on alcohol consumption in pubs came into force across
Wales. Andrew RT Davies, who had been Leader until 2018, was appointed to lead the Party ahead of
the May elections.
At the regional level, Labour is also down (to 30%), with the Conservatives, Plaid and the Greens gaining
ground. There are strong showings from the Abolish the Welsh Assembly Party (7%), while both the
Liberal Democrats and the newly-registered Reform UK are currently sitting on 4%.
How would this be reflected in the number of seats? Labour would be down three seats, to 26, five short
of an absolute majority in Cardiff Bay. The Conservatives meanwhile would overtake Plaid in second
place, winning 16 seats, with the Party of Wales on course to win 15 seats, three more than in 2016.
The big losers would be UKIP, who won seven seats at the previous election just weeks before the EU
Referendum, but who look certain to be wiped out. The Liberal Democrats would hold on to their only
seat in Brecon and Radnorshire even though popular incumbent and current Education Minister Kirsty
Williams is standing down.
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Get in touch...
Dan Julian
Senior Account Executive
daniel.julian@cicero-group.com

Wales - State of the Union
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England
Political overview
The Local Elections in May 2019 took place in a very different political environment to what candidates
will face this year. The Liberal Democrats surged to wins across England, regaining Councils they lost to
the Conservatives in 2015, and the Labour Party lost over 80 seats in areas that had traditionally voted for
them. Aside from the Green Party, all main parties in England have elected new Leaders since May 2019,
and this election will be the first litmus test at local level for Boris Johnson, and at any level for Keir Starmer
and Ed Davey .
The 2019 General Election also shifted the political dynamic across the UK and saw the Conservatives win
a landslide majority of 80 seats. Many gains were made in long-held Labour ‘Red Wall’ seats, indicating
their supporter base had eroded dramatically, with Labour winning its lowest number of seats since 1935.
The Liberal Democrats also failed to build on gains made at the Local and European Parliament elections
in the previous summer winning only 11 seats. Nevertheless, events of the past 18 months have been
seismic and their impact on British politics could be played out in the 2021 Local Elections.
The governing Party traditionally does not perform well at Local Elections, and the big question to be
answered for Boris Johnson is have the Conservatives retained support among Red Wall voters or has
the Conservative vote collapsed in these areas? If it is the latter, it will further fuel rumours of Johnson’s
departure prior to the next General Election. On the other hand, the jury is still out on whether Keir Starmer’s
shift away from Corbynism to being ‘under a new leadership’ will be judged as successful. The 2021 Local
Elections will give the first insight into whether the change in leadership has resonated among voters and
increased the Party’s support base.

The technicalities
The seats up for election are those last contested in 2016 and 2017 in addition to elections scheduled to
take place last year but postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, including London Mayor and Metro
Mayor elections. New unitary authorities to replace the county and district councils in Northamptonshire
and Buckinghamshire are due to hold their inaugural elections this year and West Yorkshire Combined
Authority will also elect its first Metro Mayor. The following elections are due to take place on 6 May 2021:

Election:

Number:

Directly elected Local and Combined Authority Mayors

13

London Assembly Members

25

County Councils

24

Unitary, District and Borough councils

127

Police and Crime Commissioners

40

Following reports that the Local Elections could be delayed by a matter of months, Labour has accused
Johnson of delaying to secure a ‘vaccine bump’ at the polls. Former Shadow Local Government Secretary,
Andrew Gwynne MP said: ‘Countries across the world have held elections. But sadly the Conservatives
are now using coronavirus as a justification for fixing the dates of ours to benefit them’.
A deferral of the election dates would require legislation or a statutory instrument put in place through
civil contingency arrangements. The Elections Act 2001 deferred that year’s elections by a month due
12

to the foot and mouth outbreak and similarly, last year, Parliament passed emergency legislation - the
Coronavirus Act 2020 - which postponed elections by a year. Should the elections take place on 6 May
2021, contingency measures will be required to ensure sanitary voting stations and adequate social
distancing. It is widely considered that resorting to postal votes to limit the infection rate would not be
possible because of the workload involved in conducting the required checks. Currently only between 10
and 15% of the electorate are registered to vote by post.

Key contests
Another new Metro Mayor shock election?
The inaugural West Yorkshire Mayoral election is taking place following the establishment of the West
Yorkshire Combined Authority in the 2020 West Yorkshire devolution deal.
Prior to the 2019 General Election, the Labour Party controlled all five boroughs of the city-region yet
lost four seats to the Conservatives. The Mayoral election could therefore prove a litmus test for Boris
Johnson’s governance since the General Election and whether the Conservatives’ momentum can be
maintained to win this seat.
Tracy Brabin, MP for Batley and Spen, was selected to be the Labour candidate on 11 December 2020.
Upon selection, she stood down as Shadow Minister for Cultural Industries, and announced that if she
won the mayoral election, she would stand down as an MP. The Conservative Party is yet to select a
candidate. According to the Yorkshire Post, Baroness Sayeeda Warsi, the Dewsbury-born former Minister,
was approached by Tory MPs about running but decided she does not have enough time at this stage of
her life to take on a job of this size.
Tees Valley & West Midlands Metro Mayors look to consolidate power
Ben Houchen, the Tees Valley Metro Mayor, and Andy Street, the West Midlands Metro Mayor, both narrowly
won their mayoral elections in 2017. At the time, they were considered big wins for the Conservative Party,
with Street’s victory seen as an endorsement of Theresa May and Nick Timothy’s embrace of blue-collar
‘Erdington conservatism’.
Since 2017 however, both areas have moved in different directions. A post-industrial area, the Tees Valley
was long considered a Labour stronghold, yet in the 2019 Local Elections, Tees Valley local authorities saw
a net loss of 43 seats for Labour. Overall, Labour lost control of four of the five local authorities, as well as
Middlesbrough’s directly elected mayor. Houchen could therefore be in a stronger position ahead of the
2021 election, barring a near-total collapse in the Conservative vote.
In the West Midlands by contrast, the Conservatives failed to see significant wins in the 2018 and 2019
local elections, making 12 gains overall. The election could therefore be on a knife-edge once again.
Battles of the Conservative and Labour heartlands
All County Councils up for election are, bar three which have no overall control. Traditional Conservative
heartlands which are elected through the first-past-the-post system with a mixture of single-member and
multi-member electoral divisions, they could prove a key test for the Conservatives if they are able to retain
control of all of their County Councils.
By contrast, all three Metropolitan Boroughs holding elections for all councillors are Labour strongholds;
Salford, Doncaster and Rotherham. Labour is expected to retain control of these Councils, however the
vote percentage will indicate whether the Conservatives are continuing to make gains in traditional Red
Wall seats.

England - State of the Union
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Polling
Polling ahead of the 2021 Local Elections has so far focused on the London Mayoral Election. Two
major polling companies – YouGov and Redfield & Wilton Strategies – have been tracking voter intention
amongst Londoners and found Mayor Sadiq Khan has consistently held a lead of around 20-points over
Conservative candidate Shaun Bailey, placing him as the strong frontrunner in the race.
A YouGov survey (16-19 November 2020) placed Khan’s lead at 21-points, a 4-point reduction on his lead
in early March. Meanwhile, Redfield & Wilton Strategies on 15 January 2021 placed Khan’s lead at 21
points, a 2 point drop since early August.
More broadly, Westminster voting intention polling gives an indication as to what the vote share could
look like ahead of the Local Elections. Labour and the Conservatives are neck and neck in the polls with
recent YouGov polling putting Labour on 39% and Conservatives on 38%. Starmer also continues to lead
over Johnson on the ‘best Prime Minister’ question with 34% thinking the Labour Leader would make the
better head of government, compared with 29% for the incumbent. Starmer is the first Labour Leader
since 2007 to poll ahead of a Conservative Leader on who would make the best PM.
The polling at national level does not always provide an accurate representation of individual local elections,
but in areas where the vote is traditionally on a knife-edge, the results could prove bellwethers to how each
Party is perceived nationally.
45
40

% vote share

35
30
25
20
15
10
5

Labour

Conservatives

Liberal Democrats

Greens

20
21
nu
ar
Ja

De

Plaid Cymru

y

r2
02
0
ce

m
be

r2
02
0

N

ov
em
be

20
20
er
Oc
to
b

be
em
pt
Se

Au
g

us
t

r2
02

20
20

0

0

Brexit Party/Reform UK
Other

Get in touch...
Elizabeth Tomlin
Account Director
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Northern Ireland
Overview
The last election of the Northern Ireland Assembly in 2017 paved the way for considerable political upheaval
in Northern Ireland, after Sinn Féin refused to return to a power-sharing agreement with the Democratic
Unionist Party (DUP). Northern Ireland was therefore without an Executive until 10 January 2020, during
which time the DUP propped up Theresa May’s Conservative government in Westminster.
A lot has changed since then. With the Conservatives’ new-found majority in Westminster, the DUP was
pushed out into the cold. From driving a hard bargain not to diverge from the rest of the UK while Theresa
May was in power, Boris Johnson’s revised Withdrawal Agreement saw Northern Ireland occupy a halfway house; staying within both the UK and EU’s regulatory and customs orbit, requiring goods to be
checked when travelling from GB to NI. The DUP, which has long advocated for Brexit, and a hard one at
that, has strongly criticised the implementation of the NI protocol, with Ian Paisley MP describing it as a
“slap in the face with a wet kipper.” Where once the Brexit process made the DUP kingmakers, they now
find themselves in an increasingly uncomfortable position.
Looking to the future, this has serious implications for the future of Northern Ireland and the Union. Given
the DUP’s frequent rhetoric, often claiming to speak for Northern Ireland, it is easy to forget that the nation
voted to remain in the EU by a majority of 56% to 44%. As seen in Scotland, the subsequent dynamic
wherein NI feels the blunt impact of a decision (Brexit) taken despite democratic opposition can have a
significant impact on domestic politics.
The 2019 Westminster election was the first election in which traditionally nationalist parties won more
seats than traditionally unionist parties, and both the DUP and Sinn Féin saw their share of the vote decline
by more than 5%. The Northern Ireland Assembly isn’t set to go to the polls until May 2022, but this
shifting dynamic leaves the future of Northern Ireland uncertain. Recent polling – conducted in October
2020 - put Sinn Féin ahead of the DUP, and showed a combined uptick in the vote share of the Ulster
Unionist Party (UUP), Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), Alliance, and Traditional Unionist Voice
(TUV) of 17.8%, further reducing the dominance of the two main parties.

Key personalities
Northern Ireland:

Arlene Foster MLA
DUP Leader

Michelle O’Neill MLA
Sinn Féin Leader

Colum Eastwood MP
SDLP Leader

Steve Aiken MLA
UUP Leader

Naomi Long MLA
Alliance Leader

Brandon Lewis MP
Northern Ireland Secretary
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Republic of Ireland:

Micheál Martin TD
Fianna Fáil

Mary Lou McDonald TD
Sinn Féin Leader

Is a border poll a realistic possibility?
The Good Friday Agreement
states that a border poll must be
called by the Northern Ireland
Secretary if “at any time it appears
likely those voting would express
a wish that Northern Ireland
should cease to be part of the
United Kingdom and form part of
a united Ireland”. And the shifting
sands of Northern Irish politics
described above have led people
to question whether this might become a reality in the near future. A recent poll conducted by the Sunday
Times showed that 51% of people in Northern Ireland would like a referendum on Irish unity to be held in
the next five years. However, polling still shows a slim plurality in favour of the union by 47% to 42%.
Both the DUP and UUP have called for a focus on the impact of COVID-19, with First Minister and
DUP Leader Arlene Foster saying that such a poll would be “absolutely reckless”. Deputy First Minister
and Sinn Féin Leader Michelle O’Neill said “there is an unstoppable conversation underway on our
constitutional future”.
The Republic of Ireland is supportive of a united Ireland. Polling has also showed a consistent uptick
of support for Sinn Féin. Despite securing more votes than Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael in 2020’s General
Election, Sinn Féin was locked out of the coalition and support has continued to grow since then, hovering
around 30%, against Fine Gael in the high 20s and Fianna Fáil – the lead Party in the governing coalition
– languishing in the mid-teens.
For the Prime Minister, the prospect of overseeing the dissolution of the United Kingdom, or laying the
groundwork for such an event under his predecessor, has gone from a tail-end risk, to a priority issue.
Support for a United Ireland

Support for holding a border poll within the next five years
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Get in touch...
Aideen Ginnell
Ireland Director
aideen.ginnell@cicero-group.com

Euan Ryan
Account Manager
euan.ryan@cicero-group.com

Polling graphs - unless stated otherwise - were compiled by taking a monthly average of existing polls
over the timeframe included in the respective graphics. Please contact the team if you require more
information or have any questions.
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