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As Westcountry councils consider delaying counting General Election votes
until the next day, ConservativeHome’s Jonathan Isaby says it would be bad
for democracy if the region’s crunch results weren’t known for 24 hours

The Voice of the Westcountry

Salute heroes of
the home front

T

HE Western Morning News today tells
a rather different story from those
usually connected to the war in
Afghanistan. But it is one that we
believe to be every bit as compelling, and in its
way as important, as the many dramatic tales
coming from the front line.
It is the story of the families left at home, and
in particular of the wives and girlfriends who
provide love and support for our fighting forces
and suffer the agonies of conflict in just as
powerful a way as their husbands and boyfriends
who are out on the battlefields.
It is true that no-one dies from the heartbreak
of seeing a loved one off to war. Running a home
and looking after children may be, in the eyes of
most people, less obviously demanding and
certainly less dangerous that taking part in an
attack on Taliban forces or facing the daily threat
from a blast while on patrol. But as our Devon
soldier’s wife so graphically and powerfully
explains today, the emotional toll of seeing a
loved one head off to fight is considerable. And,
as she candidly admits, even if he comes home
safe and in one piece the difficulties for both
partners are not necessarily over.
That tough emotional toll is one recognised by
the recently retired head of the Army, General
Sir Richard Dannatt, who said earlier this year:
“Many families and marriages have unfortunately fallen victim to the relentless pace of
operations. We have seriously stretched our
soldiers, their goodwill and their families.”
Reading today’s often heartrending story it is
clear that he is right. For the wives and girlfriends
there is the agony of the build-up to a deployment, when their servicemen partners are caught
up in the preparations and they feel excluded.
Then there is the constant worry of the
deployment itself, and finally the sometimes
frightening reality of the serviceman’s return,
perhaps mentally scarred by his experiences yet
unable to share his fears.
Of course, not every service family goes
through such turmoil. But these problems are
clearly sufficiently widespread for military leaders like General Dannatt and his successor,
General Sir David Richards, to acknowledge.
The statistics too show that relationships among
military couples are extremely susceptible to
break-up and divorce.
There are no obvious answers. Women,
clearly, need to think very carefully about what
they are taking on when they start a relationship
with a serviceman. The Ministry of Defence
must constantly review and improve the support
it provides for the wives and girlfriends. Perhaps
most crucially of all, the number of tours abroad
a serviceman is expected to undertake need to be
reduced, to ease the pressure.
There has probably never been a time, in the
64 years since the end of the Second World War,
when joining the services has been more likely to
result in a trip overseas to a war zone. The reality
of what soldiers join up for – fighting an enemy –
is now very real indeed. Many families cope
admirably, and to those wives and girlfriends
who simply get on with it we say heartfelt
congratulations.
We hope, however, that in telling stories of the
brave and sometimes vulnerable women who
find it more difficult to cope we have helped to
bring a wider understanding of a sometimes
hidden issue. Their men are heroes and, rightly,
recognised as such and honoured for their
courage. But the wives and girlfriends and their
children who stay at home providing all the love
and support they can are heroes too. That needs
to be recognised.

Garden growth

A

LLOTMENTS are in demand. An estimated 100,000 people across the country
are waiting to get their hands on a precious plot for growing vegetables. So the New
Local Government Network is right to call on
landowners to donate unwanted holdings to
local communities so that digging, manuring
and planting can begin in earnest. We wish them
the best of luck.
There is, however, a rule of the market that
says when something’s in demand its value
increases. There might be some landowners
prepared to see their unused acres cultivated for
free for the good of the community, but we
wouldn’t bank on it. If councils are serious about
wanting to widen opportunities for growing food
they need to be prepared to pay for plots or create
allotments on areas of land they already own.

The tradition of counting General Election votes immediately after the polls close is under threat

Don’t rob us of our
Portillo moments
W

ERE you still up for that
dramatic moment when
Michael Portillo lost his seat
at the 1997 General Election? I was. And I vividly
remember watching the declaration
from Enfield Southgate live on TV. I’m
sure many of you do too, as watching
the election results coming in is a ritual
for millions of families up and down the
country: it directly links our own trip to
the polling station earlier in the day
with the decision being made by the
nation as a whole as to which set of
politicians is going to govern us for the
next four or five years.
But the future of election night is
now in serious doubt, with returning
officers up and down the country
threatening to go home to bed at 10pm
at the next General Election and leaving what they appear to view as the
minor matter of finding out who won
until the following day. At a stroke,
decades of tradition would go out of the
window and we would all lose out.
Last week I founded the Save General Election Night campaign through
the social networking website Facebook, along with fellow bloggers from
across the political spectrum.
Ours is a genuine cross-party campaign which now has thousands of
signatories who are united in the desire
to see the General Election counts
happen as soon as the polls close.
Let me explain why. First, it is a
matter of basic respect to those who
have taken part – both as voters and
candidates – that we should seek a
result as soon as voting closes.
Anyone who has ever been involved
in an election campaign will tell you

that as soon as the ballot boxes are
whisked off to the count at 10pm, the
adrenalin is seriously flowing and the
idea of getting a sound night’s sleep is
simply not on the agenda.
But the wishes of we politicos should
be secondary. The most important
point is surely that people who have
taken the trouble to vote deserve to be
told the result of the election in which
they have taken part at the earliest
opportunity – and that works on two
levels. There is the desire to see if the
person you vote for in your own constituency was successful or not; but also
people want to know which party has
won the election on a national level.

‘

day after we have voted, the whole
country might not know the overall
result of the election until the Friday
lunchtime.
And for millions of people who are
out at work, they will not be able to
follow the television coverage of these
results coming in.
What’s more, there is an argument
that the quality of the television coverage would suffer in any case: during
the night there is virtually no call on the
satellite trucks and outside broadcast
units which bring us the pictures of the
counts at leisure centres and town halls
across the land.
But during the Friday much of that

To move to a position where
the news reaches us more
slowly would be ludicrous

And this is where any decision by
scores of returning officers around the
country to delay counting until the
Friday will affect us all, regardless of
the arrangements in our own constituency.
The Westcountry illustrates this
point especially well – there are a large
number of marginal seats across Cornwall, Devon and Somerset now held by
the Liberal Democrats which are being
targeted by the Conservatives.
The results in those seats could make
all the difference between whether or
not the Conservatives win enough seats
to form a Government – and if the votes
in those seats are not counted until the

’

technical equipment would be required
elsewhere and so the election coverage
would suffer as a result.
Switching to counting on the Friday
would just be a backward step. We now
live in a digital 24-hour media age and
are used to getting news quicker than
ever before, so to move to a position
where the news reaches us more slowly
would be ludicrous.
If anything, we should be seeking to
persuade the few constituencies which
historically count their votes on a Friday to bring their counts forward to the
Thursday night.
In this respect, Northern Ireland is
serving as a beacon of progress: having

counted the votes in most or all of the
province’s 18 constituencies the following day for some decades, they have
now made a conscious decision to
bring their counts forward to the
Thursday night.
Some of those supporting our campaign have expressed concerns about
the security of millions of votes around
the country being stored overnight,
while others have suggested that speculation about the final result during the
Friday morning could play havoc with
the financial markets.
For all these reasons and more, there
is certainly a growing consensus at the
highest echelons of the political parties
which is mirroring the agreement I
have found at a grassroots level on the
issue.
Jack Straw, the Justice Secretary, has
let it be known that he regards Thursday night counting as “part of the fabric
of the political system”. Ed Davey, the
senior Liberal Democrat, has agreed
that it is “important for democracy”.
And Eric Pickles, the Conservative
Party chairman, has endorsed the campaign, declaring that Friday morning
counts would have “all the impact of a
soggy sparkler on Bonfire Night”.
I now hope others – both political
activists as well as those who follow
politics from the comfort of their armchairs – will now join us in our call to
Save General Election Night.
● Jonathan Isaby is co-editor of ConservativeHome.com and the founder of
Save General Election Night, a
cross-party Facebook campaign calling
for the retention of Thursday night counts
at the next General Election.

