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Summary

To win a majority at the next election Labour needs to gain 123 seats, almost twice as many as it
required at the 2019 election.

This figure actually under-states the extent to which Labour’s position has deteriorated. To secure
the ‘winning post’ marginal seat Labour now needs an electoral swing of 10.3 percentage points,
almost three times more than the swing it needed to win the 2019 election.

Labour will need to consider intermediate goals. At the next election it will need to secure 43 seats
to deprive the Conservatives of a majority (requiring less than a 4 percentage point swing), or 83
seats to govern in partnership with the SNP (requiring a 7 point swing).

63 per cent of the seats Labour needs to win are in the north, the midlands and Wales; 13 per cent
are in Scotland; and 24 per cent are in southern England.

104 of the 123 seats Labour needs to win are in towns not cities (by contrast over half of existing
Labour seats are in cities).

Only 30 per cent of the 123 seats Labour needs to win voted ‘remain’ in the EU referendum,
compared to around half of Labour’s existing seats.

Political conclusions

Labour must make major progress in this parliament to have a hope of winning power within 10
years. A decisive change in direction is needed.

The party’s top priority must be to win support in towns and small cities in Wales, the north and
the midlands. The party must choose its new leadership wisely, by asking who can earn the trust of
potential voters in these areas, while not alienating existing supporters in big cities.

There is no electoral future in fighting a rear-guard action on Brexit. Senior Labour politicians need
to emotionally and psychologically accept the reality of leaving the EU.

Labour must again debate how it works with other progressive parties because its best hope of
returning to power is to govern in partnership. The new leadership should consider saying this in
public and committing to build relationships with other parties. More controversially, if Labour
really wants to return to power quickly, it may need to consider formal alliances.
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Figure 1: Labour target seats at the next election (ordered by size of required percentage swing)
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The mountain to climb

In June 2015 the Fabian Society published The Mountain to Climb: Labour’s 2020 challenge which
presented a bleak analysis of the electoral challenge facing the party, following Ed Miliband’s 2015
defeat. Today we repeat that exercise. But this time the outlook is even worse.

Figure 1 shows the Labour party’s new target seats that the party must aim to win. Capturing them
will take a local swing from the incumbent party to Labour of between 0.1 percentage points and
12.5 percentage points.

Some of the seats on the list are classic marginals like Lincoln or Reading West. A larger number are
ex-industrial “‘Red Wall’ seats lost by Labour in 2019, such as Blythe Valley or Stoke-on-Trent North.
There are also formerly safe Conservative seats where the demographics are changing in Labour’s
favour, such as Wycombe or Chingford and Wood Green. Finally there are over a dozen Scottish
seats held by the SNP.

To win Labour will need to gain seats in all these categories because it requires at least 123 seats at
the next general election to form a majority of one.! This is almost twice as many new seats as the
party needed to win before the 2019 election. However this headline figure actually under-states the
extent to which Labour’s electoral position has deteriorated.

Figures 2 and 3 shows Labour’s new ‘mountain to climb’, with respect to the electoral swing the
party needs in marginal seats. At the next election to win a majority of one Labour will need almost
three times the swing that it required for victory this year. Before this year’s election securing the
‘winning post’ marginal seat required a 3.6 percentage point swing; now it will take a 10.3
percentage point swing to win the 123t seat, Scarborough and Whitby. This leaves Labour with a
significantly steeper ‘mountain to climb’ than after the disastrous 2015 election which left it needing
an 8.7 percentage points swing to win the 2017 election.

Figure 2: Compared to before the 2019 election Labour needs to gain almost twice as many seats
to win a majority. It needs an electoral swing almost three times greater.

Seats required Percentage swing required

2010 68 4.6
2015 94 8.7
2017 64 3.6
2019 123 10.3

Labour’s future prospects will be even worse if it cannot make progress in Scotland. To secure a UK
majority without regaining seats in Scotland, Labour will need to win 57 per cent of the
constituencies in England and Wales. Winning the 123 seats it needs just in England and Wales will
require an electoral swing of over 12 percentage points in English and Welsh marginal seats.

1 The analysis in this paper is based on existing constituency boundaries. A redrawing of boundaries can be
expected during the coming parliament in time for the next election. However following the 2019 election
result it is not clear what impact boundary changes they would have on the state of the parties.



Figure 3: Labour has a mountain to climb at the next election. It requires a local swing of 10.3
percentage points to win its 123t target seat and secure a majority of one
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Intermediate goals

A swing on this scale in England and Wales is almost inconceivable. This means that for Labour to
return to government the party will either need to defeat the SNP or work with the SNP. The latter
scenario seems more likely. Labour would need to gain 83 seats (but not from the SNP) to be able to
govern with the support of the nationalists. Even this would require Labour to secure a swing in
English and Welsh marginals of 7 percentage points, to secure seats like Pendle.

Even making progress on this scale is historically unusual so depriving the Conservatives of a
majority at the next election may be the best that Labour can hope for. This would need Labour to
gain 43 seats which requires a swing in marginal seats of less than 4 percentage points, with
Wycombe the (surprising) ‘winning post’ seat.

In this context, it is worth noting that one reason the Conservatives won a convincing majority is
because the “progressive’ vote is split. The Liberal Democrats had a disappointing 2019 election in
terms of seats. But Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the Greens combined secured more support
(46.3 per cent of votes cast) than the Conservatives and the Brexit party combined (45.6 per cent).
There are 56 Conservative seats where the combined vote of Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the
Green Party was higher than the Conservative vote.



Geography lessons

There are no alternatives to rebuilding Labour’s strength in traditional ex-industrial ‘heartland’
seats. Figure 4 shows that 63 per cent of the 123 seats that Labour needs to win to secure a majority
of one are in the north, the midlands and Wales. A further 13 per cent are in Scotland while only 24
per cent are in southern England.

In Scotland, Wales, the north and the East Midlands Labour’s new target seats make up a high share
of all the seats in the region (between 24 per cent and 35 per cent of local seats). This raises
questions about whether the party will be able to effectively rebuild relationships and target
resources in all these areas. This is particularly true in places where Labour has few sitting MPs left,
including Scotland, the East Midlands and North Wales.

Overall Labour remains very strong in London (with two thirds of seats) and strong in Wales, the
North West, Yorkshire and Humber, and the North (over 50 per cent of seats). But Labour is now
little stronger in the West Midlands and (especially) the East Midlands than in southern England
outside London.

Figure 4: Geography of the target seats needed to achieve a majority of one (ie the 123 seats with
the smallest required swing)

L
Labour Labour Targets as a abour

Total seats seats as a %
targets seats % of total
of total
North West 18 42 71 25% 59%
Scotland 16 1 59 27% 2%
Wales 14 22 40 35% 55%
Yorkshire and Humber 13 28 54 24% 52%
East Midlands 12 8 46 26% 17%
West Midlands 10 15 59 17% 25%
North 10 19 33 30% 58%
London 9 49 73 12% 67%
South East 8 8 84 10% 10%
South West 7 6 55 13% 11%
East 6 5 58 10% 9%

Figure 5 shows that across the country, over half of Labour’s existing MPs represent cities with over
250,000 inhabitants — 49 are from London and 55 from 16 cities outside the capital. By contrast,
among the 123 target seats only 19 are in cites with a population of over 250,000 while 104 represent
towns and smaller communities. This could pose a significant challenge to the party in rebuilding in
the areas it needs to target, as existing MPs will naturally channel the perspectives of their urban
constituents.

Figure 5: 85 per cent of the seats Labour needs to win are outside big cities
London 9 49
Other large cities (250,000+ population) 10 57
Towns/rural 104 97




Accepting Brexit

The geographic difference between Labour’s current seats and the seats the party needs to target
plays out in different Brexit voting patterns. Figure 6 shows that a majority supported ‘remain’ in
around half of the seats the Labour party now holds. The same is true in the case of only 30 per cent
of the seats Labour needs to target.

In this respect, Labour’s target seats resemble all the other seats in Great Britain much more than
they resemble the party’s current seats. However it’s important to recognise that this is a difference
of degree and on Brexit there is not a vast gulf separating current seats and target seats. For
example, at least 60 per cent voted ‘Leave’ in a quarter of existing Labour seats and a quarter of
Labour targets.

Figure 6: 70 per cent of the seats Labour needs to win supported ‘leave’ in the EU referendum.

This matches other non-Labour seats, rather than existing Labour seats.
90%

80%
70%
60%
50%
40%

30%

20%

Estimated 2016 vote for Remain

Other seats

Labour seats = = Labour target seats

10%

0%
0 20 40 60 80 100

Percentile within each group (ranked from lowest to highest Remain vote share)

Constituency estimates calculated by Chris Hanretty



Political conclusions

Labour has suffered a crushing defeat and is very unlikely to return to majority government in a
single electoral cycle. But if the party does not make major progress over the next 4 or 5 years it
cannot expect to secure power even after a further 10 years in opposition. A decisive change in
direction is needed immediately.

For the Labour party to recover it must rebuild support across the whole of Great Britain, but the
new electoral map means that its top priority has to be Wales, the north and the midlands. The
party’s mission must be to win support in towns and small cities, not the large cities that it already
dominates.

This poses a profound challenge for the party because its members, activists and politicians tend to
come from large cities and are more socially liberal and pro-European than left-leaning voters in
many towns. The party must choose its new leadership wisely, by asking who can connect and earn
the trust of potential Labour voters in the 123 target seats the party needs to win without alienating
existing supporters in big cities.

There is no electoral future in Labour fighting a rear-guard action on Brexit. The new leadership
will need to show that it fully accepts the Brexit result and recognises that the question of EU
membership is settled for a generation. Merely stating this publicly will not be enough. Senior
Labour politicians need to emotionally and psychologically accept the reality of Brexit.

Labour must again debate how it works with other progressive parties, a subject which has always
been hard for Labour because of its tribal internal culture. The party’s new leadership will need to
consider publicly accepting that a return to power is likely to involve a partnership with other
parties and to commit to building relationships in advance of an election. More controversially, if
Labour really wants to return to power quickly, it may need to consider formal alliances with other
parties.



