Labour’s voice sin
for vote-swapping

Left-wing tunesmith
and activist Billy
Bragg isn’t voting
MNew Labour this
time. Jamie Walker
finds out why

SAY it ain't so, William.
The raspy-sounding sing-
er who gave volee to Brit-
ish Labour's long and bit-
ter struggle to regain
power has — in his own
words — a new spell.

Billy Bragg is to vote Liberal
Demoerat on June 7, & water-
shed for & man whose politieal
anthems are synonymous
with both the Loabour move-
ment and railing against its
1980 nernesis, Margaret That-
cher.

The old countrys True
Believers = needn't  worry,
though, Eragg hasn'l gone
mellow in his middle age.

At 43 he has emerged as a
leading advocate of tactical
voting, an informal form of
ballot.  swapping  between
Labour and the leftleaning
Liberal Democrats that s
thought to have cost the Con-
servative Party as many as 35
seats when Tony Blair won
office four years ago.

If Bragi has anything to do
with It, the Torles will suffer
even more this time round, He
has set up a “voling valen-
tines™ website www.votedor
setnet) to pair LibDem and
Labour supporters In seats
where their own candidate
doesn't stand & chance of top-
pling the Incumbent Con-
servative MP with another
who does.
| *I ain't doing anything I did
not doin the 149808," Brage told
The Australian vesterday, “I
am just reflecting what I see
arpund me.”

Tactical voting, of course, 1s
nothing out of the ondinary in
Australia, where pulun-'l par-

The Brage website, one of
several seb up to mateh votars
who want to vote tactically but
are keen that a compensatory
vote for their party of cholee
should be cast elsewhere, pairs
Labour supporters in his con-
stituency of Dorset West with
Liberal Democrats in nelgh-
bouring Dorset South.

Tt works like this: Bragg
predicts that the Labour can-
didate in Dorset West will poll
no better than a distant thind
to the front-running Con-
servative MP, frontbencher
Oliver Letwin, so it makes
more sense to vate LibDem
and push that party's candi-
date across the line,

In return, the redirected Lib-
eral Democrat vole in Daorset
South might just get the
better-placed Labour candi-
date up, again over the sitting
Tory. Either way, the Con-
servatives lose.

Predictably the Tories are ¥

fr ap the
parties would be in breach of
British electoral 1aw),

Prime Minister Blair and
company aren't too impressed
either. Because voting in Brit-
ain s optional; Labour i5 des-
perate to getits own volers out
and party headguarters in
London has instructed all can-

out:
to doanything about it Tt's like

spontaneous electoral
reform.”

Bragg might be a father who
swapped busting West Lon-
den for leafy West Dorset, but
the political fires burn brightly
A5 EVEr.

Mr Blair, he said, was & big

This tactical voting campaign is . . . like
spontaneous electoral reform’

Billy Emgg
Singer and acthist

didates to steer clear of tactical
deal-making, even when it's
clearly In their interest.
“There's been all soris of
criticlsm.” Bragg sald. “The
truth is if we had some form of
proportional systenm. like you
doin Australia .. . even though
it's lmited then we coubd

disappointment, “Ifeelasif for
18 years vandals smashed all
the windows In my house ...
and the rain and the wind and
the cold was coming in and
now after four years all that
the new people have done is to
pit the frames in.

“They have not really come
up with the glass.”

Having just worked his way

S

kind of hall done i£."™

Take constitutional reform.
If Labour really wanted more
people to partigipate in the
electoral process, then why
didn't they do something
aboub that stuffy House of
Lords and make it elected?

And Europe: “Blair wants ta
be part of Europe, but he
doesn't want to talk abouk i

After the alection, Braggwﬂ.l-
return bo ks day job, complet-
Ing his first album of orlginal
material in five years with a
short tour of Australin in t]:.e
offing in our spring.

Hopefully, his old songs wiu
stand the test of time. One of
them, She's Gob a New Spell;
goes: “The laws of gravity are
viry, very strict/And you'te
just bending them for your
own benefit,"

Jamie Walker is The Ausiralian's
Europe corraspandent



