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Well, it’s Saturday morning, you’ve probably recovered by now. You were, no doubt, on the edge of your seat all Thursday night. And now you survey your living room through bleary eyes, all those ashtrays full of chain-smoked cigarettes and nibbled fingernails.
No? You mean, you didn’t stay up to watch the local election results? You (gasp!) don’t care?
You are not alone. Generally, about 30-40% of voters bother to elect their councillors, although last year turnout was higher (61%), thanks to the General Election on the same day.

Southampton City Council is delicately balanced between the three major parties, so perhaps the excitement of the race means a higher turnout here. Who could forget the nerve-jangling Bitterne Park by-election of 2005?

Well, probably everybody, including the one in four that actually bothered to vote. Even in Southampton, the most finely-balanced of councils, turnout in 2004 was about a third.
Why don’t we vote in local elections? Some of the reasons are obvious. Councils can’t do much. Central government takes their powers away and caps Council Tax. They are dull, and the media shuns them. This week, a casual newspaper reader could be forgiven for thinking that the country is awash with foreign convicts thrown out of bankrupt hospitals and reduced to going to bed with John Prescott; the politics of refuse collection can’t hope to compete.
We have never been truly excited by local politics (turnout in the borough elections of 1960 was a familiar-sounding 35%), so a low turnout this week is not by itself a cause for worry. But in general, turnouts have decreased across the board. I have recently written a study of the 1975 referendum on Common Market membership, and it is amazing that, even given the unpopularity of the ideological, argumentative, rumpled politicians of the day, even though the subject was very boring, and even though there had been two full General Elections in the previous year, turnout was still a very respectable 65%. Today’s managementspeaking clones would kill for that. Tony Blair won his historic third term with 9.5m votes; in 1951, Clement Attlee won 14m votes – and lost!
What has changed? There are many theories, including: all the parties are the same (though turnouts were high during the 1950s consensus); our governments have no power, thanks to Europe/globalisation/Tony being George Bush’s poodle; sleaze.
Should we be worried? Many are: lots of schemes are appearing. Let 16 year olds vote. Let people vote by mobile phone. Make voting compulsory. 

But it surely isn’t as easy as that. The POWER Commission, an independent body set up by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and chaired by Dame Helena Kennedy, recently reported on plummeting turnouts and the weakening of effective dialogue between governed and governors.

Its solution was to allow more decision-making by citizens. We should be given more choice, the current answer to every problem under the sun. Indeed, in saving politics from the politicians, the commission managed to more like politicians than politicians do: citizens are to ‘download’ power; local authorities should set up ‘democracy hubs’. All this, in the higher meaninglessness, is meant to ‘address the disconnect’.

OK, if you say so. But downloading power is not as simple as it sounds (not that it sounds simple). Merely forcing people to vote doesn’t engage people more. Like a political Imodium, it masks an unpleasant symptom without pretending to cure the underlying cause.
Maybe the problem is a little deeper. Maybe the problem is us.
The POWER Commission, and others such as Gordon Brown, think that the increase in people joining single-issue pressure groups shows an encouraging engagement with politics that the parties haven’t tapped into. I disagree. Single-minded focus on a cause is the complete opposite of the careful compromise between interests that any society needs to foster. It is self-indulgent, the belief that “I am right, and anyone who disagrees is morally wrong”.
Society has changed in the last half century. In particular, two groups of people have emerged who have little interest in voting. Some are socially excluded, poorly educated and feel they have little say. Others, more numerous, are wealthy individualists, ‘me-first’ consumers who are used to getting their own way. This second group isn’t tied to geography, or family, or group loyalties. They don’t see the need for compromise, and aren’t sympathetic to others’ points of view. They are cynical about politicians, and unimpressed by the idea of public service. It is not only politicians who are struggling with the new consumers; traditional media companies and advertisers, among others, also have problems reaching them.

Parliament and political parties grew up in an age of social solidarity and civic-mindedness. Such terms are old-fashioned nowadays. It is not the parties who have grown away from us, but rather we who have detached from politics.
What to do about it? Ah, that’s the tricky bit.

Kieron O’Hara is a senior research fellow in Electronics and Computer Science at the University of Southampton. His The Referendum Roundabout was published in March by Imprint Academic, at £8.95.
