
A damn close run thing: 
The voting on the Higher Education Bill

Based on lists provided by the Press Association, the following briefing paper is an
early analysis of who voted against the Government over the Second Reading of
the Higher Education Bill earlier today (27 January).  A more detailed analysis will
follow tomorrow.

A majority of five (316-311) is the lowest on a whipped vote since Labour came
to power in 1997.

A total of 72 Labour MPs appear to have voted against the Bill.

This does not – as has been claimed – make it the largest revolt by Labour MPs
since 1997.  This rebellion is dwarfed by the larger Iraq revolts, the largest of
which saw 139 Labour MPs vote against their whips.  

But it is the largest revolt by Government MPs on domestic legislation since 1997
and the joint-largest revolt against the Second Reading of a Bill since 1945.  It
ties with the revolt on 1 April 1947 against the Second Reading of the National
Service Bill, when 72 Labour MPs voted against and 30-40 abstained, and with
the revolt on 14 April 1986 on the Second Reading of the Shops Bill, when 72
Conservative MPs voted against and 15-20 abstained.  

Of the 72 rebels, all but three – Michael Connarty, Roger Godsiff, and Gavin
Strang – had signed the ‘anti-top up fees’ Early Day Motion, EDM 7.

This leaves 69 Labour MPs who signed the EDM and who then voted against the
Bill.  However, immediately prior to the vote a total of 155 Labour MPs had signed
the EDM (this excludes those who signed but then removed their names).  That
means that 86 Labour signatories – the majority of those who signed the EDM -
did not vote against the Bill.

A very good guide to which MPs carried their opposition into the division lobbies
was their past behaviour.  In the first two sessions of the Parliament, there were
11 issues on which at least 15 Labour MPs rebelled.  The table (below) shows the
Labour signers of EDM 7, splitting them by the number of major issues over
which they had been prepared to vote against the Government since 2001.*  They
range from the 16 who had yet to do so at all to the three (whose names will not
be a surprise) who did so on all 11 issues.  

MPs who then voted against the Government over the Higher Education Bill are
marked in grey.  

There is a strong relationship between past behaviour and voting over the Higher
Education Bill.  Of the 20 MPs who had rebelled over eight or more issues before
the Higher Education Bill, all 20 voted against the Government.  Of the 34 who
had rebelled on between four and seven issues, 24 (71%) voted against.  But of
the 101 who had rebelled on three or fewer issues before, 25 (25%) voted
against.  The concessions offered by the Government and the pressure applied
                                         
*  Because MPs are able to rebel multiple times on some issues, but only once on
others, it makes more sense to split the MPs by broad issues rather than by the
number of rebellions they have participated in.  The 11 issues cover the major
rebellions of the Parliament to date.  For more information, see:
http://www.revolts.co.uk/The%20Usual%20Suspects.pdf 



therefore managed to deter few of the more hardened rebels, but did work with
the more virginal.

Reports variously put the figure for abstentions at 18-24.  As a ratio of votes to
abstentions this is much more in line with past practice than the various surveys
of MPs that were being carried out over the past week.  

Notes

Philip Cowley is a lecturer at the University of Nottingham and author of Revolts and
Rebellions: Parliamentary Voting Under Blair (Politico’s, 2002). He is available on 0115
8466230 or 07790 763928, or by email on philip.cowley@nottingham.ac.uk.  

This briefing note draws on research funded by the Economic and Social Research Council,
and is available from www.revolts.co.uk.



The voting of EDM 7 signatories

Number of issues (out of a total of 11) rebelled on so far this Parliament
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Clive Betts John Battle Richard Burden Ann Clywd Iain Coleman Roger Berry Harold Best Ronnie Campbell Diane Abbott John Austin Harry Barnes Kelvin Hopkins
Nick Brown Joe Benton Colin Burgon Tom Cox Ian Davidson Martin Caton Bill Etherington Michael Clapham Andrew Bennett Neil Gerrard Jeremy Corbyn John McDonnell 
Tony Colman Bob Blizzard Helen Clark Tam Dalyell Gwyneth Dunwoody Frank Cook Gordon Prentice Harry Cohen Ian Gibson Terry Lewis Lynne Jones Dennis Skinner 
Jon Cruddas Keith Bradley Tony Clarke Valerie Davey Clive Efford Jim Cousins David Taylor John Cryer Kate Hoey Alice Mahon Brian Sedgemore
Barbara Follett Kevin Brennan Jim Cunningham Hilton Dawson Dai Havard Ann Cryer Mike Wood Llew Smith R. Marshall-Andrews Robert Wareing
Stephen Hesford Anne Campbell Terry Davis Andrew Dismore Doug Henderson Denzil Davies Jim Marshall
Brian Jenkins David Clelland Janet Dean Frank Dobson Tony Lloyd Mark Fisher Alan Simpson
John Mann Robin Cook Jim Dobbin David Drew Linda Perham Paul Flynn
Michael Meacher David Crausby Paul Farrelly Eric Illsley Jon Trickett David Hinchcliffe
Sandra Osborne Frank Doran Win Griffiths Jon Owen Jones Glenda Jackson
Colin Pickthall Angela Eagle Fabian Hamilton Andrew Mackinlay Peter Kilfoyle
Andrew Reed Huw Edwards David Heyes Julie Morgan Christine McCafferty
Barbara Roche Louise Ellman Joan Humble George Mudie Kevin McNamara
Mark Tami John Grogan Alan Hurst Denis Murphy Gwyn Prosser
Dennis Turner Lindsay Hoyle Andy King Geraldine Smith Phil Sawford
Keith Vaz Brian Iddon Alan Meale Desmond Turner Rudi Vis

Helen Jackson Martin O'Neill Joan Walley
Kevan Jones Diana Organ
Helen Jones Albert Owen
Martyn Jones Ken Purchase
Alan Keen Malcolm Savidge
David Lepper Debra Shipley
Ian Lucas Chris Smith
Iain Luke Gerry Steinberg
Khalid Mahmood George Stevenson
Rob Marris Paul Truswell
Ann McKechin Betty Williams
John McWilliam 
Eddie O'Hara 
Stephen Pound 
Joyce Quin 
Geoffrey Robinson
Joan Ruddock
Martin Salter 
Mohammad Sarwar 
Clare Short
Marsha Singh 
Brian White 
Alan Williams 
Tony Worthington 
Derek Wyatt
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