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HAT to make of
the Burnham
bounce? Labour
have found them-
selves ahead in
recent polls - a
situation hard to imagine even a
few weeks ago.

Very much unlike his predeces-
sor, the new Prime Minister domi-
nates the headlines with a blizzard
of plans and policies. Andy Burn-
ham seems to have changed the
political weather, an achievement
that few politicians can claim. But
has he changed the climate?

The bounce is real enough. My
latest poll - in which I ask people
how likely they think they are to
vote for each party at the next
election when it comes, rather
than (as with most surveys) which
they would pick in a hypothetical
election tomorrow - finds a four-
point Labour lead.

Former Labour voters who
drifted away over the past two
years are now more likely to say
they would turn out and back the
party again at an election.

In the three-way best PM stakes,
Burnham leads Kemi Badenoch
and Nigel Farage with numbers
Keir Starmer never saw in his last
18 months in the job. A significant
chunk of voters say they think the
new regime will be different from
and better than Starmer’s.

Listening to people in my focus
groups around the country over
the past couple of weeks, it’s clear
that many like what they see.

‘There’s a warmth about him that
we haven’t had for a while,” one

€He’s giving
away snippets,
what about the

big issues?)y

observed. Others noted ‘a tad
more common sense’ and that ‘he’s
not your run-of-the-mill posh boy’.

They recognised his persona
would take him only so far (world
leaders ‘are not going to go, “Oh,
he likes The Smiths, so we’ll do a
deal with him”,” as one man
shrewdly put it). But from what
they could see so far, ‘he seems to
be more focused on what he’s
doing. He seems to be making
definite plans’.

All this means voters are largely
willing to give Burnham some
time. I found the numbers
demanding an immediate election
down from last month, as people
want to see what he can do rather
than endure another round of
drama and disruption.

They also seem more inclined to

Yes, the Burnham
bounce is real. But

voters are already

WHICH COALITION
WOULD YOU PREFER?

Labour, Lib Dems
and the Greens 42%
Tories and Reform 30%

give his party the benefit of the
doubt on the economy: fewer are
blaming Labour decisions, with
more pointing to the last Conserv-
ative government or the world sit-
uation for Britain’s predicament.

In other words, in purely politi-
cal terms, Burnham has had about
the best start he could have hoped
for. But there is a sense among
voters —and probably inside No 10,
if they’re smart — of waiting for
the other shoe to drop.

Zoom out from the novelty of
a new leader with new ideas, and
the wider picture looks depress-
ingly familiar.

Few object to many of the poli-
cies pouring forth from Downing
Street, with two caveats.

First, where is the money com-
ing from? I found that Darren
Jones’s revelation that taking
VAT off electricity bills couldn’t
be paid for by scrapping digital
ID because there had been no
budget for digital ID in the first
place (a mini-version of outgoing
Chief Secretary to the Treasury
Liam Byrne’s 2010 ‘I’m afraid
there is no money’ note to his Tory
successor) had registered with a
wide audience.

Of 19 Burnham plans I tested in
my poll, only six had a majority
saying they were both welcome
and affordable. Many think that if
his plans require extra spending,

asking: How WILL
we pay for all of

those promises?
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BEST PRIME MINISTER?

Andy Burnham 44%
Kemi Badenoch 17%
Nigel Farage 15%
WHO IS MOST LIKELY TO BE

PM AFTER NEXT ELECTION?

Andy Burnham 38%
Nigel Farage 14%
Kemi Badenoch 6%

this should come from cuts else-
where, but will in fact come from
higher taxes.

Overall, voters are more likely
than not to think that taxes will
end up being higher under Burn-
ham than they would have been if
Starmer and Rachel Reeves had
stayed where they were.

Second, as another focus group
participant put it: ‘He’s giving

€World leaders
won’t say: He’s
a Smiths fan so
let’s do a deal?

away lots of little snippets at the
moment. We’ll see how he deals
with the bigger issues.’

Capping bus fares and taking a
pound a week off electricity bills
for six months are all very well,
but talking about the small things
isn’t going to make the big things
g0 away.

These big things, as nobody
needs reminding, include illegal
migration, a gargantuan welfare
bill, growing pressure on our inad-
equate defence budget, and an
uncompetitive economy ham-

pered by stifling debt, taxes, regu-
lations and energy costs.

All these things require action
that Labour backbenchers abhor.
They did not go into politics to cut
welfare spending, liberalise
employment rules, ease Net Zero
commitments, enforce borders or
moderate spending in order to
keep taxes down.

The voters know this. They
remember Starmer’s ignominious
defeat over welfare reform and
ask whether Burnham would do
better, or even try. His rapturous
reception and uncontested ‘elec-
tion’ by the parliamentary Labour
Party make many suspicious.

‘He’s been picked by the party
because he’s the one that will do
their bidding without arguing with
them too much,” said another of
my participants.

‘And that worries me a bit. Has
he got the strength to stand up to
the rest of the party and say, “This
is how it’s going to be?””

There are other concerns that
Burnham will favour the instincts
of his party over those of the wider
public. Is No10 North a sign of
worthwhile political decentralisa-
tion beyond Westminster in all
directions? Or, as many suspect, a
way of shoring up Labour’s sup-
port in the North and a sign that
Burnham will always favour his
beloved Manchester? (‘What about
the East? What about the South?”
as one voter asked last week in
Lowestoft, arguably a much more
neglected corner of the country).

For Labour’s opponents, this
opens an opportunity. If Burnham
concentrates on worthy but sec-
ond-order issues, they can set out
plans to tackle the fundamentals.
But the new PM has an unpalata-
ble choice: disappoint his new-
found fans by siding with the
country on welfare, migration,
taxes and Net Zero, or do the
opposite and risk facing the same
ire as his predecessor.

Whatever the weather, politics is
one place where climate change is
definitely not happening.
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QUOTES
of the week

‘I’'d come out and turn

my old Nokia phone

on, and the first text in

block capitals would

read: “ANSWER THE

F******x QUESTION!””

Andy Burnham recalls how

his wife Frankie would be his

harshest critic after media
interviews as a new MP.

‘How is it possible that a
little tortoise can bring
national infrastructure
to a standstill?’
Commuter Theo Griffiths,
among those whose journeys
on the West Coast mainline
were interrupted by a tortoise
called Barnaby on the tracks.

‘Going to dinner at his
place was not that far
removed from going
to a Michelin-starred
restaurant. Who’d
have thunk it?’
BBC chairman Samir Shah
reveals one of controversial
polemicist Rod Liddle’s

hidden talents. Liddle died
last week aged 66.

‘It’s so important to
remain understated on
one’s birthday to avoid

anything gaudy or
vulgar.’

J.K.
Rowling,

who wore
headgear
containing
peacock
feathers
and a

ship to
celebrate
turning 61.

‘It’s like saying my love
of The Godfather makes
me a mobster.’
Labour peer Shami
Chakrabarti, who wants
violent rap lyrics to be made
inadmissible in murder cases.

‘I used to go to the

same auditions as

Elaine Paige. She got

Evita and I got Hi-De-Hi.’
Actress Su Pollard

acknowledges her
singing limitations.

‘How dare ministers
say the killing of a police
officer is not enough
of a sickening crime
that deserves
the stiffest of
punishments?’
Lissie Harper,
the widow of
PC Andrew
Harper,
amid news
that two of
his killers
will be
released
early.




