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How the Tories' failure to gain ground is shaping the campaigns
DESPITE all the whirring of helicopter rotor-blades as prominent politicians are ferried to key constituencies and the humming of computer hard drives as new software programs pick out floating voters, the opinion polls have stayed steady since the beginning of the campaign, apart from a slight dip in support for the Conservatives (see chart) and a drift upwards for the Liberal Democrats. This is unusual—it is the incumbent that normally suffers in the course of a British election campaign. 
In 2001, Labour began with a 20-point lead. By the week before the election it had narrowed to 14 points. Even though William Hague, the then Conservative leader, was sure to lose, his campaign had some momentum. This time, although Michael Howard's helicopter has flown the equivalent of five times from Land's End to John O'Groats in the past couple of weeks alone, his party has stayed grounded.
This lack of movement has shaped the campaign. For Labour, the silting up of the opinion polls has allowed the party to run a low-risk campaign, ditching the “masochism strategy” of a few months ago, which involved allowing Tony Blair to take a few cathartic maulings from live television audiences. Instead, it has been able to concentrate on looking more businesslike than its opponents. Rather than worrying about losing, Labour is fretting about the kind of victory it will win.
In particular, Labour worries that the better it does in the polls, the worse it will do on May 5th. If, so the thinking goes, voters believe Labour will win comfortably, then the party's grumpy supporters will stay at home. But if they are persuaded that the Conservatives might win, the likelihood of their getting off the sofa and going to a polling station increases. 
This thinking has prompted a new set of posters with the strap-line “if you value it, vote for it”, and is also behind a leak of Labour's private polling to the Guardian. These polls purport to show the party struggling in 100 or so marginal seats. This is unremarkable: the seats are called marginal for a reason. If Labour won by three or four points, as YouGov's polls currently suggest, the party would lose about 30 of them. But the leak is revealing of the game the party is playing with its supporters.
For the Conservatives, the way the polls have set has made it hard to persuade people to listen to the party's plans for schools, hospitals and the public finances, since few believe they will be implemented. That leaves them talking about immigration, which is perhaps the only area where they have a clear message that resonates with public opinion. But this focus is not necessarily helpful. The more the Tories say about immigration, the more they sound like a single-issue party rather than a potential government.
This impression has caused jitters throughout the Conservative Party. While many senior figures in the party might have found a campaign with an unpleasant undertone acceptable if it brought success, one that is both nasty and ineffective is a different proposition. In particular, the style of the campaign seems to have put off richer and better-educated voters.
In 2001, when the Conservative Party was hardly held in affection by the nation's canapé eaters, 39% of professionals and managers supported the Tories. According to the latest NOP poll for The Independent, support among this group has now fallen to 34%, despite the overall improvement in the party's fortunes since then, and the drop in Tony Blair's approval ratings. Though the Tories have made some gains among working-class voters, according to John Curtice of Strathclyde University, this has not made for a net increase in their support.
So the Tories are now trying something new. Their line of attack has changed to a straightforward assault on Mr Blair. One new poster accuses him of lying in the run up to the Iraq war. This strategy was boosted when a leaked copy of the advice the attorney-general gave the government on the war suggested that he had voiced doubts about its legality. Another poster reads, “imagine five more years of him”, alongside a picture of a grinning Mr Blair. Rather than asking people to vote for them, the Conservatives are willing the electorate to give Mr Blair a good kicking.
There are echoes in this of a campaign involving Lynton Crosby, Mr Howard's chief strategist, in Australia in 1996. It looked as though the Labor prime minister, Paul Keating, could not lose the election—until his opponent, John Howard, suggested that the electorate use its voice to “send a message” to Mr Keating. The tactic worked, and John Howard won a surprise victory. 
Yet replicating this success in Britain may be hard. There is a problem in focusing on the issue of personal trust in the prime minister. According to a YouGov poll for Sky News, 62% say they do not trust Mr Blair. But 66% say they do not trust Mr Howard. That makes turning the election into a referendum on Mr Blair and his slipperiness difficult.
