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The Tories' tough stance on immigration shifted few votes
THREE weeks ago, a potential voter in South Dorset, then the most marginal Labour seat in England, received a letter that was similar to many others being sent out to battleground regions. The letter explained that Labour's “chaotic asylum system” had cost Dorset more than £1m since 1997. No wonder local taxes had gone up, the letter went on, before concluding: “On 5th May you will face a clear choice: five more years of Mr Blair who won't put a limit on immigration, or a Conservative Government that will.”
The voters of South Dorset duly made their choice, re-electing Labour's candidate with an increased majority. That presents a question to the Conservative Party as it tries to pick a path that will lead to electoral success in 2009 or 2010: did a campaign that focused so strongly on immigration do the party any good? 
In some areas, the answer seems to be yes. Keith Darvill, Labour's candidate in Upminster, was narrowly defeated in 2001 but thrashed last week. He blames that on rumours, cleverly reinforced by Conservative politicians, that newly arrived foreigners were jumping the queue for council housing and other public services. Voters in other predominantly white parts of east London also kicked out Labour incumbents, leaving the eastern half of London encircled by blue. 
Why does the issue seem to have had more resonance in some places than in others? Shamit Saggar, a political scientist at Sussex university, believes that most voters have come to see immigration as a matter of government competence rather than policy. The question is not whether foreigners should be kept out but how well the system is managed. Immigration is widely believed to be out of control, but it is only one indicator of whether the government is on top of things. In the congested, over-taxed south-east, it confirms a general perception of incompetence; elsewhere, it does not. 
For most people, the focus on immigration during the campaign appears to have been a turn-off (see chart). As for those who are really worked up about it, they may have listened rather too closely to Michael Howard, the Tory leader, when he argued that immigration is not an unqualified menace and should be controlled rather than abolished outright. As Peter Kellner, a pollster, explains, “The constituency that wants to be tough on immigration is much tougher than the Tories.”
