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Blair is clapped out

3 HEN the history is written of
Wthe great struggle for Middle
Britain, the moment yesterday
when the National Federation of
Women’s Institutes gave a slow hand-
clap to Tony Blair may well go down as a
turning point. It was not as if the Prime
Minister had intended to question any-
thing dear to the hearts of the assembled
- WI members. On the contrary, his
.- speech was clearly designed to press all
the right buttons — the family, educa-
' 'tion, tradition, rural communities, even
~ good manners — that should have guar-
anteed him a warm reception.
Afterwards, some WI members com-

" plained that Mr Blair had used the occa-

sion to make a political speech and

- others that he had invited himself. But it
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1is hard to imagine that they expected
~anything other than a political speech
"“from such a prominent politician. Most
organisations, too, would be flattered

““that the Prime Minister of the day

should be so keen to address them. Mr

" Blair’s greatest selling point has always
.+ been that people are supposed to like
~1"him. Indeed, despite all his years in poli-

i tics, he seems surprised when anyone
' does not. Yet, yesterday, his undoubted

o personal charm failed him, just when he

'"needed it most. So what went wrong?
"~ The speech was not well written, but
 Mr Blair has got away with that often

enough before. The real problem was
that it was so spectacularly badly

i

1 judged, and not just as far as the WI is

»: concerned. Its purpose was clear
zirenough: to reassure Middle Britain that,
“i- despite all the recent talk of class war,
' “its interests remain safe with the Prime

“"Minister, and that Blairism would
, remain the guiding spirit of New Lab-
our. Yet that, it seems, was the mistake.

. For the significance of yesterday is,
i, surely, that this most quintessentially

_ 1t Middle British of audiences did not want

to hear about Blairism any more. The
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usual platitudes, warm feelings and
good intentions, spiced up with some
carefully chosen statistics, failed to do
the trick. Yesterday, the Prime Minister
sounded as if he was talking down to his
audience, about problems and issues of
which they have a great deal more every-
day experience than he does. They res-
ponded accordingly.

Yet, even a year ago, Mr Blair would
probably have got away with it. Much of
Middle Britain has been only too ready
— indeed happy — to believe that, deep
down, he shares its values. Given time, it
hoped that he would deliver on such
issues as education, health, and law and
order. His poor reception by the WI
showed just how thin this patience is
wearing. People have noticed that, in so
far as this Government has a moral
agenda, it appears to be driven much
more by metropolitan political correct-
ness than by the traditional values Mr
Blair tried so hard to invoke yesterday.
And they have also noticed that while
taxes on middle-income earners have
risen sharply, some of the public ser-
vices on which they depend are in crisis.

Two years ago, the Prime Minister
announced that the second year of
Labour’s term would be the year of
delivery. Now we are into its fourth year,
yet the Government is only just starting
to think about how to tackle the prob-
lems in the health service. No wonder
the brief (and notably unspecific) pas-
sage in the speech about the NHS was,
by all accounts, especially badly
received. Mr Blair will have to think
very carefully about yesterday’s debacle
— which was intended, after all, to
‘“relaunch’” the Government. Like a
wedding dress, Blairism has always con-
sisted of something old, something new,
something borrowed and something
blue. And like a wedding dress, it will
never look as good again as it did on its
first outing in 1997.




