
 

 
Labour Party Annual Conference 2018 

‘Gaining Momentum’ 
 
The Labour Party gathered in Liverpool this week for its third Party Conference 
with Jeremy Corbyn as leader. Emboldened following his 2017 general election 
performance and with an increased grip on the party machinery, Corbyn, John 
McDonnell and their teams are pitching for Downing Street. FTI Consulting 
provides a recap from the Conference. 
 
 
 
 
As Labour Party leader, it is Jeremy Corbyn’s job to call the shots and wow the crowds. This was no better 
showcased than his appearance at Bongo’s Bingo to call the numbers for Labour’s Scouse Night at this 

week’s conference - it has been a tumultuous few years for Corbyn, but his numbers keep coming up. The 
first ‘regular’ conference for Corbyn following a run of surprising leadership elections, fractious in-fighting 
and a shock general election outcome, the 2018 conference came at a dangerous and uncertain time for 
the party as internal factions wonder if they can stay and work together as one cohesive party. 
 

Making gains 
Conference passed a number of internal rule changes, but 

not without acrimony between Labour’s factions. The trade 

unions were accused by left-wing Momentum supporters of 

watering down some of the more radical proposals, such as 

mandatory full reselections for sitting MPs. The agreement 

which passed makes it somewhat easier for local parties to 

deselect their MPs, but falls far short of the changes 

Corbyn’s supporters were pursuing, leading to shouts of 

‘shame on the unions’ ringing out across conference floor.  

Changes to the rules on nominating a new party leader were 

also agreed which, whilst lowering the level of support 

needed from MPs to get a candidate on the ballot paper, 

also makes the large trade unions kingmakers in deciding on 

the final choice put to members.  

A proposal for a second, female, deputy to Corbyn was 

pulled by the leadership at the last minute, due to fears that 

the election of someone not entirely local to him could 

provide an alternate centre of power within the party. 

 

 

In? Out? Labour’s Brexit Hokey 
Cokey  
Labour has successfully managed to pursue a policy of 

steadfast ambiguity when it comes to its Brexit position. 

This is an agonising issue for the Labour Party – its 

membership is overwhelmingly supportive of Britain 

remaining in the EU yet a significant part of its electoral 

support in the wider country voted to leave in the 2016 

referendum. The party has been walking a political tightrope 

on Brexit and one move too far one way risks seeing 

Labour’s increasingly fragile electoral coalition come 

crashing down.  

This tension was on display once again in Liverpool. A large 

number of local parties had passed resolutions relating to 

Brexit, many of which called for a second referendum on EU 

membership, in contrast to vocal pockets from both the 

right and the left of Labour who are more hostile to the EU. 

Following a long Sunday night of ‘compositing’ - the process 

by which members negotiate the final wording of a motion 

which is put to conference - a compromise emerged which 



appeared to keep all sides happy, keeping all options on the 

table.   

However, there was a twist in the tale following a rousing 

and extremely well received speech by the normally steady 

and unflashy Shadow Brexit Secretary Sir Keir Starmer who 

‘hit the spot’ with party members during his speech in the 

conference hall. He declared explicitly that the option to 

remain in the EU was included in possibilities Labour would 

keep open. Cue pushback from Shadow Chancellor John 

McDonnell and Unite General Secretary Len McCluskey, 

Labour’s most powerful trade union supporter, who went 

on the record to say a second referendum on staying in or 

‘The People’s Vote’ as it is being called, was not Labour’s 

policy. 

Clarification was eventually given by Jeremy Corbyn in his 

leader’s speech where he backed Starmer’s interpretation 

of the wording over his Shadow Chancellor.  

Whilst agreement was reached on conference floor this 

week, there will undoubtedly be more difficulty to come for 

Labour as they negotiate what the public, members and its 

MPs want.  

The onward march of McDonnell  
It came as no surprise that Shadow Chancellor John 

McDonnell used conference to reiterate his headline 

policies for nationalisation of key industries including rail, 

water, energy and the Royal Mail. He added to this with a 

new proposal for a Workers Share Ownership scheme which 

would see employees in companies with over 250 

employees collectively owning 10% of the company’s value, 

with revenues divided between dividend payments to 

individuals as well as a ‘social dividend’ to the public 

finances. It is estimated that this could result in an 

additional £6bn a year to the Exchequer from FTSE 100 

index companies alone. The proposals were well received by 

members but startled many in the business community.  

The spotlight also fell on polices for worker representation 

on boards, ‘sectoral collective bargaining’ to achieve a ‘real 

living wage’ of £10 per hour, a ‘reprogramming’ of the 

Treasury to end bias towards London and the South East 

and ambitious proposals for the expansion of green energy. 

Throughout the week McDonnell reiterated support for the 

IPPR’s Commission on Economic Justice. 

Oh, Jeremy Corbyn!  

Closing the conference, Jeremy Corbyn delivered what was 

certainly his best speech as leader to Labour’s annual 

gathering so far. Welcomed in the way he has become 

accustomed to – enthusiasm, numerous standing ovations, 

chants of “Oh Jeremy Corbyn” – he covered a lot of ground. 

There were new policy announcements on childcare, a levy 

on second homes and Inclusive Ownership Funds as well as 

long sections attacking private sector failures all of which 

went down well with members, if not the City. He also 

attempted to clarify the party’s position on Brexit, saying 

that Labour will respect the will of the people but will vote 

against the Chequers deal as it stands.  

After a difficult summer and a lot of debate within the 

leader’s team about whether to explicitly mention anti-

Semitism, Corbyn opted to address the matter directly 

telling Jewish people “we are your ally” however many 

members are still demanding action in addition to warm 

words.   

Labour ended their conference by releasing a new and very 

well received campaign video. “Our Town” taps in to the 

continued anger and discontent around economic equality 

ten years after the financial crash and unashamedly focuses 

on a perception that Britain’s towns have been left behind 

for decades, while other parts of the country have benefited 

from regeneration and prosperity. This is a direct pitch to 

working class voters in towns across the UK, where Labour 

has been losing support, but which also saw a higher Leave 

vote than in metropolitan areas.  

Overall Corbyn set out a radical alternative to Theresa May’s 

Government which will divide Britain, enthusing some and 

horrifying others in equal measure. However, it will not have 

passed the Conservatives by that some of Labour’s plans for 

reshaping the UK economy are landing well with sections of 

their voters, as highlighted in a tweet from Conservative MP 

Robert Halfon, who suggested Labour’s messages could land 

well with workers and challenged his own party to come up 

with a ‘thoughtful response’.  

“…if we need to break the impasse, our 
options must include campaigning for a 
public vote and nobody is ruling out 
Remain as an option."  
Sir Keir Starmer KCB QC MP 
Shadow Brexit Secretary 

“It’s time to shift the balance of power in 
our country. It’s time to give people back 
control over their lives."  
John McDonnell MP 
Shadow Chancellor 



 

 

Eyes Down  
This conference was considered more successful than in 

previous years, if again overly introspective with a lot of 

time given over to debates about internal rule changes. 

Business was back in force, reflecting an understandable 

interest in the party’s policy proposals, including those of 

campaign group Momentum. Suits were even spotted at the 

alternative left-wing ‘World Transformed’ conference taking 

place alongside the main programme. Shadow City Minister 

Jonathan Reynolds was arguably the conference’s busiest 

man, reportedly participating in 35 events in the space of 

two days.  

A slicker and more professional feel was present once again, 

reflecting the Party’s operations stepping up a gear since 

2017. The week did not pass without the occasional public 

mis-step however, with Shadow Women and Equalities 

Minister Dawn Butler praising Liverpool’s Militant-run 

council setting illegal budgets in the 1980s and Shadow 

Cabinet Office Minister Laura Smith calling for a general 

strike, prompting her colleague Richard Burgon to deny that 

he gave her a standing ovation, saying instead that he had 

‘stood up and clapped’. 

The conference was very much an attempt to portray 

Labour as a government-in-waiting, and as the leadership 

take a well-earned rest and eyes turn to the Conservatives 

in Birmingham next week, Jeremy Corbyn’s team can take 

some satisfaction in having, in the main, achieved what they 

set out to do. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Let every constituency, every community 
know Labour is ready. Confident in our 
ideas, clear in our plans, committed to 
rebuild Britain."  
Jeremy Corbyn MP 
Leader of the Labour Party 


