
 

FTI CONSULTING SNAPSHOT: 

Conservative Party Annual Conference:  
Having the Time of their Lives? 
 
 
The Conservative Party met in Birmingham this week in the most inauspicious 
of circumstances. Riven by ongoing internal debates about the way, shape and 
form Brexit should take and the Prime Minister’s leadership, all the ingredients 
were there for a political disaster. 
That didn’t happen. 
 
 
 
As she returns to London, the Prime Minister will look back on the last week with a sense of both relief and 
quiet contentment that the myriad Domesday scenarios predicted by political pundits were avoided. 
 

The general consensus among Conservative Party activists is 
that the feeling on the ground at this year’s conference was 
an upbeat one – particularly in comparison to the abjectly 
funereal atmosphere of last year’s gathering in Manchester. 

Despite a smattering of “Chuck Chequers” badges on the 
lapels of delegates, and continuing murmurings over how 
long the Prime Minister is likely to stay at the helm, the 
internecine warfare that had been widely expected to 
dominate the week was largely absent. Meetings held by 
MPs aligned with the European Research Group were well-
attended and spirited, yet broadly free of personal attacks 
on the Prime Minister. However uneasy many Conservative 
MPs and activists may be about Theresa May’s leadership, 
the conference’s sharpest verbal barbs were reserved for 
Jeremy Corbyn and John McDonnell. 

While there appeared to be larger number of party 
members at this year’s conference than in recent years, it 
couldn’t be described as particularly busy. Indeed, the main 
conference hall was sparsely attended throughout the 
week. 

Even the “big ticket” speeches, including that of the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer and Foreign Secretary, were 
less than half full. Instead the “real” party conference was 
very much in evidence in the scores of packed fringe 
meetings; most notable that of the former Foreign Secretary 
Boris Johnson whose pro-Brexit rally drew vast crowds. 

 

 

 

On the ground, many Conservative activists seethed at the 
lack of real democracy and debate inside the party – 
particularly in comparison to Labour’s gathering last week. 

As always, the conference provided a solid opportunity for 
political people-watching. While attendance among 
backbench MPs was threadbare, ambitious ministers used 
the conference as an opportunity to raise their profiles. 
Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt, Brexit Minister Dominic 
Raab and grassroots’ favourite Jacob Rees-Mogg were 
ubiquitous at fringe events; publicly decrying their own 
leadership aspirations while posing for selfies with young 
activists and issuing rallying cries in support of 
“Conservative principles”. A cynic might even argue they 
were “on manoeuvres”. 

As always, the Conservative conference ended with the 
keynotes address of the party leader – the Prime Minister. 

It’s fair to say that, after the debacle last year in which the 
cold-stricken premier croaked her way through her speech 
as the conference set collapsed around her, expectations 
for this year’s address were reassuringly low. To coin a 
phrase: things could only get better. 

As delegates awaited the Prime Minister’s arrival, they were 
treated to a veritable tour de force by the Attorney General 
Geoffrey Cox, whose booming barristerial baritone and 
rallying cry for the UK to become a “free, independent and 
sovereign nation” thrilled delegates. Indeed, such was the 
eloquence of his performance, he risked overshadowing the 
Prime Minister.



 

The Prime Minister took the stage to the sound of Abba’s 
‘Dancing Queen’ (a hat-tip to her recent trip to Africa) and 
quickly deployed quips about the set falling apart and racy 
scenes in the BBC drama ‘Bodyguard’, setting the tone for a 
speech that clearly sought to portray the most cautious and 
private of politicians in a warmer, more irreverent light. 

In probably her best and most convincing speech to date, 
the Prime Minister opened by making reference to the 
difficulties of last year’s conference, in particular her 
somewhat unfortunate coughing fit. She then moved on to 
discuss the history of the UK and its place in the world 
calling on the UK to “capture that spirit of common 
purpose”. 

Policy-wise, the speech was fairly short on detail; 
contributing little in terms of new ideas. Those policies that 
were outlined by the Prime Minister were mostly 
predictable; a recommitment to the supremacy of British 
courts post-Brexit, an end to EU freedom of movement and 
a new, skills-based approach to immigration, support for 
low business taxes and ruling out an increase in fuel duty. 

However, in an attempt to reach out beyond the party’s 
base, May also announced that a higher rate of stamp duty 
will be charged to those buying homes who don’t live in the 
UK, with the money raised directed to combatting rough 
sleeping. Additionally, in a move popular with councils 
across the political divide, the Conservatives will scrap the 
cap on local authority borrowing to enable the building of 
more homes. 

In a particularly convincing part of her speech, the outlined 
the three key principles that guide her form of 
Conservatism: security, freedom and opportunity. 

 

“WE STAND AT A PIVOTAL MOMENT IN OUR HISTORY. 
IT FALLS TO OUR PARTY TO LEAD OUR COUNTRY 
THROUGH IT. WHEN WE COME TOGETHER THERE IS 
NO LIMIT TO WHAT WE CAN ACHIEVE” 

Rt Hon Theresa May MP, Prime Minister 

 

At times, the Prime Minister has been viewed as somewhat 
reticent to outline what her guiding philosophy is. It was 
therefore a welcome change for many in the hall to see her 
set out her beliefs with such force. Similarly, she was more 
vigorous in her defence of free markets than in the past, 
emphasising her commitment to freedom, markets, and 
business on a number of occasions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As one would expect, though, the speech was dominated by 
Brexit. 

While the Prime Minister did not explicitly make reference 
to her controversial Chequers proposals, nobody was in any 
doubt what she meant when she cautioned delegates that 
pursuing “visions of the perfect Brexit” could lead to “no 
Brexit at all”. 

Unlike in the case of most of the lines she delivered, this 
comment wasn’t greeted by hearty applause but instead 
muted grumblings. She still has much work to do to 
persuade her own party – let alone the wider country – of 
the virtues of the deal. 

Nonetheless, this was a successful speech – and a successful 
week – for the Prime Minister. Spats were avoided, Boris 
Johnson was broadly contained, and a positive message was 
communicated. 

Given her multiple trials and tribulations, those writing 
political analysis pieces have grown rather tired of 
concluding their pieces with the comment “Theresa May 
lives the fight another day”. But it’s true – she lives to fight 
another day. 

 


