“BACKGROUNDERS” from The Economist online:

	Gordon Brown


Oct 22nd 2008   From Economist.com http://www.economist.com/research/backgrounders/displayBackgrounder.cfm?bg=9060592

After a decade as Britain's chancellor of the exchequer, Gordon Brown took over from Tony Blair as prime minister in June 2007. As chancellor Mr Brown presided over an unprecedented decade of economic growth, low inflation and low unemployment; yet after beginning prudently, the chancellor spent, taxed and borrowed too much. The first budget of Mr Brown's premiership also showed a rise in public borrowing.
Early on Mr Brown portrayed himself as a proven administrator, his serious demeanour going down well with the public. But he has introduced few big ideas and in October 2007, after a rise in the Tories’ poll numbers, he decided not to call an early election. This humiliating climbdown and a row in April 2008 over his decision to scrap the 10p ($0.20) starting rate of income tax made things even worse. The passage of his counter-terrorism bill two months later did little to revive his fortunes, and there are increasing doubts about his leadership. Things looked up a bit for Mr Brown after a well-received speech at the Labour conference in September 2008 and a deft response to the global financial crisis.

	David Cameron


Jan 14th 2009 From Economist.com    http://www.economist.com/research/backgrounders/displayBackgrounder.cfm?bg=8651320

Young and inexperienced, the likeable David Cameron is a very different Conservative leader from his predecessors (and even more different from Gordon Brown, the prime minister). Elected by party members in December 2005, the Old Etonian quickly set about taking the Tories in a new direction. Out went traditional party positions on taxation, schooling and health care; in came new concerns such as climate change and voluntarism. 
Mr Cameron proved an elusive target while Labour was preoccupied with the last days of Tony Blair, but fared less well in the early months of Gordon Brown's premiership. He regained momentum with a strong performance at the Conservative Party's conference in October 2007, which may have led to Mr Brown's forgoing an early election, and then with good results in local elections in May 2008. At the start of 2009, recession seemed increasingly likely to help the Tories. 

	Tony Blair 


May 16th 2005  From Economist.com  http://www.economist.com/research/backgrounders/displaybackgrounder.cfm?bg=975489

Tony Blair became the leader of Britain's Labour Party in 1994. He positioned the party as New Labour and trounced the Conservatives in the 1997 election. His first year in office was marked by energetic constitutional reform including devolution in Scotland and Wales. He also made up with Europe and, together with his chancellor of the exchequer, Gordon Brown, handed the power to set interest rates to the Bank of England. 
This strong leadership went down well. Even embarrassments such as Peter Mandelson and the Millennium Dome failed to cramp Mr Blair’s style. His attempts at peace-making in Kosovo, Sierra Leone and Northern Ireland also won him praise. But in 2000 Mr Blair lost his sure touch. Ken Livingstone, a symbol of the “loony left”, was elected London's mayor against Mr Blair's wishes. Embarassing leaks revealed a government obsessed by spin and presentation. The prime minister also mishandled a fuel crisis and inflamed rural opinion over foxhunting and foot-and-mouth disease. 
Yet Mr Blair recovered to lead Labour to victory in the June 2001 election. The prime minister then reshuffled the cabinet and announced a plan to privatise some public services. But this was postponed by the terrorist attacks of September 11th, after which Mr Blair recast himself as a war leader and authorised the involvement of British forces in the war in Afghanistan.
In September 2002 Mr Blair joined America in making the case for war against Iraq. In doing so, he defied public opinion and enraged Labour Party members, some of whom resigned in protest. The prime minister's huge gamble seemed to have paid off. But an ugly row with the BBC about Iraq's arsenal (see backgrounder on the Iraq dossier) then threatened Mr Blair's political career. In July 2004 an inquiry cleared the government of any deliberate attempt to mislead parliament, but did not entirely exonerate the prime minister. 

Mr Blair bounced back in January 2004, winning an important parliamentary vote on university top-up fees. But after that little went right for the prime minister, especially Britain's involvement in Iraq and the government's clumsy domestic anti-terrorism measures.

Labour's victory in the general election of May 2005 was achieved despite the electorate's disillusionment with Mr Blair. He stepped down on June 27th 2007, and was promptly appointed international envoy to Israel and Palestine; his longtime chancellor Gordon Brown (see backgrounder) took over 10 Downing Street. At the end of May Mr Blair reflected on the lessons of his decade as prime minister for The Economist.

	British devolution


May 17th 2007   From Economist.com http://www.economist.com/research/backgrounders/displayBackgrounder.cfm?bg=1108234

Wide-ranging devolution was introduced to Britain by the Labour government in 1997, when Scotland and Wales voted in referendums for separate parliaments. Inaugural elections were held in 1999, with the assemblies re-elected in 2003. In England, eight regional development agencies were created in 1999. In Northern Ireland, a parliamentary assembly was introduced in 1999; sectarian strife soon led to its suspension, but in May 2007 it was revived after delicate negotiations.
Proponents of devolution hoped it would neutralise nationalist sentiment, and there have been positive achievements. But central-government micro-management has backfired, notably in Wales and the London mayoral elections in 2000. In 2004, plans for English regional assemblies collapsed after being rejected in the first regional referendum; however, by 2007 there were signs the idea was being revived. And Labour's loss of ground to nationalists in Scotland and Wales in 2007's assembly elections perhaps indicates the devolved system's robustness.
	Northern Ireland


Aug 1st 2008  From Economist.com  http://www.economist.com/research/backgrounders/displayBackgrounder.cfm?bg=832536

After 30 years of violence between Protestant unionists and Catholic nationalists, the Northern Ireland peace process began with the signing of the Good Friday agreement in 1998. This created the devolved Northern Ireland Assembly, which officially took power in December 1999.
But the peace process faltered, and in 2002 Britain resumed direct rule of Northern Ireland with elections postponed until November 2003. In these, the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and Sinn Fein, the IRA's political wing, topped the polls. But not until January 2007, when Sinn Fein agreed to support police and courts in the province, did the way look clear for peaceful joint rule. In March 2007, voters again went to the polls and two months later self-government returned with the DUP and Sinn Fein sharing power. Still, the families affected by the Troubles are finding it hard to appreciate the new-found political harmony, and there remain enough dissident Republican paramilitaries to cause trouble.
[ the following is a portion of a story that offers some insight into the role Britain plays in the politics of some members of the Commonwealth, including our neighbor to the north…]

A most un-Canadian caper
Dec 4th 2008 | OTTAWA   From Economist.com  http://www.economist.com/displayStory.cfm?story_id=12747607

Canada's prime minister clings on to office, for the moment

THERE are no tanks in the streets or protesters occupying the airport, but Canada is in the midst of political turmoil the like of which this normally placid country has rarely seen. Only seven weeks ago Stephen Harper, the prime minister, won a second term for his Conservative government, but once again without winning a parliamentary majority. Now the three disparate opposition parties—the centrist Liberals, the socialist New Democrats (NDP) and the separatist Bloc Québécois—have ganged up in order to oust the Conservatives and replace them with a centre-left coalition. That left Mr Harper scrabbling for survival. 
On Thursday December 4th he asked Michaëlle Jean, who as governor-general acts as Canada’s head of state [on behalf of the Queen of Britain], to suspend Parliament until January. After a two-hour meeting, she agreed to do so. That means that for now Mr Harper has dodged a confidence vote scheduled for December 8th that the opposition parties, provided they stick together, were bound to win. The opposition holds 163 of the 308 seats in the House of Commons…

