Should the Liberal Democrats Come Clean on Coalitions?
Liberal Democrats support PR, basically because Parliament ought to be representative of the voters and the number of MPs for each party should broadly reflect its voter support.  If a party does not get a majority of the votes, then it does not deserve an overall majority in Parliament or to form a majority government.  That means that so long as no one party has a majority of the vote, then with a PR voting system government there will necessarily be multi-party coalitions.  Should the Liberal Democrats be telling the electorate this and saying what we would do if our present first past the post system produced a “hung” parliament at the next general election?
Yes we should…

Honesty is the best policy. The journalists will demand to know our position and the voters have a right to an answer. We’ll suffer if we don’t give one.
Anyway, a simple straightforward answer exists:  we would negotiate to join a government with whichever party would commit to implementing sufficiently Liberal Democrat policies.  Negotiation on this basis has produced successful coalitions in local government, in Scotland and in Wales.  If we couldn’t reach agreement, we would remain in opposition, prepared to defeat a minority government whenever we deemed it in the national interest to do so. This has worked well in the House of Lords, where we hold the balance of power.
No, we shouldn’t…

The voters want strong government; they hate the idea of coalitions and cite Italy and Israel as having weak governments as a result of PR.  We don’t want the next election to be dominated by “Who will you join?” interviews.  Those questions did for the two Davids and the Alliance and it was only when Charles Kennedy took a determinedly independent line that we started to get our message across.   If we seem too close to the Tories that will hurt us in Labour areas and vice versa.  We couldn’t seriously commit to a willingness to support either a Labour government that had just lost its majority or a Tory government that didn’t stand up for ordinary people and was anti-European and reactionary.
Questions to Think About

1. What should we do if there is a hung Parliament?  

2. If the answer is that we should be prepared to join a coalition, what should our minimum terms be?  

3. Would we be prepared to sustain in office a defeated and widely unpopular Labour Government?

4. Would we be prepared to prop up a Cameron administration?

5. If the answer is that we should not join a coalition, how would we avoid looking like wreckers, prepared to vote down a government and force a second election?

6. If we are simply going to stonewall on the coalition question at the general election, how will we meet the demands of journalists for clarity about what we intend?  How can we seem “real”?

7. If we decide on a line of Lib Dem Votes, Lib Dem MPs, Lib Dem Policies, without specifying what we will try to negotiate if there is a hung parliament, will we appear unprincipled?

8. If we say what our price for power-sharing would be in policy terms, how do we meet the charge that a vote for us is a vote for Labour / the Conservatives?

