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Fellow Ulster Unionists,  

 

There is no greater privilege for any member of our Party than to stand before you and to seek your 

support for the leadership of the Ulster Unionist Party.  

 

This is the Party of the Covenant, the Party which created the state of Northern Ireland, the Party 

which – often at great cost – defended democratic values throughout the dark years of the Troubles.  

 

And this is the Party of the Agreement …  

 

The Party which secured peace and provided political stability for the coming generations.  

 

And it now falls to you today to determine how best the lasting values and convictions of our 

heritage should shape and guide the next stage of our journey.  

 

Tribute to Tom Elliott  

It would be wrong of us to consider this without first paying tribute to our outgoing Leader, Tom 

Elliott.  

 

Tom’s Leadership was a testament to the Ulster Unionist belief that our first, our prime duty, is to 

serve the common good of the people of Northern Ireland.  

 

Real choice  

Ladies and gentlemen, today we face a choice.   

 

The reality is that Mike and I – along with every member of this party – want the same thing.  

 

We want the Ulster Unionist Party to grow.  

 

We want more votes.  

 

We want more seats in the Assembly, Westminster and the local councils.  
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But Mike and I have different strategies when it comes to how we achieve the end goal of growth 

and recovery.  

 

Changing the game  

Many of us here will know that it was under Tom’s leadership that our Party committed itself to 

setting out the next stage in moving Northern Ireland forward …  

 

It was the game-changer.  

 

It was in February last year that Tom rightly committed Ulster Unionism to the creation of an 

Opposition at Stormont by 2015.  

 

It now falls to the next Leader of this Party to drive forward this agenda for change.  

 

It falls to the next Leader of this Party – in the face of outright rejection of this agenda by the DUP 

and Sinn Fein – to ensure that the politics of carve-up is challenged …  

 

Not only with words but with deeds.  

 

Executive  

We spent four years in the last Executive. And let's be honest.   

 

Our two ministers were routinely criticised and undermined by their so-called ministerial colleagues 

in the DUP and Sinn Fein.  

 

We get equal blame when things go wrong and very little credit when things go right.  

 

We are unable to criticise without sounding like hypocrites for staying in.  

 

We kid ourselves that voters see us as some sort of plucky internal opposition.  

 

And do you know something, ladies and gentlemen: I think that the DUP is delighted that we 

remain in the Executive---allowing them to peddle the nonsense that it isn’t just a carve-up between 

them and Sinn Fein.  
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Believe me, if Opposition was as weak an option for us as they say it is----they would be opening 

the door and herding us into it!  

 

They want us to stay in the Executive because they don’t want us outside, offering alternatives and 

choices.  

 

They want us to stay in the Executive because they think it weakens and traps us and limits our 

opportunity for recovery.  

 

Delivering radical change  

I believe Ulster Unionism is at its best when it is bold and radical …  

 

It was bold and radical to sign the Covenant.  

 

It was bold and radical to support the Agreement.  

 

When we have been bold and radical we have shaped the future, we have shaped a better Northern 

Ireland.  

 

That is why I am standing here today …  

 

To ask you to support me in leading an Ulster Unionist Party that has the courage, the conviction 

and the self-belief to be once more bold and radical.  

 

I have said Stormont needs an Opposition. Indeed, almost everyone apart from the DUP and Sinn 

Fein has said that Stormont needs an Opposition!  

 

The shape of Opposition  

Will it be easy, being the Opposition? No.  

 

Will it be tough work? Yes.  

 

But isn’t this what our Party is about?  
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Not taking the wide, easy road.  

 

Not being satisfied with the spoils of office …  

 

Instead, taking decisions which make Northern Ireland a better place.  

 

I’m well aware that Opposition won’t be easy.  

 

But I know what it would look like:  

 

I would appoint a Shadow Cabinet from within our Assembly Group;  

 

I would appoint a second tier of spokespeople from across the party – including our councillors and 

those already on our candidates’ list;  

 

I would tap into the wealth and depth of talent that exists within our membership.  

 

We already have staff and researchers in Stormont and constituency offices.  

 

We have ordinary members prepared to help out in their areas of specialist knowledge and 

expertise.  

 

Don’t let anyone kid you that the UUP doesn’t have the existing resources and ability to make 

Opposition work.  

 

We have the greatest resource of all - our membership; our commitment to service; our 

determination to shape positive change across Northern Ireland.  

 

Ulster Unionist values  

But Opposition isn't just about simply pulling a policy lever.  

 

It stems from values.  
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At the outset of my leadership campaign I said I was an unashamed progressive, liberal unionist.  

 

I don’t hide it.  

 

It’s who I am, it’s what I believe.  

 

I am a progressive, liberal unionist.  

 

And that is why I am an Ulster Unionist.  

 

100 years ago this year, our forebears signed the Ulster Covenant.  

 

They pledged themselves to support equal citizenship in the United Kingdom, civil and religious 

freedom, social and economic progress.  

 

Those are progressive and liberal values … they are the values of Ulster Unionism.  

 

It is these values which drive us now to offer an alternative – a progressive, liberal unionist 

alternative – to the DUP-Sinn Fein Executive, to the politics of the carve-up.  

 

DUP talks  

And it is because of these values that I am absolutely clear that the Ulster Unionist Party will not be 

seeking any electoral pact with the Peter Robinson and the DUP.  

 

If you elect me Leader of this Party, I give you my word – there will be no public, private or secret 

talks with the DUP.  

 

No confusion. No mixed messages. No need for clarification. No referendum. No commissions. 

 

There will be no electoral pacts with the DUP, no chasing after the phantom of unionist unity.  

 

As Leader I promise you – our Party will consistently, firmly, proudly offer a progressive, liberal 

unionist alternative to the DUP’s carve-up politics.  
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Pro Union vote  

I want to see the pro-Union vote maximised.  

 

I want to see the maximum number of pro-Union seats in the Assembly, Westminster and local 

council.  

 

But we are best able to play our part in that by setting out our own stall and attracting those people 

who will never be won over by the DUP.  

 

I don’t hate the DUP as individuals: but I hate the fact that the DUP machine thinks that we can be 

pushed about and bullied by them.  

 

I believe in greater and better things for our Party.  

 

Programme for Government  

Mike was quoted on Monday as saying that “the programme for government is okay.”  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, the Programme for government is not okay.  

 

If you don’t believe me then just listen to the radio and television and read the newspapers.  

 

Listen to the opinions of a huge array of organisations in the business, voluntary, private, public, 

sporting and charity sectors.  

 

There are tens of thousands of people who don’t think that the programme for government is okay.  

 

The UUP can be and should be the voice of those people.  

 

Policy  

Mike seems to think that policies are less of a priority than internal reorganisation.  

 

Look, we’ve been reforming and overhauling ourselves for the last decade.  

 

We spend far too much time talking about what we will do and not enough time actually doing it.  
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I want the UUP to be a ‘can do,’ ‘will do’ party – not a ‘we might try later’ party.  

 

You can have the best rules and structures in the world – but it’s not going to make a button of 

difference to voters or members.  

 

We need policies when we knock on a door.  

 

We need policies on the floor of the Assembly.  

 

We need policies for people to understand what makes us tick  

 

Decision  

All the way through this campaign I have been consistent.  

 

Consistent about Opposition.  

 

Consistent about the need for policies now rather than later.  

 

Consistent in my objection to any deal with the DUP.  

 

Consistent in my belief that we need to offer the electorate a very clear choice and identity.  

 

To those who reluctantly vote DUP because they feel the UUP stands for nothing distinctive …  

 

To those pro-Union voters who feel their only option is Alliance …  

 

To the growing numbers who don’t vote, fed up with the politics of ‘them and us’ …  

 

To the post-Agreement generation who will be exercising their right to vote for the first time over 

the next few years …  

 

To all these, we would be offering a clear, distinctive choice.  

 



9 

Contest  

Today you – the membership of this great Party – make the decision about whether the Ulster 

Unionist Party boldly moves forward, forming the Opposition at Stormont, radicalising politics in 

Northern Ireland …  

 

Or contents itself with the status quo, remaining complacently within the DUP-Sinn Fein Executive.  

 

Postponing the decision over Opposition only confirms the status quo …  

 

It leaves our Party languishing without direction, without a distinctive offering to the electorate.  

 

No communications strategy, no presentational skills, no reform of party structures will make up for 

a lack of direction.  

 

Today we – you – make the decision.  

 

Do we stay where we are, hapless and helpless in the DUP-Sinn Fein Executive?  

 

Or does this Party go forward, become the Opposition at Stormont, and provide voters with a clear, 

distinctive alternative?  

 

Conclusion  

I haven’t sought any back-door deals.  

 

I haven’t sought endorsement from so-called ‘key’ figures within the party.  

 

To my mind, every vote and every member of this party is of equal value.  

 

I have no favours to return to anyone if I am elected.  

 

I will appoint people on merit and merit alone..  

 

It is time for us to again offer a real, distinctive choice to the people of Northern Ireland.  
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That is why I am standing before you here today, seeking your support to be Leader of our Party.  

 

It is for this that I will unceasingly work as Leader – Leader of the Ulster Unionist Party, Leader of 

the Opposition.  

 

We have changed Northern Ireland for the better before.  

 

Give me your support and we can do it again  

 

Thank you. 


