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Back to Fighting for the pragmatic middle

Bob Rae was late. But the small group of white-haired diehard Liberals didn’t

mind. They were gathered under a picnic shelter in the heart of the scenic city

of Owen Sound. They were enjoying each other’s company. For most of them

this was as much a social outing as a political event.

Rae and his wife Arlene Perly arrive quietly. They work the crowd with ease.

This is the last week of their cross-country “listening tour.” They stop for group

photos and treat people they just met as if they were old comrades-in-arms.

With some help, Rae ascends a picnic table and begins his remarks with

humorous, self-deprecating stories. He is the consummate politician —

comfortable in his own skin, articulate, engaging and clearly enjoying the new

role that has befallen him.

He knows that the stalwarts in front of him want to hear from an upbeat leader.

They have just been humiliated by a defeat of historic proportions. So Rae tells

them that “defeat is not permanent. It need not be our state of mind.” He shares

well-known political comeback stories to make his point.

Arlene Perly is gauging the reaction of the crowd to her husband’s soothing words. Anything is possible if we stick to our “enduring Liberal

values.” She makes notes with a silver pen in a well-used notebook.

The second point that Rae makes is obvious to any Liberal who has suffered through the last three federal elections. “We Liberals need to get

organized. We have to match the Conservatives in communications and fundraising. The Conservative machine is sending messages to their

supporters 24/7, every day of the year. Politics has changed and we have to build the capacity to meet this new challenge.”

My mind slips back to the fanfare that accompanied Michael Ignatieff’s hiring of Rocco Rossi, a former CEO of the Heart and Stroke Foundation.

As national director he was supposed to upgrade the party’s communications capacity and help Liberals match the Conservatives’ money-

making machine.

Instead, Rossi used the position to raise his own personal profile. He did little to swell the Liberal coffers and left the party before the last election

to run unsuccessfully for mayor of Toronto.

The point is that it takes good judgment, management skills and perseverance to revitalize a defeated party with limited resources. Whether Rae

has these skills is yet to be seen. He identified a core problem, but offered few details on how to solve it.

By the time Rae finished his lengthy remarks I wasn’t sure whether he was on a listening tour or a speaking tour. And it was significant that he

invited questions and not ideas.

But the first question proved to be revealing. “Could you tell us briefly what Liberal values mean when it comes to major policy issues so we can

communicate what distinguishes us from the other parties?”

Rae replied by listing some of the accomplishments of past Liberal governments. At one point he fell back on quotes from Sir Wilfrid Laurier.

Eyes glazed over. People shifted in their seats. Rae was losing his audience. They wanted to know from their fourth leader in six years who they

were. Perly was taking copious notes.

Two questions later Rae faced the same challenge. “We need to be able to express what Liberals stand for concisely, and in a way that

everyone can understand. What do we stand for?”

This time Rae took a different tack. “We are the party of the pragmatic middle. We believe that smart, evidence-based policy is the key to good

government. Not ideology. Canadians want pragmatic leadership on the issues facing this nation.”
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Someone beside me mumbled, “What the hell does that mean? How is this any different from what Stephen Harper has been doing for the last

five years?”

It was a telling moment in an otherwise cookie-cutter political event. Rae wasn’t listening for new ideas. He had already decided that the Liberal

challenge is to regain the pragmatic middle ground of Canadian politics.

If that’s the direction the Liberals eventually take, they will have chosen an unenviable path. Harper is one of the most pragmatic prime ministers

in Canadian history. While his detractors call him a right-wing ideologue, his actions don’t support that view.

After merging the Progressive Conservative and Canadian Alliance parties, Harper has steadily moved the united right toward the centre. He has

downplayed far-right issues like same-sex marriage and abortion. His last two budgets could have been drafted by a Liberal government. They

took away the economic middle ground from Ignatieff in the last election.

Even firmly entrenched with a majority government, Harper shows no signs of reverting to an ideologically driven right-wing agenda. His ultimate

goal is to make the Conservatives the country’s natural governing party. And to do that he knows he must continue to be pragmatic and cater to

the large constituency that resides in the mushy middle of Canadian politics.

It will take a Herculean effort by the 34-seat “third party” Liberals to unseat the Conservatives in 2015 on their own. Little wonder uniting-the-left

speculation percolates through the ranks of both opposition parties.
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