
forum
OPINION

BY R. MICHAEL WARREN

Ontario has had some great
Progressive Conservative

leaders — John Robarts, Bill
Davis, Mike Harris. They all had
one thing in common: a clear
and persuasive set of ideas about
where to take the province, and
how to get there. 

Those who know Tim Hudak,
the current PC leader, say he’s a
regular guy, a devoted family
man and a rabid hockey fan. All
nice to know. But does he have
the political royal jelly to become
premier? 

He’s been leader for three
years. Yet in all that time he has
failed to articulate the kind of
Ontario we can expect if he
becomes premier. It’s not as if he
hasn’t had enough chances. He
is proving to be the master of lost
opportunity.

The first was the period lead-
ing up to the last election. He
could have used those years to
develop sound policy alterna-
tives to the Liberals’ tax-and-
spend regime. Instead, he spent
most of his time scandal-hunting
and practising wedge politics. It
kept him in the headlines, but it
did little to distinguish him from
Premier Dalton McGuinty when
it came to serious economic and
social policy. 

Last October, the electorate
waited for an alternative vision
from Hudak. It never came. On
the major issues, such as educa-
tion, health care, and deficit
reduction, Hudak all but
endorsed the Liberal agenda.
The implication was, “You don’t
have to change direction, just
change premiers.” 

Hudak has a master’s degree
in economics. But his job cre-
ation program was a tired collec-
tion of “old economy” bromides.
It lacked insightful strategies to
keep Ontario competitive in a
challenging global economy.

A campaign characterized by
divisiveness and fear-mongering
left Hudak looking like the King
of the Low Road, instead of the
likely leader of a progressive new
government. It was his election
to lose, and he lost it.

The leader’s second major

opportunity came at the PC
Party’s leadership review in Feb-
ruary. He said he was sorry for
losing the last election. “I, as
your leader, did not give suffi-

cient voice to a bold, positive
conservative alternative.” He also
said that during the campaign
his “real voice . . . didn’t come
through.”

But Hudak failed to use the
occasion to give his followers
even the slightest taste of what a
bold, conservative alternative
meant to him. His mea culpa

speech, coupled with 12 new PC
seats, was enough to earn him a
C+. But none of the delegates
went home with any clearer
sense of where Hudak was taking
them.

The Ontario budget was
another chance to articulate and
advance a PC agenda. Hudak
opposed the budget on the day it
was introduced. He left no room
for negotiation with McGuinty’s
minority government. 

NDP Leader Andrea Horwath
quickly stepped into the political
vacuum. She dominated the
media for the next month with
her motherly musings about
what the kinder and gentler NDP
wanted in exchange for support-
ing the Liberal budget. McGuinty
finally agreed to a tax surcharge
on those earning more than
$500,000 a year. Horwath 1,
Hudak 0.

A week later Hudak’s leader-
ship was dramatically under-
mined. Elizabeth Witmer (MPP
Kitchener-Waterloo), the highly
regarded, 22-year Tory veteran
and former deputy premier,
resigned. She accepted an
appointment as chair of the
Workplace Safety and Insurance
Board in McGuinty’s govern-
ment. Apparently she was tired
of waiting for her party to rede-
fine itself. McGuinty 1, Hudak 0.

Witmer’s defection also cre-
ates the need for a byelection,
one that could put the Liberals
back into majority status.
McGuinty 2, Hudak 0.

It will be an all-out battle for
power in which the quality of
leadership will once again be the
underlying issue. Nanos’ latest
poll shows Hudak trailing both
McGuinty and Horwath when it
came to trustworthiness, compe-
tence and vision.   

The recent “Leaders Dinner”
was another chance for Hudak to
make up lost ground. The 1,400
PC supporters who paid $1,200 a
ticket had high expectations.
How far had their leader devel-
oped his “real voice?” 

Hudak took the risk of speak-
ing without notes or a lectern.
But his steely speaking style and
slogan-filled remarks didn’t
move his audience. Once again,

he failed to give his supporters
any fresh or compelling reasons
why he should lead the next gov-
ernment. The media were left
yawning.

There’s also Hudak’s persist-
ent habit of getting on the wrong
side of issues. During the elec-
tion he proposed that inmates be
used in chain gangs. He opposed
the Liberal plan to help foreign
workers get proper accredita-
tion. He supported Toronto
Mayor Rob Ford’s expensive
(now dead) subways-only plan
for Toronto. 

Earlier this month the Hudak
Tories voted against a Liberal bill
requiring school boards to back
student requests for gay-straight
alliances. This was after Witmer,
the former Tory caucus chair,
had worked for 14 months to
advance her own anti-bullying
Bill 14, which contained the
same GSA measures.

McGuinty is trying to negoti-
ate public sector wage freezes as
part of his deficit reduction
budget. Implementing the
freezes will likely require legisla-
tion. This means the premier
may have to reach out to the PCs
for support. Yet another chance
for Hudak to lead the agenda.
Hope springs eternal.

Apparently Hudak has hired
Tom Long and Leslie Noble, key
figures in the Mike Harris victo-
ries, to mastermind the next
Conservative campaign. But
political strategists and script
writers aren’t going to save a
party leader who lacks a persua-
sive personal vision of a better
Ontario. That’s job one for any
premier.
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