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OPINION: Why is NDP leader Thomas Mulcair in the cross-hairs in a new Tory attack ad? The answer isn’t as ground-breaking as it might seem

“Prediction,” as Danish
physicist Niels Bohr

once famously said, “is very diffi-
cult, especially about the future.” 

But it’s a safe bet the Harper
Conservatives first attack ad
against the New Democrats
won’t be their last.

They’ve already attacked new
NDP leader Thomas Mulcair
personally. It came minutes after
he was elected leader. The offi-
cial Tory talking point? “Mulcair
is an opportunist whose high-tax
agenda, blind ambition and divi-
sive personality would put Cana-
dian families and their jobs at
risk.” 

Nothing like an early start.
Their first TV attack ad,

launched last month, breaks new
ground for the Conservatives. It’s
about policy, not personality. An
improvement? Not really. Instead
of accusations of “not a leader”,
“just visiting” or “a failure,” they test
our patience with a morbid mis-
representation of Mulcair’s ideas.

He’s accused of “risky economic
theories that include a carbon tax.”
Except Mulcair supports a cap-
and-trade system, not a carbon tax.
There’s a big difference. As recently
as 2009 the Harper government
was also pursuing a cap-and-trade
system.

Mulcair did say, “Make them pay
now for what they are doing.” It’s
from an interview with the CBC.
“The point that I am making is not
that we should be against the
development of the oilsands, but it
has to be sustainable develop-
ment.” He went on to argue we
need to use the basic rule of “pol-
luter pay” and enforce the environ-
mental laws already in place.

Former environment minister
John Baird said in the House in
May 2010: “This government has
two important tenants with respect
to its environmental policies: First,
we support strong and effective
legislation . . . and second, this gov-
ernment strongly supports a pol-

luter pays principle.” 
Mulcair is being demonized for

policy positions the Conservatives
themselves have advocated or still
embrace. His strong environmental

stance has not hurt him, as some
expected. It has resonated with the
electorate and is reflected in the
polls.

But why run a policy-based

attack ad now, and one that
doesn’t focus on the opposition
leader’s personal flaws? 

First, the Conservatives have
laboured through a tough session

of Parliament. The robocalls scan-
dal, the F-35 fighter plane contro-
versy and the “Trojan Horse”
omnibus budget bill have all taken
their political toll. 

The NDP has moved up in the
polls, even with the Tories in popu-
lar support. In a recent Abacus
survey, Mulcair was the only
national leader to leave an overall
favourable impression. Nearly half
of Canadians disapprove of Harper
and his government. 

What better time to deflect
public attention away from the gov-
ernment’s performance and onto
the risky, unaffordable, anti-trade
NDP? 

Second, the Conservatives use
attack ads because they work. And
because they can afford to.

All the federal parties send out
attack emails to their members on
a regular basis. It’s become a basic
fundraising tool. The content is
often inflammatory and insulting.  

When Harper tried to “frame”
interim Liberal leader Bob Rae as
“a failure,” Rae emailed his sup-
porters, saying: “Like any school-
yard bully, Stephen Harper’s
answer to weeks of bad press is . . .
to produce an attack ad against
yours truly. If that makes you mad 
. . . and it should . . . here’s how you
can help.” 

The Tory-style appeal raised
$225,000 in less than a week. But it
wasn’t enough to launch a national
television rebuttal.  

NDP president Rebecca Blaikie
emailed her members last month
saying, “Stephen Harper will do
anything to get his way . . . Let’s
make sure he doesn’t get away with
dirty political games. Donate what-
ever you can afford – right now”.
This month the NDP emailed
members asking them to dissemi-
nate a video through the social
media attacking Harper’s eco-
nomic performance. 

The Conservatives send out
attack emails weekly. They have for
years. They invented them. As a
result, they have twice the financial
resources of any other federal
party. This allows them to elevate
their attack propaganda from
emails to national television and
radio. The Liberals and NDP would
probably join them if they had the
money.

Finally, Mulcair is an intelligent,
experienced politician who has
shown he can give as good as he
gets. Attacking his ideas is safer
than baiting him with personal
assassination. There’s lots of time
for that.   

Despite running as an outsider,
his party has closed ranks behind
him. In June a Leger poll suggested
the NDP, under Mulcair’s leader-
ship, could win more seats in
Quebec than the 59 they won last
year under the late Jack Layton. 

Outside Quebec, Mulcair is still
largely unknown. Nearly half of
Canadians say they don’t know
how they feel about him. Only 24%
disapprove of Mulcair. These num-
bers translate into a good opportu-
nity for him to define himself.

He should use the summer to
do just that, before Harper does
it for him.
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Attack ads
• Political parties use them
because they’re proven to work.
• Often, they involve defining a rival
before they do it themselves.
• The risk is whether the ads will be
seen as smear campaigns.
• To work, the ads typically trade
on something already in the
public’s mind.

Infamous ads
• 1993: A Progressive Conservative
ad focusing on Jean Chretien’s face
(he has a facial deformity) causes a
backlash against the Tories, who
are reduced to two seats.
• 2006: Paul Martin’s Liberals
unleash an ominous ad against
Stephen Harper’s Conservatives.
With war drums beating, it sug-
gests Harper would put soldiers in
Canada’s streets.
• 1995: Mike Harris’s Ontario Con-
servatives cast Liberal leader Lyn
McLeod as a spinning weather
vane, a tactic designed to highlight
flip-flops and shifting positions. 


