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OPINION: From scandal hunter to policy wonk, the Ontario Progressive Conservative leader who came up short in last year’s election has turned a corner

Just more than a year ago,
Timothy Patrick Hudak was

poised to become Ontario’s 25th
premier. His Progressive Conser-
vatives had a comfortable 12-
point lead in the polls over the
baggage-laden McGuinty Liber-
als.

On major issues like educa-
tion, health care and deficit
reduction, it was hard to distin-
guish Hudak’s policies from
those of Dalton McGuinty.
Hudak seemed to be saying,
‘You don’t have to change
direction, just change pre-
miers.’ But in the end a reluc-
tant electorate turned to Dalton
Dad for a third term. Hudak
had failed to give Ontarians a
clear and convincing vision of
his Ontario.

He isn’t going to make that
mistake again.

Hudak has let up on scandal
hunting and wedge politics.
Over the last six months he’s
laid out more in-depth, conser-
vative policies than in all his
previous four years as leader.

There are risks to disclosing
a party’s platform in advance of
an election. Opponents have
time to highlight weaknesses
and offer competing policies.
New ideas can seem outdated
by election time. But Hudak is
willing to take this risk for sev-
eral reasons:

First, despite losing both
recent byelections, the PCs
continue to lead in the polls.
A mid-August Forum
Research poll found
the Tories at
38% voter
popu-

larity, the NDP and Liberals in
the high 20s. By mid-Septem-
ber the Tories still led at 37%,
with the NDP surging to 35%
and the Liberals free-falling to
20%.

Hudak knows last time he
lost because, in his words, “I
failed to offer a bold, posi-
tive conservative alter-
native.” His last cam-
paign was charac-
terized by fear-
mongering and
Hudak-Lite
ideas (like
chain
gangs). This
time, he
intends to
offer clear
policy
choices.

It means
telegraph-
ing some of
his punches.
But it’s also a
chance to
demonstrate a
depth of direc-
tion that has
eluded Hudak in
the past.

Second. While his
party leads in the
polls, Hudak continues
to be the least popular
leader of the three par-
ties. He’s not a rivet-
ing speaker and lacks
an easy charm.
Forum’s Septem-
ber poll found
his personal
approval
rating

stood at only 24%. Among PC
voters it was a disappointing
53% compared to McGuinty‘s
77% among Liberals and
Andrea Horwath’s 81% among
New Democrats. While policies
should trump other factors,

elections are too often popular-
ity contests. And the critical
unknown is, how will Hudak
rate compared to a new Liberal
leader? In an effort to
strengthen his appeal to voters
and his own party, Hudak has

decided to present himself
early as a fiscal

reformer with a seri-
ous agenda.  

Third, the next
election is likely not

far away. It’s diffi-
cult to see a new

Liberal leader
successfully
stick-handling
another
budget

through an
increas-
ingly frac-
tious

minority
legislature.
The likeli-
hood of a
spring or
summer
election
reduces

the risk of
Hudak’s

platform
becoming

stale-dated.
Critics

maintain
Hudak’s Path to

Prosperity poli-
cies are nothing

more than meat
that was missing

from the bones of the
PCs’ 2011 platform. But

they go further, much
further. Hudak

offers Ontari-
ans the

first

comprehensive conservative
agenda since Mike Harris’s
Common Sense Revolution:

•  He commits to balancing
the budget before 2017 – ahead
of the Liberals and NDP. It
means a two-year, public-
sector wage freeze and a modi-
fied contract arbitration
system. Both would apply to
municipalities.

• Significantly reduced tax
rates to create jobs are prom-
ised, but not specified.

• He hints at selling off the
Liquor Control Board of
Ontario, TV Ontario and the
Ontario Lottery and Gaming
Corp. as part of his plan to “re-
size government” and reduce
the deficit sooner.

• He would replace the
recently-negotiated, $8.4-bil-
lion Toronto Light Rail Transit
plan with a Rob Ford-style
subway scheme “when the
finances are available” (Read
not any time soon).

• Hudak says energy prices
can be controlled by selling a
portion of Hydro One and
Ontario Power Generation to
Ontario pension funds. The
government would receive an
up-front payment of billions of
dollars, an ongoing royalty and
an ownership stake that might
increase in value. The profits, if
any, would be funnelled back
to taxpayers through the pen-
sion funds. This would recapi-
talize the energy sector. The
two companies would be more
efficient, less reliant on public
funding, and free from political
interference.

• Hudak wants to take
two layers of manage-

ment (2,000
employees) out

of the health
care system.
He would
replace the
14 local

health integration networks
and community care access
centres with 20 to 30 regional
hubs clustered around hospi-
tals and run by volunteer
boards. Critics wonder whether
this prescription would prove
worse than the disease. 

• Wind and solar energy proj-
ects would be subject to new
constraints, including local
approval.

• Hudak also plans to rescind
long-standing labour laws. He
sees them as obstacles to eco-
nomic progress. He would not
allow any law or collective
agreement to require a worker
to become a member of a
union or pay dues as a condi-
tion of employment. To no
one’s surprise, this has enraged
the union movement. It vows to
fight any effort to remove these
“basic, hard-fought rights”.

• Noticeably missing so far is
any mention of the environ-
ment. It’s as if we can have
“prosperity” without concern
for the environment we live in.

All this takes the PC party
sharply to the right. Expect the
NDP to veer further left in
opposition to two threats: the
Liberal public-sector wage war,
and the PC attack on union
rights and big government.

If the opposition parties
become too polarized they
could once again leave the
mushy middle open to the Lib-
erals — revitalized under a new
leader. But Hudak is betting
that Ontario is ready for real
change and he stands ready
with his brave new direction.
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