
In a recent interview, former
prime minister Jean Chre-

tien said, “The Liberals are
rebounding strongly. I think
the party’s coming back. I’m
very pleased with that.” 

Chretien’s cheerleading may
be encouraging for the Liberal
faithful. But does his newfound
optimism stand up under
scrutiny?

First, let’s look at the current
fundamentals of Canadian poli-
tics. They haven’t changed in a
decade. 

The most significant event in
the past 10 years was the 2003
merger of the Reform Alliance
and Progressive Conservative
parties to form a united right
party.

From 2006 onward, the
united Conservatives have
commanded between 36% and
40% of the popular vote. That’s
been enough to form two
minority governments and one
majority under our first-past-
the-post electoral system. It’s a
system that no governing party
is motivated to change.

The remaining 60% of the
popular vote is spread among
four competing parties.
Together, the centre-left New
Democrats and Liberals enjoy
the support of close to 50% of
Canadians. They jockey with
each other for second place.
One rises to about 30% support,
then falls back to around 20%.
The Bloc Quebecois and Green
party are far behind in third
and fourth place.

Given this reality, the only
way for either the NDP or Liber-
als to gain power is to increase
their popular support by at
least another 10 percentage
points over their best showing
in the last three elections. With
the NDP, Liberals and Greens
all trolling for votes in the same
political pond, it has become a
sum zero game for the centre-
left.

In other words, the chances
of any party on the divided left
soaring past the united right
Conservatives to 40%, and sus-

taining that support
through an election, are
slim indeed.

But last September, the
first inkling of a possible
shift in these fundamen-
tals appeared. The mere
speculation that Justin
Trudeau might enter the
Liberal leadership race
engulfed the national
media. It was Trudeau-
mania revisited.

In the midst of this cov-
erage, a Forum Research
poll found if Trudeau
became leader of the Liberal
party, at that time, the party
would win a majority govern-
ment with 39% of the popular
vote. The Conservatives would
come second with 32% and the
NDP would tumble to third
party status.

Fast forward through the past
six months of the lacklustre Lib-
eral leadership race, dominated
by Trudeau, and it’s hard to
find solid evidence that “the
party’s coming back.” Admit-
tedly, there is some renewed
excitement inside the party. But
a weighted average of all federal
polls taken this year (from
ThreeHundredEight.com)
shows the Conservatives are
still in the lead. They appar-
ently have “an 82.7% chance of
winning the popular vote
again.” The Liberals and NDP
trail — tied at about 28% sup-
port each.

Only one of the nine polls
conducted this year showed the
Liberals with the same level of
voter backing they enjoyed
when Trudeau first announced
his candidacy. At the other end
of the spectrum, one poll put
the Liberals as low as 21% sup-
port — about the same as they
received during 2011 election.

This is hardly the “strong

rebound” that Chretien claims.
After Canadians had been
exposed to Trudeau’s Holly-
wood good
looks,

charm and policy platitudes for
more than six months, their
support for the Liberals
dropped by 11 percentage
points.

The other high-water mark
we hear so much about

is the “surge in Lib-
eral supporters

hungry for
change.” A total

of 294,000
support-
ers and
mem-
bers

have
now
been

signed up
by all the

candidates
in the
leadership

race, with
Trudeau
attracting a
little

more than half of them.
This all sounds impressive

until you drill down.
The majority of these recruits

are a new class of tire-kickers
called “supporters.” They are
eligible to vote for the leader,
but aren’t committed enough to
join the party as paid-up, card-
carrying “members.”

They had until March 21 to
register to vote for the leader on
April 15. After delays and irreg-
ularities, only 130,000 of the
294,000 signed-up supporters
and members showed enough
interest to register to vote. This
isn’t nearly the massive new
support that “le petit PET” was
expected to attract, and is des-
perately needed to finance the
Liberal party forward into the
2015 general election.

Put in perspective, 130,000
represents about half the
number of card carrying “mem-
bers” who were signed up for

the 2003 Lib-
eral

leader-
ship

race won by Paul Martin, and
the 2004 Conservative race that
ushered in Stephen Harper.

Trudeau will become the
next Liberal leader. He’ll proba-
bly call a national policy con-
vention this summer to try to
elicit what the Liberals stand
for. Even if he succeeds in
defining party policy more
clearly, the current fundamen-
tals of Canadian politics are
against him. A divided left
cannot win against a united
right.

Expect the Conservatives to
try to keep it that way — not so
much by debating ideas and
policies, rather by launching a
blistering anti-Trudeau media
attack campaign, beginning the
moment he wins the leadership.

Harper is determined to
destroy the Liberals, and to turn
Canada into a two-party coun-
try — one he thinks the right
can dominate. The Conserva-
tives will invest heavily trying to
define Trudeau and his policies
before he has a chance to
define himself.

It worked with Stephane
Dion and Michael Ignatieff. In
some ways Trudeau is an even
easier target. And he’ll head a

party without the financial
and membership depth to

fight back.
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