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OPINION: It’s steady as she goes for the Conservatives in last week’s Throne Speech. The question is, will that win them re-election in 2015?

Stephen Harper is not the
most loveable prime min-

ister. But he will likely go down
in history as one of the most
strategic. The recent lacklustre
Throne Speech is a prime
example. There is method in
his madness.

The mid-term speech didn’t
try to set a new direction or
dramatically “change the
channel,” as many predicted. It
stayed the course on all the
core-Conservative concerns:
jobs, free trade and the econ-
omy; law and order; smaller
and smarter government and
reducing red tape.

It also reiterated the end-of-
the-rainbow promise, a bal-
anced budget by 2015. That
would allow Harper to give
Canadians the $3 billion in tax
breaks he promised during the
last election. This, coupled
with legislation to outlaw
future budget deficits, is the
Conservative’s underlying
approach to winning a fourth
mandate.

In the interim, Harper wants
to appear more consumer-
friendly. In the Throne Speech
he commandeered some of the
Opposition’s more appealing
pocket-book ideas. Enable
pick-and-pay cable TV. Lower
cell phone roaming costs. End
hidden credit card fees, and
crack down on “predatory”
payday lenders.

These all sound appealing to
an electorate still struggling
with the financial impact of
the Great Recession. Of
course, many of these prom-
ises will never see the light of
day. Unbundling TV packages,
for example, is fraught with
problems.

But that’s not the point.
Appearing to ease a few of the

everyday frustrations of the
average consumer is a low-
cost way of attracting voters
from across the political spec-
trum.

The path to re-election
means continuing policies that
play to core Conservative sup-
porters. Balance the budget by
2015 to trigger the promised
billions in tax relief. And, in
the meantime, appropriate
chunks of the NDP and Liberal
consumer protection plat-
forms.

But this strategy is not with-
out challenges:

■ First, the Senate expense
scandal has gone on for
months. 

It’s a gift to the Opposition
that keeps on giving. Canadi-
ans of every political stripe are
disgusted with the entitlement
behaviour of Senators like
Mike Duffy, Pamela Wallin and
Patrick Brazeau — all, Harper
appointees.

RCMP investigations con-
tinue. There is the distinct
possibility of fraud and breach
of trust charges being laid in
the months ahead. Those
charged will be angry and
vocal. The ensuing court trials
could capture headlines for
years.

Current and former staff
members in Harper’s own
office have been interviewed
by the RCMP. Several have
acknowledged being aware of
the $90,000 Wright-Duffy
financial arrangement before

it went public. This, combined
with latest self-defence allega-
tions from Duffy and Wallin,
makes it increasingly difficult
to believe the prime minister
was not aware of what was
going on.

Regardless of what Senate
reform strategy Harper advo-
cates in the run-up to the next
election — reform or vanish —
the Senate itself will be a con-
tinuing reminder of his monu-
mental lapse in judgement
and transparency.

Former Liberal prime minis-
ter Paul Martin suffered a sim-
ilar embarrassment in the
wake of the sponsorship scan-
dal. It was a major factor in his
2006 election loss to Harper.

■ Second, Harper has to
deliver on his first priority —
jobs and the economy. 

That depends in large meas-
ure on improvement in the
global economy. But most
forecasts call for slow growth
from now through 2015.

The Conservatives have
already given corporations
extensive tax cuts, made a con-
certed effort to open up new

markets and run up a record
debt of $676 billion in pursuit
of growth. Despite these
efforts, Finance Minister Fla-
herty has missed his growth
forecasts for each of the last
five years.

They continue to bet on
three main factors for job cre-
ation: exploiting our petro-
leum resources, broadening
trade with Europe and emerg-
ing markets, and jobs training
in concert with the provinces.
They all face major road-
blocks.

Getting more heavy crude to
markets in the United States
and Asia means new pipelines
across Canada and into the
U.S. Safety and environmental
impact concerns are mount-
ing.

Strengthening trade ties
takes time. Harper’s much
touted Canada-EU trade
agreement took four years to
negotiate. It won’t be imple-
mented for another two.
Meanwhile, 75% of our exports
still go to the U.S. Our eco-
nomic future and Harper’s re-
election hopes rest to a large
degree on President Barack

Obama’s ability to re-energize
the U.S. economy.

The $900-million Canada
Job Grant plan was announced
in the March budget, without
consultation with the
provinces and business. They
want major changes. The cur-
rent wrangling is stalling this
critical component of eco-
nomic recovery.

■ Finally, the Conservatives
have won three elections in a
row with less than 40% of the
popular vote. 

Why? Because each time
they have faced a deeply
divided opposition.

Ever since Harper united the
political right in 2006, the
Conservatives have enjoyed
the support of roughly one-
third of the electorate. The
other four left-leaning parties
(Liberal, NDP, Green and Bloc
Quebecois) have had to fight
each other for the remaining
voters.

For awhile this summer, it
looked like Justin Trudeau’s
personal popularity might
keep the Liberals permanently
suspended in first place. But

the latest Ipsos Reid poll puts
the Conservatives back on top
with 32% support — this,
despite suffering a season of
deep discontent. The Liberals
have fallen to second at 31%,
and the NDP trail at 26%.

These standings are more
representative of the current
fundamentals of federal poli-
tics. For most of the last seven
years, the united-right has led
each of the divided-left parties.
It doesn’t seem likely now. 

None of the newly minted
opposition leaders will even
acknowledge the possibility.
But if the lead-up polls to the
2015 election show a likely
Conservative win, the opposi-
tion parties may finally see the
need to take some form of col-
lective action. This would con-
stitute a major threat to con-
tinued Conservative rule.
Meanwhile, their mantra is
steady as she goes.
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