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Scrabbling for leftovers
D 

on’t be fooled by the cur-
rent polls that show the 

Trudeau Liberals with a comfort-
able lead over the Conservatives 
and the NDP. Neither of the 
divided-left parties will likely 
win over the united-right Tories 
in 2015 — unless they work 
together. And the chances of that 
seem slim.

Last year was a tough one 
for Harper & Co. The Senate 
scandal sucked all the oxygen 
out of Ottawa. It deflated the 
cabinet shuffle, the Tory policy 
convention, a consumer-friendly 
throne speech and the Canada-
European Union trade deal. It 
left a usually controlling Prime 
Minister Stephen Harper claim-
ing he knew almost nothing 
about the actions of those around 
him.

But after a year from hell, 
the Conservatives are polling 
second at just under 30%. They 
have been wounded but not 
vanquished. More than that, 
they have strengths that no other 
party possesses:

(bullet) When Harper united 
the Canadian Alliance and 
Progressive Conservative parties 
in 2004, he changed the funda-
mentals of federal politics. He 
locked up a solid base of right 
and centre-right voters. In the 
last three elections, the Tories 
commanded between 36% and 
40% of the popular vote. That was 
enough to form two minorities 
and a majority government. The 
merger has left the NDP, Liberals, 
Greens and the Bloc competing 
with each other for the remain-
ing 60%. Unless the Tories have 
a major meltdown, this electoral 
math makes it difficult for any 
one opposition party to rise 
above all the others and stay 
there long enough to break the 

Conservative grip.
(bullet) Harper is the only 

leader who can dictate the timing 
of the next election, providing it’s 
before October 2015. His ability 
to call an election when his par-
ty’s fortunes are on the ascension 
or around a winnable issue is an 
enormous advantage.

(bullet) Money is the life blood 
of politics. Despite a recent falloff 
in donations, the Conservatives 
are still in a position to outspend 
the opposition by nearly two to 
one. The phasing-out of the per-
vote public subsides for federal 
parties also favours the Tories. 
They have the biggest war chest 
and most advanced fundraising 
machine.

(bullet) Thirty new seats 
will be added to the House of 
Commons for the next election. 
Most of them are in suburban 
Ontario and Alberta: traditional 
Tory terrain where they already 
enjoy high levels of support.

(bullet) The Conservatives are 
on track to balance the operating 
budget by 2015. This will allow 
them to deliver on their promises 
to lower personal income taxes, 
extend income splitting and 
increase tax-free savings limits. 
Combined with their new con-
sumer initiatives, this adds up to 
a formidable election platform.

These Tory strengths should 
make the divided left think about 
the possibility of electoral co-
operation. At the very least they 
should begin to quietly explore 
the options already on the table.

But both Liberal Leader Justin 
Trudeau and the NDP’s Thomas 
Mulcair have come out against 
any activity on that front. They 
are both blinded by the pursuit 
of a weakened government. They 
believe their personal leadership 
and still-to-come party policies 
will trump the inherent advan-
tages of the united right.

Still, all the opposition parties 
have advocates with creative 
ideas about how to co-operate to 
defeat the Harper Conservatives.

NDP leadership candidate 
MP Nathan Cullen proposed 
joint primary nominations in 
Conservative-held ridings. These 
would determine the best possi-
ble local candidate to run against 

the incumbent Tory to avoid 
vote-splitting among “progres-
sives”. Cullen came in a strong 
third to Mulcair and is currently 
the NDP house leader.

Liberal MP Joyce Murray, who 
came second to Justin Trudeau in 
the Liberal leadership race, also 
called for one-time co-operation 
with the opposition. “Canada 

is too important to let Stephen 
Harper win another majority due 
to vote-splitting . . . we should 
empower local riding associa-
tions to co-operate with each 
other,” she said.

Green Party Leader Elizabeth 
May wrote to Liberal and NDP 
MPs at this time last year, urging 
the parties to begin talks leading 
to electoral co-operation in 2015. 
The silence that followed was 
deafening.

None of these leading par-
liamentarians is proposing 
dramatic action. They’re not 
suggesting the opposition par-
ties merge, or form a coalition, 
or present a common policy 
compact. All they are calling for 
is one-time co-operation at the 
riding level.

When the Conservatives have 
their backs to the wall, they 
sharpen their game and get even 
more aggressive. Harper mishan-
dled the Senate fiasco, but he’s a 
politically astute prime minister 
holding a strong hand and could 
easily lead his party back to pre-
2013 support levels.

It’s time leaders on the left 
stopped seeing any effort to 
explore electoral co-operation as 
a sign of weakness. It’s a strategy 
that will likely be needed in 2015 
and it can’t be cobbled together 
at the last moment.

But the delusions of power that 
reside with Trudeau and Mulcair 
are deeply ingrained: the NDP’s 
heady Official Opposition status, 
the Liberals’ “natural governing 
party” illusion.

Let’s hope these mindsets 
don’t persevere until it’s too late 
to co-operate.

— r. michael Warren is a former 
corporate director, ontario deputy 

minister, TTC chief general manager 
and Canada Post CEo. r.michael.

warren@gmail.com
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