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His own worst enemy
T 

he future of Ontario poli-
tics has been difficult to 

predict for some time.
The latest aggregation of poll 

results by ThreeHundredEight.
com shows the Liberals and 
Progressive Conservatives neck 
and neck with 33% each and the 
NDP at 26%.

On the surface the Wynne 
government should be defeated 
in an expected spring election. 
The Liberals have been in power 
for nearly a decade. They are 
tired, plagued by scandal and 
desperately trying to find a way 
forward that resonates with a 
skeptical electorate.

But drilling deeper into poll-
ing data sheds light on why the 
PCs are having difficulty getting 
ahead, and staying ahead, of the 
lacklustre Liberals.

Part of the reason lies with the 
performance of PC Leader Tim 
Hudak. Even when recent polls 
show the Tories surging ahead, 
he continues to lag behind the 
other two party heads in per-
sonal popularity.

Only a quarter of the elector-
ate approve of Hudak. Half 
disapprove of him. It’s been that 
way for most of his five years 
as opposition leader. He’s been 
unable to win over these hard-
ened hearts and minds.

Kathleen Wynne, despite 
the latest attempts to link her 
directly to the gas plant scan-
dal, continues to enjoy a 34% 
approval rating. NDP Leader 
Andrea Horwath is the most 
popular with 40% personal 
approval. Both Wynne and 
Horwath are helping their par-
ty’s standings; Hudak continues 
to drag his down.

Hudak always seems more 
comfortable playing wedge 
politics than he does presenting 

an appealing picture of where 
he wants to take Ontario. His 
current approach to the gas 
plant cover-up claims is a good 
example.

Instead of looking premier-
like and being measured in his 
criticism, Hudak opted for his 
all too familiar role: outraged 
opposition leader. Despite no 
e-mail deletion allegations 
against Wynne by the police, 
the PC leader accused her of 
being involved in criminal 
activity. “Now we know that 
since this happened during her 
time in the premier’s office, she 
oversaw and possibly ordered 
the destruction of documents 
during the cover-up,” said 
Hudak.

Even after a direct denial 
from Wynne, a threatened 
defamation lawsuit and no 
police allegations to support 
Hudak’s attack, he persisted in 
his desperate attempt to lessen 
Wynne’s personal appeal. 
Once again, Hudak’s search 
for scandal served to shift the 
focus away from the Liberals’ 
shortcomings and onto his own 
credibility and judgment.

He leaves voters wondering 
what they would get with him 
as premier: a tough, unlikable 
fiscal reformer or Hudak-lite?

Hudak’s handlers are acutely 
aware that his default position is 
to seek out and exploit divisive 
issues, often at the expense of 
demonstrating why he should 

lead the province. This tendency 
helped the PCs lose the last 
election.

Hudak spent most of his 
early years as opposition leader 
chasing scandals. It kept him 
in the headlines, but it did little 
to distinguish him from Dalton 
McGuinty when it came to social 
and economic policy.

In the lead-up to the last 
election, voters waited for an 
alternative vision from Hudak. It 
never came. His campaign was 
characterized by divisiveness 

and fear-mongering.
He focused on the eHealth 

debacle and railed against tax 
breaks for first-time employers 
of new Canadians, whom Hudak 
called “foreign workers”. He 
came across as the king of the 
low road instead of an attrac-
tive leader of a progressive new 
government. It was his election 
to lose, and he lost it.

At his leadership review, 
Hudak apologized and promised 
to come forward with “a bold, 
positive conservative alterna-

tive.” He has delivered on that 
promise, but again, in a way 
that alienates many centre-right 
conservatives.

More public sector confronta-
tion and wage freezes. Dramatic 
reductions in government jobs 
and programs to eliminate the 
deficit ahead of the other par-
ties. Controlling energy prices by 
selling off portions of Hydro One 
and Ontario Power Generation. 
Privatizing the LCBO, TVOntario 
and the Ontario Lottery and 
Gaming Corp. Gutting the Green 

Energy Act.
Hudak has a long history 

of flip-flopping on key policy 
positions, including opposing 
the HST, removing the health 
tax and eliminating the Ontario 
Human Rights Commission.

More recently it was his 
widely touted “right to work” 
plan. For the last two years 
Hudak has argued that the 
long-standing Rand formula 
(requiring all employees in a 
unionized workplace to pay 
dues) was a serious obstacle to 
economic growth. His position 
was seen by many as a question-
able attack on organized labour. 
Under pressure from his own 
party he dropped the idea. But 
the suspicion lingers that once 
in power his anti-union leanings 
will return in another form.

Opposition parties are 
expected to do well in byelec-
tions. It’s a chance for voters 
to chastise governments and 
assess opposition leaders and 
their ideas.

Hudak’s far-right platform 
and abrasive leadership style 
have won him only two byelec-
tion out of the 10 held since the 
last general election. He’s been a 
master of lost opportunity.

If a leader isn’t liked, at least 
he or she has to be respected. 
Hudak is struggling on both 
counts. To win Ontario, he has to 
rein in his scandal-prone hyper-
bole and continue to trim the 
extreme edges off his platform.

Most important, he has to 
give voters a more compelling 
and friendlier vision of a better 
Ontario. That’s job one for any 
future premier.
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