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Will Harper give march-ing orders?
T 

his is the time of year for 
political predictions.

Stephen Harper says he has 
no plans to call an early election. 
Despite these assurances, I predict 
he will call an election for late 
March.

The last possible date for the 
next federal election is Oct. 19, 
2015. But the prime minister has 
the prerogative to call an election 
any time before then.

He will be criticized for taking 
Canadians to the polls early. But 
that criticism will soon dissipate 
as the battle for the electorate’s 
hearts and minds moves into full 
gear.

Next year is full of political 
pitfalls for the Conservatives. 
Facing the nation early has its 
advantages.

First, Justin Trudeau has been 
leading in the polls since he was 
elected leader of the Liberal Party 
nearly two years ago. The longer 
Harper waits, the longer Trudeau’s 
high-wire act leaves voters with 
the impression the Liberals are 
destined to win the next election. 
It can become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy.

The latest EKOS-iPolitics poll 
shows the Liberals with a four-
point lead over the Conservatives. 
This, despite the big bounce the 
Tories were expected to get from 
their handling of the fall security 
episodes.

Second, nearly two-thirds of 
Canadians support Harper’s air 
war against the barbaric ISIS. 
His approach was secretive and 
disrespectful of Parliament, but it 
prompted the Liberals and NDP to 
land on the wrong side of the issue 
by withholding support for force 
against ISIS.

Harper is committed to re-
assessing the air combat mission 
by February. This allows him 
time to judge how the war is 
progressing, whether other coali-

tion members are considering 
committing ground troops and 
how Canadians feel about the war. 
If broad public support remains, 
Harper could make a measured 
expansion of the war against ISIS a 
major March election issue.

There’s also the growing con-
cern about combating terrorism 
at home. So far, Harper has struck 
a reasonable balance between 
maintaining freedoms and height-
ening security. But as acts of inhu-
man terrorism mount around the 
globe, a stronger domestic anti-
terror stance could also be part of 
an early Tory platform.

Third, timing is everything in 
politics. Even popular initiatives 
can become stale quickly. The 
Conservatives’ $3-billion “family 
tax cut” package can only be 
announced so many times before 
voters start saying, “What have 
you done for me lately?” 

Despite the dramatic drop in oil 
prices and the impact on federal 
revenues, the Tories will still be 
able to boast about achieving their 
goal of a balanced budget early 
next year. But if oil prices don’t 
rebound and the economy stalls, 
Ottawa’s books won’t look so good 
by October.

An early February budget 
would allow the Conservatives 
to spell out how they will spend 
their dwindling surplus. Family 
income splitting and increases in 
the universal tax credit and the 
child care expense deductions 
would still be fresh in the minds 
of voters.  There’d still be room for 
increasing infrastructure spending 

and the limit for tax free savings 
accounts.

Couple all this with a height-
ened mandate to fight ISIS and 
domestic terror and Harper would 
have a credible early spring elec-
tion platform.

Fourth, money is the lifeblood 
of election campaigns. The 
Conservatives still lead in fundrais-
ing and in the size of their war chest. 
But the Liberals are using the Tories’ 
direct mail, online and social media 
techniques against them.

In 2014 the Liberals raised a 
record $10 million, almost double 
the previous year. They’ve regis-
tered more than 300,000 mem-
bers. The longer Harper waits, the 
stronger the Liberals get.

Finally, the three most persua-
sive reasons for calling an early 

election are Mike Duffy, Patrick 
Brazeau and Pamela Wallin. If the 
Conservatives wait for late spring, 
summer or Oct. 19 to call an elec-
tion, they will suffer greatly from 
the many trials and tribulations of 
Harper’s disgraced (and now sus-
pended) Conservative senators.

Brazeau faces a series of court 
appearances. He is slated to stand 
trial for sexual assault and assault 
in late March. In June he faces 
charges for fraud and breach of 
trust over his Senate expenses.

If Duffy’s health holds up, his 
49-day trial is scheduled to begin 
on April 7. He faces 31 criminal 
charges, ranging from fraud, 
breach of trust and bribery.

In his defence Duffy will lash 
out against the rogue’s gallery of 
senior aides, fundraisers, lawyers 

and senators who surrounded 
Harper and who Duffy maintains 
engineered his demise.

No one will be safe. The prime 
minister will likely be called as a 
witness to bolster Duffy’s attempt 
to bring down the former puppet 
masters. If Harper declines to 
appear, he will be criticized. If he 
takes the stand his “I wasn’t aware 
of what was going on” mantra 
could be undermined.

These trials will be front page 
news for months. They will be 
constant reminders of the poor 
judgment Harper exercised in 
appointing Brazeau and Duffy to 
the Red Chamber.

Then there is Wallin. Last 
November the RCMP alleged 
she committed fraud and breach 
of trust by submitting improper 

expense claims. She has since 
repaid the full amount. But there is 
still a chance she will be charged. 
If she does, her trial will be a fall 
media circus.

A March election would allow 
Harper to pre-empt the criminal 
trials of his embarrassing Senate 
appointees. He’d still have a surplus 
to spend on an array of election 
goodies, and propose an approach 
to the war on ISIS and domestic ter-
rorism that would resonate with his 
Conservative base.

Waiting until October will only 
feed the already strong “anybody 
but Harper” sentiment.
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