
A 
 few months ago I wrote that 
Prime Minister Stephen 

Harper should call an election in 
the last week of March. It was his 
best option, I said. 

My rationale? “A March election 
would allow Harper to pre-empt 
the criminal trials of 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 terrorism that would 
resonate with the Conservative 
base.” 

Harper decided not to go to the 
polls and instead try delivering on 
the last two strategies and some-
how manage the fallout from the 
unfolding trials of disgraced sena-
tors. It’s a risk that may backfire on 
the Conservatives.

First, the criminal trial of sus-
pended Senator Mike Duffy is 
shaping up to be one of the biggest 
media feeding frenzies in the lead-
up to the next election. He faces 
multiple charges 
of fraud and 
breach of 
trust as 
well as 
one of 
brib-

ery. The trial, scheduled for 41 days, 
will bring to the witness stand a 
“who’s who” of former and current 
PMO senior staffers, party bagmen 
and key Conservative senators.

Harper’s former chief of staff, 
Nigel Wright, who spent months 
trying to make the Duffy problem 
go away, will be required to “tell the 
whole truth and nothing but the 
truth” about the prime minister’s 
involvement.

In a Feb. 22, 2014, e-mail, Wright 
said he wanted to talk to Harper 
before he finalized Duffy’s $90,000 
repayment agreement. Less than 
an hour later, Wright sent another 
e-mail saying, “we are good to go 
from the PM.” 

“Good to go” for what? That’s 
the question Wright will have 

to answer on the stand, 
under oath. Wright has 

no reason to protect 
Harper, who first 
called his actions an 
“error’ and later a 

“deception.”
This lengthy, 

high drama 
is going to 

remind 
Canadians 

that it was Harper who appointed 
Duffy. He used Duffy extensively 
during the last election as a speaker 
at Conservative rallies across the 
country. The trial may not exoner-
ate Duffy, but he knows where the 
bodies are buried and he won’t be 
shy about identifying them. Eight 
weeks of that is only going reflect 
badly on Harper’s reputation and 
judgement.

Then there is the ongoing trial 
and further tribulations of Tory 
Senator Patrick Brazeau, another 
Harper appointee. He faces a long 
series of criminal charges. The 
current one relates to assault and 
sexual assault laid in connection 
with an incident in early 2013.

More recently Brazeau has been 
charged with impaired driving and 
breach of an undertaking not 
to carry a weapon. He 
is also charged with 
assault, cocaine 
possession and 
uttering threats 
following a fight 
with a man and 
women at a 
Gatineau home 
in April 2014.

In his role as 
a Conservative 
senator, he has 
also been charged 
with fraud 

and breach of trust in connection 
with his expenses. None of these 
charges have been proven in court.

The trials for the multiple 
charges against him will unfold 
throughout the months leading 
up to a fall election. Despite his 
lower profile and checkered past, 
his current assault trial is drawing 
headlines. And his fraud trial for 
Senate expenses is likely to play out 
closer to the election time. Brazeau, 
like Duffy, has no reason to protect 
his former puppet masters in the 
PMO or the prime minister.

Then there is suspended Tory 
Senator Pamela Wallin. Last 
November the RCMP alleged 
she committed fraud and breach 
of trust by submitting improper 
expense claims. She has since paid 

back $150,000 in questionable 
expenses.

But last week the 
RCMP revealed it 
has expanded its 

investigation into 
Wallin’s finan-
cial affairs. 
“I believe 
Senator Wallin 
travelled to 
Toronto to 

pursue per-
sonal and 

busi-

ness interests, and later represented 
to the Senate that these travels 
were parliamentary-related and 
she sought reimbursement for the 
expenses incurred . . . ,” says RCMP 
Cpl. Rudy Exantus in a document 
released in an Ottawa court last 
week.

Wallin claims “administrative 
error.” The RCMP is deepening its 
investigation. No charges have been 
laid, but the probe into Wallin’s 
Senate expense claims is making 
headlines.

Wallin was a senior figure in 
Harper’s Conservative team. She 
embraced Conservative partisan-
ship early and completely and gave 
the Senate a much needed cachet-
lift. But the PM didn’t hesitate to 
throw her under the bus along with 
Duffy and Brazeau. 

The Duffy and Brazeau trials will 
push the government off its pre-
election agenda and into damage 
control. They’ll give the opposition 
a chance to let some air out of 
Harper’s improving poll numbers 
and provide renewed fodder for 
question period and election road 
shows.

So far, the Conservatives’ 
strategy has been to distance 
themselves from this torrent of 
trials. If Duffy and Brazeau are 
found guilty, Harper will say he 
did the right thing. He cleaned 

house and expelled the bad 
apples, who have 

received the full 
force of the 
law. This may 
satisfy the 
Conservative 
core, but as 

these trials 
and 

investigations unfold, they will 
flood the media with revelations 
and conjecture during the critical 
pre-election months. Harper will 
pay a price. 

Maybe much of this will lose its 
novelty. The electorate’s eyes may 
glaze over at times. But the drip, 
drip, drip of scandal and wrongdo-
ing has the potential to swell the 
ranks of the 60% of the Canadian 
electorate who vote against the 
Conservatives, and want them 
gone. 

An early election could have 
avoided all this.
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BELOW: Senators Pamela Wallin, 
left, Mike Duffy, centre, and 
Patrick Brazeau.


