
T 
here were low expec-
tations for Liberal 

Leader Justin Trudeau 
going into the first televised 
leaders’ debate of this 
federal election last week. 
Some observers are saying 
his competent performance 

will hoist the Liberals back 
into the lead. Maybe.

Trudeau is 
burdened 

with some weaknesses 
that will weigh heavily on 
him in the heat of this long 
election.

You would think the 
Liberals would have learned 
by now. You cannot sit back 
and let the Conservatives 
define your leader using 
attack ads and expect to 
win an election (Stephan 
Dion was “not worth the 
risk”; Michael Ignatieff 
was “just visiting”).

Ever since the last 
election, Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper’s goal 
has been to undermine 
the centralist Liberals 
so this election would 
be seen as a fight 
between the free-
market Conservatives 
and the socialist NDP 

hordes. The early 
polls show Harper’s 
on his way to realiz-
ing this scenario.

The latest anti-
Trudeau ads are 
carefully crafted. 
Reviewing his 

resume, a group of 
ordinary Canadians 

acknowledge 
Trudeau’s good looks, 

and then question his 
experience. Instead of slam-
ming him, they say, “he has 
some growing up to do” 
and one ends with, “I’m not 
saying no forever, but not 

now.”
They focus on believable 

flaws — the basic criteria 
for successful attack ads. 
Falling Liberal polling num-
bers seem to confirm their 
effectiveness. And, once 
again, the Liberals’ response 
has been too little, too late.

In his concluding debate 
remarks, Trudeau tried 
and failed to shake the “not 
ready” label with a woolly 
explanation of why he wants 
to be prime minister.

One of Trudeau’s appar-
ent strengths is his com-
mitment to doing politics 
differently. Emphasis on 
policy. No personal attacks. 
But when dealing with take-
no-prisoners opponents like 
Harper and NDP Leader 
Thomas Mulcair, this is like 
bringing a knife to a gun 
fight.

There is an underlying 
political naivete to the way 
Trudeau is campaigning. 
Politics is a blood sport. No 
amount of positive, opti-
mistic, nice-guy messaging 
will make up for a perceived 
lack of toughness and inner 
strength. Harper, the widely 
disliked, three-time winner, 
has proven that point again 
and again.

Trudeau has had a ten-
dency to say dumb things at 
critical times. This has been 
remedied recently by more 
scripting and fewer off-the-
cuff remarks. As a result, 
his statements and his 
delivery on TV and in radio 
ads can lack in passion and 
spontaneity. 

And that has discon-
nected him from the voters 
he resonated with after his 

leadership win. It’s chok-
ing his natural charm. And 
his attempt to compensate 
with hyper-aggressive, talk-
over exchanges during the 
debate didn’t help.

For more than a year 
Trudeau was accused of 
having no unique poli-
cies except for his stance 
on legalizing marijuana. 
Inside of a week earlier this 
summer, he dumped a host 
of platform positions on 
the table: a new relation-
ship with First Nations, 
help for the middle class, 
environmental stewardship, 
electoral reform and better 
Canada-U.S. relations.

These are all complex 
issues and they need to be 
carefully and convincingly 
marketed to Canadians. But 
after the announcements 
Trudeau went missing in 
action. Meanwhile, Harper 
doles out his platform 
promises one-a-week, gets 
wide media coverage and 
forces Trudeau to react. 

The economy is bound to 
be a top ballot issue on Oct. 
19. So far, the Liberal cure 
for our anemic economy 
revolves around helping the 
middle class and creating 
clean jobs. That’s part of 
the answer. But not nearly 
enough to pull the country 
out of recession.

Even with a more robust 
economic plan, Trudeau 
lacks the personal experi-
ence to be fiscally or mon-
etarily convincing. He’s 
never run a department of 
government or met a payroll 
in the private sector.

He can come across like 
a lecturing school teacher. 

When he does, it makes it 
hard to picture him pressing 
Canada’s case with presi-
dents and prime ministers 
at G8 or G20 world summit 
meetings.

Another factor that 
has knocked Trudeau off 
the leader board is the 
legitimacy the NDP vic-
tory in Alberta brought 
to the federal NDP party. 
Premier Rachel Notley’s 
winning policy platform 
isn’t extreme. Seeing this 
makes some voters feel safer 
about parking their anti-
Harper voting intention with 
Mulcair instead of Trudeau.

All this to suggest that 
Trudeau’s support may have 
been an inch deep and a 
mile wide.

Finally, Trudeau’s inner 
circle is made up of advis-
ers and handlers who are 
mostly in their 30s and 40s. 
Their age and life experi-
ence show in Trudeau’s gen-
erational change message 
and his appeal to younger 
voters. But where are the 
seasoned mentors helping 
Trudeau to develop the 
gravitas and mature political 
instincts the broader elec-
torate is looking for?

To his credit, the Liberal 
leader relishes a challenge. 
Moving from underdog back 
to the first choice of the 
electorate means addressing 
some of these weaknesses 
— and soon.
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