
n OPINION: He has a lot of baggage, but the Conservative leader can count on several advantages as the election campaign nears its end

How Harper could still win
S 

tephen Harper has the 
worst economic record 

in Canada’s postwar history 
in many ways, including job 
creation, personal income and 
business investment. He’s turned 
Canada into a right-wing, dirty-
oil petro-state with a shameful 
record on the environment. He’s 
pursued a draconian law-and-
order agenda despite declining 
crime rates. He’s bungled Senate 
reform and has constantly 
undermined the authority of 
Parliament.

So why does he still have 
an unnervingly good chance 
of forming the next gov-
ernment on Oct. 19?

First, Harper managed to unite 
the right side of the political spec-
trum in 2003 by merging the 
Canadian Alliance party with the 
Progressive Conservatives. It has 
allowed him to form two minori-
ties and a majority government 
with only 36 to 39 per cent of the 
popular vote. The divided left — 
the NDP and Liberals — regularly 
split the progressive vote, allow-
ing the Conservatives to elect 
members by small margins in 
many ridings across the country.

A recent Forum Research 
poll reflects this reality. It has 
the Tories leading with 32 per 
cent of support, compared 
to the NDP with 30 per cent 
and the Liberals behind at 28 
per cent. If you include Green 
Party and Bloc Quebecois sup-
port, it means 68 per cent of all 
those surveyed want Harper 
gone. Yet his 32-per-cent sup-
port means the Conservatives 
would win 133 seats, enough for 
another minority government.

Second, the Syrian refugee cri-
sis has dominated the media for 
days. Harper had been widely 

criticized for his response. Yet 
the same Forum poll found 38 
per cent of Canadians think 
Harper is doing the right thing 
with the refugees. The Conserva-
tive core has always had reser-
vations about large-scale immi-
gration. The deep “we need to 
take care of our own” senti-
ment won’t change by Oct. 19.

Third, there was no clear win-
ner in the recent leaders’ debate 
on the economy. And there 
was no mention of an endur-
ing recession. That’s because the 
June GDP figures showed the 
economy grew by 0.5 per cent 
despite earlier hand-wringing 
that Canada was in a recession. 

The GDP results for July 
will be out in early Octo-
ber and are expected to 
also show some growth.

That would give Harper two 
positive economic talking points 
that the electorate will under-
stand: his earlier-than-fore-
cast surplus and the return of 
modest economic growth.

It could make Liberal Leader 
Justin Trudeau’s plan for three 
years of deficits look like a pan-
icky overreaction. And despite 
the popularity of his plan, Tru-
deau rates last among the 
three leaders when it comes 
to voter confidence in his abil-
ity to manage the economy.

NDP Leader Tom Mulcair has 
higher voter support. But Can-
ada isn’t Alberta. And a large seg-

ment of the electorate, faced with 
a decision in the voting booth, 
will hesitate to put the social-
ist NDP in charge of the nation’s 
economic future for the first time.

Fourth, in Ontario, a key bat-
tleground in this election, the 
Forum poll has the Conserva-

tives with a considerable lead at 
37-per-cent support. The Liber-
als are at 31 per cent and the NDP 
trailing at 24 per cent. The high 
national NDP polling support is 
misleading since its major lead in 
Quebec is masking more modest 
support in other parts of Canada.

Fifth, this election sees 30 
new ridings added to the exist-
ing 308. Most are in parts of 
Ontario and Alberta. This redis-
tribution clearly favours the 
Conservatives, who would win 
22 of these new seats based on 
the results of the last vote.

Finally, money is the moth-
er’s milk of politics, and the 
Conservative’s cup runneth 
over. They have a campaign 
war chest that is the size of all 
the other parties combined. 

And the Conservatives are mas-
ters of the attack ad. Like them 
or not, attack ads work. Every 
political party has used them. 

They are not intended for 
everyone. They are usually 
aimed first at party support-
ers who can be energized by 
confrontational politics. They 
feed on fear, anger and igno-
rance and are meant to prompt 
party supporters to contrib-
ute money and get out to vote.

The Tory ads that have been 
most effective are those focused 
on believable weaknesses in 
opposition leaders: former Lib-
eral leader Michael Ignatieff 
was “just visiting”. Trudeau is 
“not ready.” Mulcair is a “career 
politician we can’t afford.” 

With many millions to spend 
over the next month, the Con-
servatives will carpet-bomb 
the airways with ads attack-
ing Trudeau and Mulcair. At 
the same time most of the elec-
torate will just be waking up 
to the reality of an election.

The informed voter will see 
these ads for what they are: 
dumbing down the real issues in 
favour of character assassination. 
But too many Canadians will con-
tinue to be influenced by simplis-
tic messages of fear and mistrust.

And it’s in that latter gene pool 
where Harper will be trolling for 
votes from now until Oct. 19.
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Conservative Leader Stephen Harper speaks to supporters at a campaign event in Windsor, Ont., last 
Sunday.


