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Liberal Leader Michael Ignatieff Faces Major Challenge to his Leadership

Liberal party leader for less than a year since the December 2008 decision by the Liberal caucus 
and senior Liberal officials to install him in place of the politically floundering Stéphane Dion (or Liberal 
MP Bob Rae), Michael Ignatieff’s leadership is increasingly being called into question.  Some Liberals 
are reportedly already contemplating the post-Ignatieff era for the party.  Like former Leader Dion, it is 
generally assumed that Ignatieff, 62, will fight at least one election campaign.  Some suggest he may get a 
second election given the state of the Liberal party following the last two federal elections.  However, if 
Ignatieff’s leadership falters, this would be the third failed leader for the Liberals since the departure of 
Liberal Leader Jean Chrétien in late 2003, a boon to the Harper Conservatives and the other parties.  Nor 
is there an obvious replacement for Ignatieff.  One political pundit suggests that the Liberals desperately 
need a strong leader in place of Ignatieff, Bob Rae and former New Brunswick Premier and Canadian 
Ambassador to the US Frank McKenna, but cannot come up with any names.  This suggests that the 
Liberals will have to look beyond some of the recent or suggested leadership contenders.

Several recent polls tend to point to the same conclusion: that the Liberals are trailing the 
Conservatives by around six or seven points nationally, 36%-37% to 30%.  A recent Ekos poll and press 
release indicates that the "significant advantage that Stephen Harper's Conservatives now have in public 
opinion may actually understate their potential strength in an election." What is also troubling for the 
Liberals is that while other national party leaders such as Conservative Leader Stephen Harper and New 
Democratic Party (NDP) Leader Jack Layton tend to poll around or near the same level as their parties’ 
national standings on leadership questions such as who would make the best Prime Minister, Ignatieff is 
much less popular than the Liberal brand.  This suggests that he may be a drag on the Liberal party as was 
the case with former Liberal Leader Dion.  As to which leader the public finds most trustworthy, Ignatieff 
is at a troubling 14% according to a recent Léger Marketing poll.  This suggests that it may be very 
difficult for Ignatieff to recover politically and to put his leadership on firmer foundations.  Seat 
projections based on recent polling suggest that if an election were held at this time, the Ignatieff-led 
Liberal party might win perhaps 95-97 House of Commons seats, an improvement of about 20 seats over 
what the Liberals won in 2008 (77 seats), but still possibly short of even Paul Martin’s performance in the 
2006 federal election – 103 seats – following which Stephen Harper formed a minority government.  

The recent Liberal infighting over the Liberal nomination in the Montreal riding of Outremont, 
once one of the safest Liberal ridings in the country but held by NDP MP Thomas Mulcair since a 2007 
by-election, suggests to some a repeat of the Dion era for the Liberal party.  Ignatieff was accused of 
going back-and-forth as to whether former Liberal MP and Justice Minister Martin Cauchon or Quebec 
businesswoman Nathalie Le Prohon – who was under consideration to be named the designated candidate 
for Outremont by the party leader without a open nomination contest – would contest the riding for the 
Liberals.  Ignatieff first apparently indicated that Le Prohon would be acclaimed as the Liberal candidate 
before caving in to pressure, including from Liberal MP Bob Rae, to allow Cauchon to run in Outremont.  
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By September 25, the Liberal party had announced that Le Prohon would contest the Jeanne-Le Ber riding 
in the next election presently held by the Bloc Québécois (there are now reports suggesting that Le Prohon 
is reconsidering her decision to run for the Liberals altogether).  

But the decision to allow Cauchon to run in Outremont prompted Liberal MP Denis Coderre to 
break with his leader with Coderre holding a press conference on September 28 to announce his 
resignation as Ignatieff’s “Quebec lieutenant,” suggesting that Ignatieff’s entourage was dominated by an 
inner circle from Toronto – implying that they were out of touch with Quebec – and that he had lost the 
“moral authority” to continue as Ignatieff’s Quebec lieutenant.  In Canadian politics, a Quebec lieutenant 
is a politician, from Quebec, usually a francophone and most often a Member of Parliament or at least a 
current or former candidate for Parliament, who is selected by a senior politician such as the Prime 
Minister or the leader of a federal party, as his or her main adviser and/or spokesperson on issues specific 
to Quebec. This is particularly the case when the leader is an anglophone, though several francophone 
leaders have also had Quebec lieutenants. This is usually a well-known but often an unofficial 
assignment. The position has no official legal status but rather is an internal party position.  Ignatieff will 
apparently not name a replacement for the time being.

The events involving Coderre, Ignatieff and the Outremont riding overshadowed the same-day 
introduction of the Liberals’ non-confidence motion in the House of Commons against the governing 
Conservatives set to come for a vote on Thursday, October 1, which is less suspenseful given that the 
NDP has already announced that it will not support the Liberal non-confidence motion: “That this House 
has lost confidence in the government.”  The timing could not have been worse with the image of the 
Liberal party in disarray contrasting with the non-confidence motion.  Other Quebec Liberal organizers 
have resigned with Coderre reportedly including the party’s chief Quebec organizer, Pierre Lajeunesse, 
the president of the candidate approval committee, Éric Simard, fund-raiser Jean Rizzuto and a cousin of 
Coderre, Jean-François Coderre.

Former senior Liberal adviser David Herle suggested in a September 28 CBC television interview 
that while Ignatieff’s leadership is safe for the time being, his major appeal to the Liberal party since his 
return to Canada in 2005 was the perception among Liberals that he could increase support for the party 
in Quebec.  While some Liberals suggest that Denis Coderre does not have a reputation as a team player, 
the episode involving Coderre has the potential to harm Ignatieff’s reputation as a leader who is on the 
rise in Quebec.  Much of the current Liberal support in Quebec comes from anglophone and allophone 
(immigrants whose first language is neither English nor French) voters in and around the West Island of 
Montreal, but the Bloc remains the party of choice for many francophones, making it that much more 
difficult for either of the two major parties, Conservative or Liberal, to form a majority government.

The Liberal party has languished in Quebec for some time, but particularly since the effects of the 
“Sponsorship scandal” involving the Quebec wing of the Liberal party, which was played up by former 
Liberal Leader Paul Martin in 2004-05 thereby destabilizing his own government and contributing to his 
2006 defeat.  A further problem for the Liberals is that the divisions within the party dating from the long-
running Jean Chrétien-Paul Martin leadership feud still persist at some level, and this continues to play a 
role in internal party politics.  Herle, a former adviser to Liberal Leader Paul Martin supports the 
argument of Martin-appointed Senator Dennis Dawson that the historical Quebec Lieutenant position 
within the Liberal party should be split into two separate offices as it was under Pierre Trudeau with a 
Quebec Lieutenant plotting strategy and a chief organizer doing more hands-on political work and 
fundraising.  Herle suggests when the two were combined as they were in the person of former Chrétien 
minister Alfonso Gagliano during the 1990s, the party got into trouble.  The Chrétienites respond that 
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their backs were against the wall with the country at stake in the 1995 Quebec sovereignty (independence) 
referendum and that Gagliano, although a controversial figure, played a key role in mobilizing the 
federalist vote in Quebec, helping to secure a federalist win by the narrowest of margins.    

Beyond Quebec, Ignatieff, although an Ontario MP himself, does not appear to be faring well in 
Ontario with the Liberal party appearing weak in significant areas of the province outside of its traditional 
bastions of Toronto, urban London and urban Ottawa.  This factor, combined with recent Liberal 
problems in Quebec, points to ongoing difficulties for Ignatieff and the Liberal party.  Already some 
rumblings are reportedly been heard from some Ontario Liberals over Ignatieff’s leadership.  Much of 
western Canada remains a political write-off for the Liberals, with the Conservative party making gains in 
non-traditional areas for the party in the 2008 federal election around Toronto and Vancouver, increasing 
its share of the immigrant vote in the suburbs, making gains in parts of Atlantic Canada such as New 
Brunswick, where Harper chose on September 28 to present his government’s latest economic “report 
card,” and in northern Canada.  Ignatieff’s press coverage is generally terrible, even in the traditionally 
Liberal-friendly newspaper, The Toronto Star.  However, some commentators suggest that the problems 
facing the Liberal party are cumulative and longstanding and will take some time to correct beyond the 
issue of the current leadership.  Ignatieff will not face a formal party leadership review until after the next 
election.  

Under new National Director Rocco Rossi, the Liberal party has made some progress this year 
boosting fundraising and membership sales, made necessary by the sweeping changes to political 
financing introduced since 2003 (the former Chrétien government’s political financing legislation 
restricting corporate and union donations and creating a greater public financing regime based on a per-
vote subsidy) and 2006 (the Conservatives’ Federal Accountability Act – FAA banning corporate and 
union contributions outright). One volunteer treasurer for a local Conservative riding association in 
Ottawa suggests that new campaign finance rules are too onerous for the local party apparatus, much of 
which is run with volunteers, and that local riding association treasurers can potentially go to jail for 
breaking rules with which they are not always fully aware.

The Situation Facing Conservative Leader Stephen Harper

While Conservative Leader Stephen Harper’s situation is immeasurably better than that of Liberal 
Leader Michael Ignatieff, whose very leadership could be at stake, Harper cannot quite close the deal to 
capture a majority government.  The Harper minority government experience represents something of an 
anomaly.  Minority governments in Canada historically are of short-term duration with a few exceptions 
such as the minority governments of Lester Pearson in the 1960s.  While having a very distinguished 
career on the world stage, Pearson was not considered a great domestic politician and could never win a 
majority government against former Progressive Conservative (PC) Prime Minister John Diefenbaker. 
Outside of the Pearson case, minority governments tend to either go up, as was the case with Diefenbaker 
in 1957-58 or out like former PC Prime Minister Joe Clark in 1979-80.  By contrast, Harper appears to 
have a near-permanent minority government.  Some commentators suggest that Harper will likely try to 
hang on to power as long as he can and will be encouraged to stay on by the leadership challenges the 
Liberal party faces.

Harper’s chronic minority status is often attributed to Harper’s style of governance and to fears on 
the part of some voters of what a Harper majority government might do, sometimes referred to as the 
“hidden agenda.”  The term “hidden agenda” is not fully defined and has a rather subjective meaning and 
is indeed a moving target.  The Liberals charge, for instance, that the Conservative government is failing 
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to protect the rights of some Canadian citizens abroad, most recently a Canadian woman of Somali origin, 
Suaad Hagi Mohamud, who was challenged over her identity by Kenyan authorities and reportedly did 
not receive the full support of the local Canadian High Commission.  She is currently suing the Canadian 
government.  There are other such cases of Canadians imprisoned abroad including Omar Khadr and 
Abousfian Abdelrazik, although the Conservatives argue that the Liberals while in government also faced 
similar charges and that for example the Chrétien and Martin governments did not press American 
authorities for the return to Canada of Omar Khadr, imprisoned at Guantanamo Bay for allegedly killing a 
US serviceman in Afghanistan in 2002.

While Harper is generally seen as being in a much stronger position than Liberal Leader Ignatieff, 
one attribute both leaders share is a heavy reliance on English-speaking advisers.  There are reportedly no 
French-speaking advisers in Harper’s inner circle, while Ignatieff’s coterie of advisers draws heavily from 
Toronto including his chief of staff Ian Davey, party president Alfred Apps, campaign manager Senator 
David Smith, Liberal party National Director Rocco Rossi and others.  This makes it more difficult for 
either of the two major parties to make major gains in Francophone Quebec against a well-entrenched 
Bloc, which shows no sign of disappearing and is currently the most successful of the Quebec 
sovereignist parties although sovereignty is not a leading political issue in Quebec at this time.

The Conservatives reportedly have no new strategy to build support in Quebec and this factor will 
likely make it that much harder for the party to capture a majority government in the next federal election.  
In the last federal election campaign, the Harper Conservatives hoped to draw Quebec support from a 
right-leaning Quebec provincial party, the Action démocratique du Québec (ADQ), but which failed to 
materialize.  Harper’s policies towards young offenders and proposed cuts to some federal cultural 
programs did not play well in Quebec.  The ADQ was later almost eliminated as a major political force in 
the province in the 2008 Quebec provincial election.  

The Conservatives continue to face political challenges in Quebec including the government’s 
plan promoted by Finance Minister Jim Flaherty to create a single national securities regulator, which 
some Quebeckers fear would diminish the securities industry in Montreal while Toronto would 
presumably gain.  A government bill reportedly in the works that would increase the numbers of House of 
Commons seats from the provinces of Alberta, Ontario and British Columbia has also caused some 
consternation in Quebec, although the bill reflects Canada’s changing demographics with the House of 
Commons based on the principle of representation by population.  Quebec is guaranteed a minimum of 75 
Commons seats, but Quebec’s share of the total would decrease proportionately as the Commons 
increases from its current 308 seats to 342 seats under the terms of the reported bill.

No Fall Election?

Liberal Leader Ignatieff’s decision announced at the beginning of this month to vote against the 
Harper Conservatives on confidence votes in the House of Commons initially fed speculation that a 
federal election could be imminent following the Commons’ return on September 14.  Speculation of a 
possible fall federal election was dampened when NDP Leader Layton indicated that his party would 
sustain the Conservatives for as long as it took to secure the passage of the government’s new 
Employment Insurance (EI) bill, which the government claims will provide extended EI benefits for 
190,000 longer-term unemployed, a number of which are laid-off auto workers.  The NDP is considered 
reluctant to want an election at this time is because the party is reportedly short on funds and also down in 
the polls.  An election at this time would likely see the NDP lose some of its MPs to the Liberals and 
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possibly Conservatives, as well as lose votes compared to the 2008 election, with each vote in a federal 
election worth C$1.95 for each party going forward (the amount is indexed to inflation).

While a minority government can fall at any time, several factors suggest that an election is likely 
not around the corner.  First is the reluctance of the NDP to want an election at this time.  (If the NDP 
resumes voting against the Harper minority government on confidence votes, the situation would 
materially change.)  Significantly, the last federal election only took place less than a year ago on October 
14, 2008.  The average duration of a minority government is about 18 months but they can last 
considerably longer as was the case with the first Harper minority government, which lasted from 
February 2006 to September 2008.  Polling suggests that Canadians are becoming more aware of the cost 
of an election – estimated at C$300 million – with voters potentially set to punish whichever party was 
identified as leading the drive for an unwanted election (recently considered the Liberals). 

Given that a federal election campaign lasts a minimum of 36 days, the time horizon for a fall 
election is closing, with winter elections considered more difficult in a northern country such as Canada 
but not unprecedented as was the case with the January 23, 2006 federal election triggered by the defeat 
of the Paul Martin Liberal minority government in November 2005.  However, pollsters suggest that 
Canadians do not appear to be in a mood to throw the Harper Conservatives out of office, arguably 
making an imminent federal election less likely from the standpoint of the opposition parties, which have 
less to gain.  Minority governments often fall when one of the major parties believes that it can form 
government or win a majority, but a majority government is far from a sure bet for Conservative Leader 
Harper and has so far remained elusive but cannot be ruled out altogether.

Partisan Political Battle Over Stimulus Spending

A battle between the Conservative and Liberal parties continues over federal stimulus spending, 
with the Liberal party criticizing the government over the timeliness of the measures, the extent to which 
projects have been undertaken, and charging that the government infrastructure and other spending 
favours government-held ridings.  A Conservative candidate in Markham, Ontario got himself and the 
Conservative party into political hot water this month when he appeared on You-tube video saying that a 
particular project did not receive federal government funding because Markham was an opposition-held 
riding.  The candidate has since lost the Conservative nomination in Markham it would appear for 
essentially being too candid.

Canada and Climate Change

Both major parties are in search of credibility on this issue. The Conservative Harper government 
is accused of not showing leadership on climate change and waiting for the US to act.  The Conservatives 
respond that North America is an integrated marketplace and that therefore the scope for Canada to act 
independently of the US is rather limited.  Much of the Conservative emissions reduction plan is 
apparently related to carbon capture and storage projects.  While the former Liberal government of Jean 
Chrétien signed and ratified the Kyoto Accord, Canada’s annual greenhouse gas emissions continued to 
climb.  The Harper Conservative government has not abrogated the Kyoto Accord, but has repeatedly 
indicated that Canada cannot reach its targets under Kyoto.  Liberal Leader Ignatieff is considered more 
politically friendly to the Alberta oil sands than previous Liberal Leader Dion.
Foreign Affairs Developments
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Prime Minister Harper met with US President Obama in Washington and congressional leaders on 
September 16 and 17 underlining the importance of the Canada-US bilateral relationship.  An immediate 
challenge for Canada is the “Buy American” provisions of the US stimulus package.  Canada is more 
vulnerable on this issue because when it was negotiating the original Canada-US Free Trade Agreement 
(FTA) followed by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), it chose not to include 
provincial and municipal procurement in the negotiations.  It therefore has to negotiate a separate 
agreement with the US dealing with sub-national procurement, although the provinces are reportedly on 
side given the importance of the US market; a Canada-US reciprocal deal is reportedly close.  The 
thickening of the Canada-US border remains a longer-term challenge, which was underlined this month 
by news that US terror suspect Najibullah Zazi, who reportedly has family in Mississauga, Ontario, made 
several visits to Canada.

Harper came in for some criticism for skipping this year’s United Nations (UN) General Assembly 
in New York instead traveling to Oakville, Ontario to tour a Tim Horton’s’ "innovation centre."  Some 
critics charge that Canada under the Conservatives is increasingly becoming invisible on the world stage.  
Liberal Leader Ignatieff gave a foreign policy speech on September 14 in which he suggested that Harper 
had abandoned Canada’s traditional diplomacy of multilateralism focused on the UN and that he was 
ignoring some regions such as Africa.  Later in the month on September 24, the Harper government 
announced a new initiative to temporarily make available USD$2.6 billion [C$2.8 billion] to the African 
Development Bank (AfDB) to allow the AfDB to increase lending by 75 percent compared to its original 
planned lending for 2010, according to the government.  Much Conservative government policy is 
considered responsive and reactive.  The growing role of the G20 is widely seen in Canada as more 
accurately reflecting global economic rankings than the G8 whose membership reflects an earlier era.

More evidence is emerging of the Harper government’s policy towards China with Conservative 
politicians unwilling to meet with the Dalai Lama on his current visit to Canada.  This contrasts with a 
successful June 22, 2006 Conservative motion to grant the Dalai Lama honourary Canadian citizenship, 
with Harper later meeting with the Dalai Lama in October 2007 in his official capacity as Prime Minister.  
Commentators suggest, however, that after some hesitation, the Harper government has essentially 
adopted the previous Liberal government’s policy of engagement with China with numerous Conservative 
ministerial visits to China this year and with Harper himself also set to visit shortly.  While the Harper 
Conservatives pushed human rights with China and were critical of China’s record for their first two years 
in government, they have since adopted a more pragmatic policy towards China apparently based on trade 
and political considerations.

The Federal Fiscal Situation

Federal Finance Minister Jim Flaherty announced this month that the federal deficit for the current 
fiscal year ending March 31, 2010 would hit almost C$56 billion with federal deficits now forecast to 
persist until 2015, revised upwards from 2013.  Given the reluctance of the two major parties to talk about 
raising taxes and/or cut spending, some commentators have expressed concern about how to get out of 
relatively large deficits going forward.  Some of this will happen automatically as temporary stimulus 
measures run their course and lapse.  

Until very recently, the pronouncements and forecasts of Finance Minister Flaherty have been at 
some variance with those of the Parliamentary Budget Officer, Kevin Page, whose forecasts have been 
considerably more pessimistic than the federal Finance Department, but also fairly accurate, particularly 
on the fiscal side.  Flaherty has had to regularly revise his economic and fiscal projections.  While there is 
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some evidence of a “mild” economic recovery, according to the Royal Bank of Canada, the fiscal position 
of Canadian governments continues to deteriorate due to lower receipts as well as the higher costs 
associated with built-in stabilizers such as EI.  The prolonged period of minority government in Canada 
since 2004 is considered expensive and could put off more difficult political decisions to rein in spending.  
The Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade (DFAIT) is now reportedly broke – no money 
– according to one official following further clawbacks of the DFAIT budget by the Treasury Board.  

Provincial Politics Developments

There has been some speculation that the introduction of harmonized sales tax (HST) regimes in 
the key provinces of Ontario and British Columbia could play a role in the next federal election.  The 
HST will come into effect on July 1, 2010 in both provinces.  The HST will shift some of the tax burden 
from business onto consumers as they begin paying levies on a broad range of goods and services that are 
now exempt.  This will raise the effective tax rate on consumption by 1.5-percentage points in each 
province, pointing to a major political challenge for Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty and BC Premier 
Gordon Campbell.  Media reports suggest that there was some divergence of opinion between federal 
Liberal Leader Ignatieff and Ontario Liberal Premier McGuinty over the HST with Ignatieff apparently 
now onside and endorsing the tax.

Party Standings in the House of Commons and the Senate 

The official party standings in the House of Commons following the 40th Canadian general 
election held on October 14, 2008 (Bold print indicates the standings at the dissolution of Parliament 
on September 7, 2008) (see below):  
 Conservative Party of Canada (CPC) - 143 MPs (Conservative minority government – Prime 

Minister Stephen Harper) (127); 
 Liberal Party of Canada – 77 MPs (Leader of the Opposition Michael Ignatieff) – (95);
 Bloc Québécois (Bloc or BQ) – 47 MPs (Leader Gilles Duceppe) (48); 
 New Democratic Party (NDP) - 36 MPs (Leader Jack Layton) (30); 
 Independents: 1 MP – André Arthur (Portneuf – Jacques-Cartier, Quebec) (4);
 Vacancies: 4 - Dawn Black (NDP — New Westminster—Coquitlam) resigned April 13, 2009, Bill 

Casey (Independent — Cumberland—Colchester—Musquodoboit Valley) resigned April 30, 
2009, Paul Crête (BQ — Montmagny—L'Islet—Kamouraska—Rivière-du-Loup) resigned May 
21, 2009, Serge Ménard (BQ — Hochelaga) resigned September 16, 2009 (4);

 Total: 308.
The party standings in the Senate of Canada as of September 30, 2009, appointed by province and 

territory on the advice of the Prime Minister until the age of 75:
 Conservative Party of Canada – 46 (Marjory LeBreton - Leader of the Government in the Senate) 
 Liberal Party of Canada  – 53 (James Cowan - Leader of the Opposition in the Senate) 
 Progressive Conservatives – 2 (McCoy, Murray)
 Independents – 4 (Cools, Pitfield, Prud’homme, Rivest) 
 Vacancies – 0
 Total: 105.    
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