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Why Not Have an Election  
About Issues?
Robin V. Sears

In an era of voter apathy and cautious campaigning, 
voters have proven again and again that, given a true 
choice of ideas, they will engage. As the 2015 election 
approaches, veteran strategic and policy adviser Robin 
Sears suggests what Stephen Harper, Tom Mulcair and 
Justin Trudeau might do to make this campaign about 
more than tactics. 

I t is a cliché among political hacks  
 that “campaigns matter.” As a self- 
 referential thesis it makes perfect 
sense to political warriors. If campaigns 
matter, then campaign skills matter, and 
those who excel at them are essential to 
any party or leader’s success. 

What voters have declared with increas-
ing determination in recent years is that 
ideas matter more. From the US presiden-
tial election in 2008 to Kathleen Wynne’s 
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election as premier of Ontario to the 
recent Toronto mayoral campaign, 
voters have proven that when they 
are provided with a distinct choice 
among big ideas, they will turn out.

In Ottawa, we are now descended 
into the sullen endurance of anoth-
er long winter, but soon to explode 
into a spring and summer of electoral 
jousts. Okay, really just another bor-
ing Canadian federal election made 
more insufferable this time for its be-
ing nine months long. How did we 
fall so low that at least one out of 
two Canadians are once again, more 
likely to be watching “Breaking Bad” 
re-runs on their iPhone than bother-
ing to choose their next government 
and prime minister?

Imagine how different we might feel, 
waking on the morning of October 
20 next year, to see that we had elect-
ed a government committed to big 
ideas and big changes; that we had 
turned out in great numbers, after an 
exciting and emotional election cam-
paign and chosen among competing 
platforms a new vision of the future? 

The Harperites’ vision of their man-
date is not to deliver anything like a 
socially conservative Canada, or even 
one with a smaller government, de-
spite their claims. Stephen Harper 
probably does hold a far more radical 
vision but it has been so far mostly 
subsumed to the vulgar game of pow-
er at all costs. 

In 2015, we have two seasoned pros 
going toe to toe. Both Harper and 
Tom Mulcair know how to defend 
ideas both inside and outside the 
box. Justin Trudeau does not have 
that experience, but for that reason 
alone he needs to present something 

more than good hair and a relent-
less smile as a reason for placing the 
country in his hands.

S o what do the three leaders need  
 to do, and what should they  
 not do?

The big policy idea should either be 
something that is consistent with 
and a logical extension of previous 
policy stances, or a dramatic break 
with the past to shake off a damag-
ing legacy. 

Here are two big idea campaign 
planks for each party, most of which 
fall into the extension of their brand 
baskets, rather than dramatic brand 
shifts. Each would be transformative 
of Canadian politics and Canada. 

For the Conservatives, my two sug-
gestions are—ending supply manage-
ment in agriculture and eliminating 
barriers to interprovincial trade.

It is somewhat bizarre that Canada’s 
self-proclaimed pro-market, pro-
trade economic management experts 
have clung to two relics of a Canada 
that disappeared half a century ago. 
They are the so-called “supply man-
agement” regimes that buttress the 
prices of eggs, chickens, and dairy 
products. It is our now nearly unique 
form of agricultural subsidy, roundly 
attacked by virtually all our trading 
partners. The second is internal bar-
riers to trade. 

S upply management was a post- 
 war invention designed to  
 keep Canadian small farms 
from being overwhelmed by Ameri-
can agri-business. It was a fairly nutty 
policy idea from conception, allow-
ing small farmers to sell their “dairy 
quota” separately from their farm-
land. It led to the destruction of hun-
dreds of family farms within a decade 
as cash-poor farmers sold their quota 
to large—ironically, often American-
owned giant dairy operations—ren-

dering their farmland economically 
useless.  

There was serious discussion about 
getting rid of the system at the time 
of the free trade debate in 1987-88. 
It was rejected mostly on political 
grounds—small farmers were essen-
tial to political victory in a swath of 
Conservative ridings along the St. 
Lawrence and Ottawa River valleys 
and in parts of southwestern Ontario. 
The cost was estimated publicly, as 
costing somewhere between $4-6 bil-
lion to buy out the farmer’s quotas. 
Today the estimates range from $12-
20 billion. Taking the low end, and 
phasing over a decade, as the Austra-
lians did, it would be less than $50 
per Canadian. Most of that would be 
recovered by most families in lower 
food costs. 

The arguments in favour of abolish-
ing supply management are virtually 
unassailable in terms of export devel-
opment. But the resistance to change 
from Canadian farmers, as in New 
Zealand and later Australia, makes 
the decision one requiring political 
courage. The arguments in favour of 
change from a consumer perspective 
are absurdly one-sided. In Canada, 
some foreign dairy products face tar-
iffs that would double the supermar-
ket cost if anyone were so foolish as 
to attempt their sale.

In the same vein of the obsolete and 
wrongheaded is the provinces con-
tinuing use of tariff and non-tariff 
barriers to keep out “foreign” busi-
ness. There is no believable claim that 
there is something special about how 
Ontario highway contractors pave a 
highway compared to their Alberta 
peers, but each faces serious obstacles 
to winning business outside their 
own province—especially where gov-
ernment contracts are concerned.

Predictably it is usually not Manitoba 
or New Brunswick who play dog-in-
the-manger. It is giants such as On-
tario and Quebec—each of whom 

The Harperites’ vision of their mandate is not to deliver 
anything like a socially conservative Canada, or even one with 
a smaller government, despite their claims. Stephen Harper 
probably does hold a far more radical vision but it has been so 
far mostly subsumed to the vulgar game of power at all costs.

Both Harper and Tom Mulcair 
know how to defend ideas 
both inside and outside the 
box. Justin Trudeau does not 
have that experience, but for 
that reason alone he needs to 
present something more than 
good hair and a relentless 
smile as a reason for placing 
the country in his hands.
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have pledged for decades to break 
down these barriers to interprovin-
cial trade (BITs) and somehow fail to 
actually get around to doing it. Our 
new trade agreement with the Euro-
pean Union—CETA—requires us to 
open up procurement to European 
competitors. So we now have the lu-
dicrous proposition that a Bavarian 
engineering firm would have guaran-
teed access to a Montreal transit proj-
ect, and an Alberta firm wouldn’t.

As proofs of a commitment to a pro-
cess of market-opening, export de-
velopment, and “one Canada” such 
a pair of pledges would be powerful 
proof that the Harper team still has 
some ideas worthy of support—a 
challenge for an increasingly tired 
looking, nearly 10-year-old regime.

T he NDP has long championed  
 social justice, often forcing  
 Liberal and Tory governments 
to do things they have promised and 
not delivered—medicare, pensions, 
health and safety, the environment—
the list is long. Mulcair has placed a 
couple of small bets to advance that 
agenda in the form of a universal 
child care plan and a commitment to 
raise minimum wages substantially. 
Both are worthy planks but neither 
is game changing.  His childcare plan 
is a clear knock-off of an established 
program in Quebec, and his wage 
plan is already being essentially im-
plemented in several US cities by pro-
gressive mayors. 

We have a much bigger issue that 
needs tackling. That is the bowl of 
spaghetti that is Canadian social as-
sistance programming. From the use 
of employment insurance as a form of 
family subsidy in northern and east-
ern Canadian communities, to the 
widely varying levels and definitions 
of provincial social assistance, the 
Canadian system of social assistance 
supports—like most of the developed 
world’s—is a mess. Costly to manage, 
full of overlaps and duplication, open 
to abuse both by politicians and by 
clients, it is long overdue for the pol-
icy scrapheap.

The variety of approaches that have 
been developed and advocated for 
such a universal single payment sys-

tem approach to social assistance is 
wide, and the implementation ap-
proaches in a federal system would 
need to be flexible. But like medicare, 
which faced similar issues, it would 
be tweaked and improved over time. 
The political challenge is simply in 
defending its logic and its relevance 
to a Canada that has always cared 
about inequality and fairness across 
the regions. 

A more challenging Mulcair  
 plank could be dropping for- 
 eign ownership rules entire-
ly. This is likely to be better under-
stood by Quebec voters than many 
in English Canada, as they have al-
ways led on free trade and market 
opening efforts, despite their repu-
tation as Canada’s leading lefties. Is 
there a good reason why Canadian 
record companies, book publishers, 
broadcasters, satellite firms and cable 
companies should be owned only by 
Canadian investors? Is there any na-
tional interest in keeping out foreign 
banks or even uranium mine owners? 
The limitations we place on foreign 
ownership in banking, telecoms, na-
tional defense etc. serve, once again, 
to drive up Canadian prices, prevent 
the development of Canadian export 
champions, and limit the market cap 
of Canadian firms in those sectors. 

We could retain the right to impose 
“net benefit tests”—as we always 
have in foreign investment rules—an 
investor would be required to show 

how their ownership would bring 
benefit to Canadians. We would still 
be able to vet purchasers on security 
grounds. Chinese investors might be 
no more welcome to attempt to buy 
BlackBerry than they would be today. 

But Bell Canada might be tempted 
to take on foreign markets to win 
the scale to compete and remain 
independent. 

From Mulcair’s point of view it 
would demonstrate his courage and 
his openness to non-traditional 
NDP positions as a preparation for 
power. From Canadian consumers’ 
point of view the immediate impact 
would be small initially, but new 
Canadian giants might emerge as a 
result of this nudge to them to play 
on a global stage. 

F or the Liberals, the need is dif- 
 ferent than the Tories’ need to  
 prove they still have some en-
ergy. Different, too, from the NDP’s 
need to demonstrate they are not 
prisoners of history or to orthodoxy. 
Justin Trudeau needs to prove that 
he is both a 21st century grown-up 
and a serious potential statesman. 

His twin planks might include one 
for each side of his emerging brand 
identity. On the innovation side, 
he might revive a plan killed in the 
Chrétien /Martin wars of the last 
Liberal regime, when Brian Tobin’s 
dream of creating a truly national 
high-speed digital highway ran into 
the ditch. Canada is once again fall-
ing behind not only Asia but the US 
in terms of access and speed of our in-
ternet networks. Finland has made it 
a legal right that every home should 
have access to an internet service that 
delivers 10 megabit speed today, aim-
ing at 100 by the end of the decade. 
Australia built—but its current con-
servative government may yet kill—a 
national broadband network crown 
corporation to offer the same fibre 
backbone for their highly dispersed 

The Canadian system of 
social assistance supports—
like most of the developed 
world’s—is a mess. Costly to 
manage, full of overlaps and 
duplication, open to abuse 
both by politicians and by 
clients, it is long overdue for 
the policy scrapheap.

Our new trade agreement with the European Union—CETA—
requires us to open up procurement to European competitors. 
So we now have the ludicrous proposition that a Bavarian 
engineering firm would have guaranteed access to a Montreal 
transit project, and an Alberta firm wouldn’t.
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and often remote communities. No 
country is more like Australia both 
demographically and geographically 
than Canada. We could do that here. 

The Liberals have also always been 
justly proud of their status as the 
party of national programs—big 
ideas that touch all Canadians. Per-
haps it is now time to fix Canada’s 
pension system. Mackenzie King fa-
mously accepted an offer of support 
from Stanley Knowles to create the 
primitive beginnings of our retire-
ment system. Liberals later added 
Registered Retirement Savings Plans 
(RRSPs), and the Harper government 
added Tax Free Savings Accounts (TF-
SAs). Sadly, none of these layers has 

addressed the collapse of the private 
defined benefit pension that nearly 
three generations of industrial and 
resource sector employees depended 
on to supplement a still modest Can-
ada Pension Plan or Quebec Pension 
Plan (CPP/QPP) payment. 

The Ontario government’s an-
nouncement of its plan to create its 
own pension plan, may be admirable 
from a compassionate point of view, 
it is not  from wise from a national 
policy perspective—the bigger the 
pool of contributors and beneficiaries 
the lower the costs. 

It may be enough for the Liberal 
campaign to simply to commit to the 
broad principles of pension reform: 
a guarantee of a sustainable pension 
system with generous support for all 
equally assured. The plan could be 
negotiated in detail in an immediate 
federal-provincial negotiation pro-
cess, as a priority of their new govern-
ment, just as the Pearson government 
did so successfully half a century ago. 

S o imagine what a campaign  
 this might be. Competing vi- 
 sions of how to build a stron-
ger, more equal Canada with power-
ful arguments to be made for each 

party’s innovative campaign planks. 

Sadly, it is far more likely that 
the Liberals will simply say Justin 
Trudeau is a nicer person than the 
PM and offer a Harper-lite agenda. 
Tom Mulcair will attempt to seize 
the toughest Harper-killer crown, as 
his appeal to the nearly two-thirds 
of Canadians who have never voted 
for, and are aching to see the back of 
a very divisive prime minister. The 
Conservatives’ hard-edged campaign 
bosses will simply repeat endlessly 
that Harper may not be likeable but 
he is competent, and change is risky. 

Social psychologists tell us that we 
are far more risk-averse than gain-
seeking as a culture and the Conser-
vatives have vastly greater resources 
than their two opponents. For the 
Liberals and the NDP therefore to 
mount an election based on a “game 
of inches” is probably most unwise. 
As the old campaign cliché has it: 
against a strong incumbent the riski-
est campaign is often the low-risk 
campaign.  

Contributing Writer Robin V. Sears, 
a former national director of the NDP 
during the Ed Broadbent years, is a 
principal of the Earnscliffe Strategy 
Group. robin@earnscliffe.ca

For the Liberals, the need 
is different than the Tories’ 
need to prove they still have 
some energy. Different, too, 
from the NDP’s need to 
demonstrate they are not 
prisoners of history or to 
orthodoxy. Justin Trudeau 
needs to prove that he is both 
a 21st century grown-up and 
a serious potential statesman. 
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