
 

 
Americas Program Americas Program Americas Program Americas Program •••• Center for Strategic and Internat Center for Strategic and Internat Center for Strategic and Internat Center for Strategic and International Studiesional Studiesional Studiesional Studies    

1800 K Street, NW 1800 K Street, NW 1800 K Street, NW 1800 K Street, NW •••• Washington, DC 20006  Washington, DC 20006  Washington, DC 20006  Washington, DC 20006 •••• Tel: (202) 775 Tel: (202) 775 Tel: (202) 775 Tel: (202) 775----3207 3207 3207 3207 •••• Fax: (202) 775 Fax: (202) 775 Fax: (202) 775 Fax: (202) 775----3199 3199 3199 3199 •••• http://www.csis.org http://www.csis.org http://www.csis.org http://www.csis.org 

CCCCANADA ANADA ANADA ANADA EEEELECTION LECTION LECTION LECTION SSSSERIESERIESERIESERIES    
 

  Volume I, Issue 3 
 November 13, 2003 

 
 
 

     
BLUE WAVE HITS CANADA’S EAST COAST 

 

Atlantic Canada Goes to the Polls: 2003 Provincial Elections  
 
 

James L. LeBlanc 

OVERVIEW 
 

• For the first time since 1986, all four provinces in Atlantic Canada are Tory Blue (Progressive Conservative). 

• Premier Bernard Lord’s New Brunswick Conservatives hang on to a one-seat majority. 

• Premier John Hamm’s Nova Scotia Conservatives at risk with a minority government. 

• Premier Pat Binns’s Prince Edward Island Conservatives elected to an historical third majority with large voter 
turnout. 

• Premier Danny Williams’s Newfoundland & Labrador Conservatives take control with a solid majority after 
almost 15 years of Liberal Red. 

 

 
In a rare convergence of political timing, all four Atlantic 
Canadian provinces—New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, 
Prince Edward Island, and Newfoundland & Labrador—
went to the polls between June 9 and October 21, 2003. 
The result is that for the first time since 1986, the region 
is completely Tory Blue, although given a one-seat 
majority in New Brunswick and a minority government 
in Nova Scotia, it is too soon to tell how long the 
provincial Progressive Conservatives will maintain 
control of the region. 
 
It is said that all politics is local, and this holds especially 
true in Atlantic Canada. The region has been derided 
over the years as a “have-not” area. In the past, it has 
been looked down upon somewhat by the rest of Canada 
as a result of its constant demands for federal largesse to 
compensate for its evaporating natural-resource 
industries, such as the fisheries. 

 
 
This is a dated view, however, and perceptions are now 
changing thanks to the region’s attempts to successfully 
diversify its economies into new economy sectors such as 
information technology, and biotech and call centers, 
along with the discovery of sizable offshore oil and gas 
reserves.  
 
Politicians in Atlantic Canada, however, underestimate 
their constituents’ attention span, interest in politics, and 
sophistication at the politicians’ peril. In all four elections, 
voters voiced concern or pleasure at the actions of their 
elected officials and turned out in large numbers to ensure 
that their respective political leaders received the message 
loud and clear. 
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NEW BRUNSWICK 
 
It is said that New Brunswickers elect their leaders young 
and never reject them after only one term, thus allowing 
them to grow. Former premiers Louis Robichaud, Richard 
Hatfield, and Frank McKenna were all in their thirties when 
elected to lead the province and subsequently reelected to 
majority governments. Although this political adage held 
for Premier Bernard Lord as well, it barely held. 
 
The Leaders 
 
Bernard Lord, Progressive Conservative Party (PC) 
Born in 1965, Bernard Lord grew up in the Greater 
Moncton, New Brunswick area. He earned a law degree 
and was a practicing lawyer prior to his election in 1997 
as leader of the New Brunswick Progressive 
Conservative Party. In 1998, he was elected to the New 
Brunswick legislature and became leader of the official 
opposition.  
 
In 1999, Lord was the neophyte who no one predicted 
would so convincingly bring closure to a dozen years of 
Liberal government (a number of which included Liberal 
control of all seats in the legislature) and win the largest 
majority in the party’s history—44 of 55 seats. He later 
damaged the Liberals by winning three by-elections in 
ridings where Liberal-elected members resigned. He 
campaigned in 1999 on promises to remove tolls from 
New Brunswick’s planned four-lane highway, increase 
the minimum wage, address a critical shortage of full-
time nursing jobs, and reduce taxes. Although he fulfilled 
his election promises and balanced the provincial budget 
for four straight years, the province’s debt nonetheless 
increased on his watch.  
 
Fluently bilingual, young, with an attractive family, and 
running a string of balanced provincial budgets, Lord had 
raised his national profile to such an extent by summer 
2002 that his firebrand speech at the federal Tory 
convention in Edmonton launched a movement to draft 
Lord for the federal Tory leadership. His political 
popularity was accompanied by promises of substantial 
financial contributions from the Toronto moneyed crowd 
desperate for a winner to take on the federal Liberals.  
 
However, he recognized the people of New Brunswick 
would not likely forgive him for abandoning the province 
so soon (New Brunswickers love winners, but “doing the 
time” locally was a prerequisite), and he wanted to prove 
that he could win another majority government. While 
having national ambitions, Lord may have also hesitated 
given the sorry state of the federal Progressive Conservative 

Party’s future electoral success at the time. With the timing 
off, Lord said he was not ready to leap just yet. 
 

Shawn Graham, Liberal Party of New Brunswick 
Shawn Graham was born in 1968 in Kent County, New 
Brunswick. After obtaining degrees in education and 
immersion studies in France, Mr. Graham served in the 
provincial civil service as manager of industrial 
development and as executive assistant to the natural 
resources and energy minister (his father). He was first 
elected to the provincial legislature in 1998 and on May 
11, 2002, Graham was elected leader of the Liberal Party 
of New Brunswick as well as leader of the official 
opposition.  
 
Although at 35 years old, Shawn Graham was the 
youngest of the candidates, he is the second generation in 
his family to represent his riding of Kent for the Liberals. 
His father, Alan Graham, was only 25 when first elected 
as the member for Kent in 1967 and held the riding for 
31 years, until his retirement as a minister in the previous 
Liberal government. The generational torch was passed 
to his son in a 1998 by-election. Shawn Graham is 
hoping to erase the tarnish of the Liberals’ defeat in 
1999, in which they won only 10 seats, and portray 
himself and the Liberals as the new underdogs. 
 
Elizabeth Weir, New Democratic Party (NDP) 
 
Born in Belfast, Northern Ireland, in 1948, Weir obtained 
a law degree from the University of Western Ontario in 
1978 and was admitted to the Law Society of Upper 
Canada. Ms. Weir was first elected leader of the New 
Democratic Party (NDP) in 1988 and was the first female 
leader of a political party in New Brunswick history. She 
was elected to the provincial legislature in 1991 and 
reelected in 1995, 1999, and 2003. In the 1999 and 2003 
general elections, she was the only NDP candidate 
elected to the legislature.  
 
Because the Liberals held every seat in the legislature in 
the late 1980s and opposition parties were only allowed 
to question the government by special invitation, Weir’s 
first years as leader were a challenge. Over the years, 
however, she has garnered the respect of all parties with 
her tenacity in trying to hold various governments 
accountable through adept research spiced with humor. 
The party, however, has not elected another member to 
the legislature under her leadership. Ms. Weir is the 
veteran among the leaders with 15 years of leadership 
and legislative experience under her belt. 
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The Campaign 
On May 10, 2003, convinced that his Tory government 
had fulfilled its 1999 campaign promises and concluding 
there was no need to wait until the fall, Premier Lord 
called an election for June 9. Satisfied by internal polling 
numbers indicating another solid majority and close to a 
60 percent personal approval rating, Lord wanted to go 
forward with a new mandate to enact a new agenda.  
 
In 1999, Lord campaigned on a platform of “time for a 
change” from what New Brunswickers believed had 
become arrogant Liberal government over more than a 
decade of power. However, despite the Tory sweep in 
1999, in many ridings, the results were close with 
margins sometimes of only a couple of hundred votes and 
Lord winning with only a little over 50 percent of the 
popular vote. Now the Tories were stressing competency, 
leadership, and the positive economics of “are you not 
better off now than before?” having increased health and 
education spending and the number of jobs. 
 
Going up against a novice Liberal leader less than a year 
on the job, as well as a struggling opposition further 
stung by a string of recent Tory by-election victories, 
gave the perception that the Conservatives were set for 
the next four years. At the time of the election call there 
appeared to be no real overarching issues for the 
campaign and it was thought by many to be an election 
over leadership: Lord’s age and experience versus 
Graham’s youth and lack of experience. 
 
The Platforms 
The Liberals ran on a platform of less private sector 
participation in health services, lowering class sizes for 
younger students, and keeping government control of 
New Brunswick Power. 

Elizabeth Weir’s New Democrats focused on 
environment-friendly economic development issues, 
health care, and policies such as relief for students with 
loans, broad and flexible support to universities, and 
tougher regulations regarding political party financing. 

The Tories pushed economic development policies such 
as creating a competitive business environment through 
lower taxes, government fiscal responsibility, and less 
government red tape and regulation; tax issues such as 
maintaining the province’s competitive tax structure, a 
commitment to continue balancing the budget, and 
reduction of the public debt; health care programs that 
included increased funding to sustain the health care 
system; and finally democratic electoral reform. 

And then there was auto insurance. Although all three 
parties had a platform for dealing with skyrocketing auto 
insurance rates, which were some of the highest in the 
country, a relatively lackluster campaign and series of 
debates were dramatically transformed by an increasingly 
incensed electorate angry at jumps of 300 to 400 percent 
and thousands of dollars in insurance rates. The Tories 
appeared to be caught out early on by the degree of 
public concern about the issue. Having finally hit on a 
hot button issue they believed to be a chink in the Tories’ 
armor, the Liberals and New Democrats fueled the issue 
in every campaign stop and in ads. 

Despite the fact that provincial rates began climbing in 
1997 under the previous Liberal government, which 
loosened regulations requiring insurance companies to 
justify increases to the provincial regulator, the 
opposition jumped on the Tories’ inability to deal with 
the out of control rate increases. 

The issue drove the parties into a form of “bidding war” 
to determine who could promise the lowest premiums. 
The Tory plan capped some personal injury claims, 
forced companies to justify rate increases greater than 3 
percent to the Public Utilities Board (PUB), and gave the 
PUB investigative power to challenge potentially unfair 
rates. It’s underlying approach, however, was to help 
insurance company profits pass on savings in the form of 
lower rates to consumers.  

This plan was deemed woefully insufficient by the 
opposition leaders causing the Tories to promise that the 
government would take on insurance companies on 
behalf of individual consumers who believe that they had 
been targeted unfairly for rate increases. Premier Lord 
promised to hold a special session of the legislature as 
soon as possible after the election to deal with the issue. 

The Liberals wanted to force insurance companies into 
lowering their rates by 25 percent, legislate companies 
into opening their books to justify rate increases, and 
failing such justification have the companies lower their 
rates by law. If that did not work, the Liberals proposed 
having the government take over the insurance system. 

Elizabeth Weir was fairly straightforward from the start, 
and the NDP was the first party to highlight the issue. 
They called for the creation of a public insurance plan 
that would operate as a financially self-sufficient agency, 
offer compulsory universal insurance, and pursue safety 
and accident-prevention programs. 

The Election 
Ultimately, Premier Lord’s Tories focused their strategy 
on his reputation as a leader, Graham attempted to keep 
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the focus on issues such as auto insurance that he 
believed helped the party and downplayed his 
inexperience, and the NDP attempted to paint the Tories 
and Liberals with the same “time for a change” brush. 
 
After the turmoil of the later part of the campaign in 
which the Liberals and the Conservatives were polling 
neck and neck, and election results seemed to predict a 
new winner by the minute, Premier Lord’s Progressive 
Conservatives hung on by the proverbial thread. Taking 
28 seats to the Liberal’s 26 and the NDP’s single seat, 
Lord has the slimmest of majorities in which to attempt 
to govern. 
 
The Tories lost a total of 19 seats, including those of four 
senior cabinet ministers. The Liberals increased their 
presence in the legislature by 19 seats, and once again 
Elizabeth Weir emerged with the only NDP seat, 
although the NDP registered a small increase in popular 
support. 
 

Election Results 

Party   Seats  Popular Vote  

PC   28  45.45% 

LIB   26  44.34% 

NDP   1  9.69% 

 
The harsh toll of the auto insurance debate, the nomination 
of some good and very popular local Liberals who ran 
campaigns somewhat independent of their leader, a last 
minute federal report suggesting (incorrectly as it turned 
out) a slight increase in the unemployment in the province, 
and an electorate that desired a greater rebalancing of 
power in the province combined to issue a forceful message 
to the Tories. 
 
The Future 
Although it was still the victory of a majority government 
for Lord and the Tories, the premier accepted the signal 
by the voters and reacted accordingly, saying, “To the 
people of New Brunswick, I hear your message.” The 
premier’s initial challenge was to appoint a speaker of the 
legislature—one of their own—meaning that the then–27 
Tories would have to face a combined Liberal and NDP 
opposition of 27.  
 
In following through on his promise to hold a special 
legislative session on the auto insurance issue in July, 
several votes were held, and by rules of the New 
Brunswick legislature, the speaker was allowed to vote, 
which he did in favor of the government.  

 
Recognizing that the NDP essentially held the balance of 
power, Lord was also politically astute enough to appoint 
Weir to chair the Select Committee on Public Auto 
Insurance. This committee would further the work of the 
Council of Atlantic Premiers Task Force on Insurance 
which is examining the issues and implications of a 
region-wide public auto insurance. 
  
How long the government can sustain such a situation is 
hard to tell at this point. Currently, Premier Lord’s personal 
approval ratings are still at the 60 percent level, as is 
satisfaction with his government. And despite the Liberal 
opposition beginning to flex its newfound political muscle, 
there appears to be little desire by any of the parties to go 
back to the electorate in the short term and risk irritating 
them after a bruising campaign. 
 

NOVA SCOTIA 
 
Nova Scotians take their politics seriously, and this is 
reflected in the fact that the province has something almost 
none of the other provinces in Canada really have: a true 
three-party power structure. For almost a decade, all three 
political parties—the Progressive Conservatives, the 
Liberals, and the New Democrats—have been highly 
organized and competitive, splitting the popular vote almost 
in three equal parts. 
 
The Leaders 
 
John Hamm, PC 
Hamm was born in 1938 in New Glasgow, Nova Scotia. 
After graduating from Medical School in 1963 and prior 
to entering politics, he practiced family medicine for 30 
years. He was first elected to the House of Assembly in 
1993 and became leader of the PC in 1995. He became 
premier in 1999.  

Hamm led the Progressive Conservatives to victory in 
1999, and is considered the elder statesman of the three 
political leaders. As opposed to New Brunswick and its 
fixation on youthful leaders, it is said that the classic 
image of a premier in Nova Scotia is a kindly, elderly 
gentleman, for which Hamm fits the bill perfectly. This is 
also why the Tories have put the focus on Hamm in the 
last two elections. His personal popularity remains high, 
even if the Tories sometimes trail behind the Liberals.  
 
His 1999 win came after 15 months of a Liberal minority 
government resulting from a political deal that eventually 
collapsed with the NDP, who had tied the Liberals in seats 
in 1998. 
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Darrell Dexter, NDP 
After graduating from college and then law school, Mr. 
Dexter, 45, practiced law in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. In 
1994, he was elected Alderman of the Dartmouth City 
Council. He was first elected to the provincial legislature 
in 1998, and became leader of the NDP in 2002. The 
1998 election saw Dexter and 18 other NDP members 
become the largest NDP caucus in provincial history, and 
in 1999 surpassed the Liberals to form the official 
opposition.  
 
Dexter does not, however, want the voters to focus on the 
fact that he is a lawyer, but rather, a leader on so-called 
family issues. Dexter strives to distinguish himself from 
what he considers the other two “professional political” 
leaders. As promised, he has kept family issues as a priority 
since becoming leader. 
 
Danny Graham, Liberal 
After graduating with a law degree from Dalhousie 
University, Mr. Graham, 41, practiced law in Halifax. He 
has also served as special adviser to the federal 
Department of Justice for two years on justice issues. 
Graham is the son of federal Senator Al Graham. He 
became leader of the Liberal Party in April 2002.  
 
As a member of an activist Liberal family, the 2003 
election was his first political journey into the political 
fray. The Liberals, having been demoted for the first time 
to third-party status after the 1999 election, hoped to 
capitalize on Graham’s newness to reenergize the party 
and its status with the voters.  
Mr. Graham’s biggest challenge is that he had been leading 
the Liberals without a seat in the legislature, therefore 
giving him no television visibility among the voters during 
the political give and take of Question Period. The lack of 
visibility has been his Achilles’ heel. 
 
The Campaign 
On July 5, 2003, after months of speculation and the roll 
out of multi-million-dollar spending promises, which 
included $280 million for new schools and renovations 
and $50 million to replace old bridges, Premier Hamm 
called a summer election for August 5. He was 
immediately accused by the opposition of vote buying 
and criticized for timing the election in the middle of the 
summer, the day after a long weekend. The NDP was 
especially harsh given that its Halifax-based stronghold 
would be a relative political ghost town, as a result of its 
left-leaning university student supporters having left 
town for the holidays. This was the second summer 
election in a row for Nova Scotia. 
 

Hamm hoped to use his personal popularity as a leader 
who lived up to the multitude of promises he made 
during the 1999 election as well as highlight the 
relatively scandal-free, sober image of stability and 
trustworthiness of his government to win another 
majority government. However, opinion polls conducted 
over the months leading up to the election call indicated 
that the Liberals and Conservatives were running in a 
dead heat. The Tories, however, had been in real trouble 
within two years of their 1999 mandate as the result of a 
combination of very unpopular cuts to balance the budget 
in sectors such as health care and a series of labor strikes. 
Most damaging was a strike by nurses angry at the 
government’s attempts to take away their right to strike. 
 
Until the fall of 2002, polls indicated a precipitous drop 
in support for the Tories that made a strong Liberal 
majority almost a certainty. Even up to a few weeks 
before the election, polls wavered between a Liberal 
majority or minority government. The numbers really 
started to change for the Tories only in the couple of 
weeks leading up to the election call, and even then they 
showed the Liberals and Conservatives in a dead heat. 
 
The Platforms 
Premier Hamm’s Tories ran on promises focused on 
health care issues, such as increasing the number of 
nurses, doctors, and medical laboratory technologists, as 
well as covering the full medical costs of nursing home 
care, education, including caps on elementary school 
classroom sizes, and delivering consecutive balanced 
budgets while introducing a multi-year debt payment 
plan along with a 10 percent income tax cut.  
 
The NDP also dealt with health care issues, promising 
coverage of the full medical costs of nursing home care 
and introducing centralized wait lists to reduce waiting 
time for surgery and diagnostic tests. Other issues in their 
platform included education, where they proposed 
increasing funding and services in elementary and 
secondary schools, a freeze in tuition costs and increased 
transfers to universities as well as a policy of running 
balanced budgets and reducing the provincial debt by 
half by 2020. The NDP also called for the removal of the 
Harmonized Sales Tax (HST) on essential goods and 
services.  
 
Graham’s Liberals concentrated on education, placing a 
cap on class size, increasing staffing levels, including 
500 new teachers and 100 resource teachers as well as a 
promise to balance the budget and cancel the Tory tax 
cut. 
 
And once again there was auto insurance. Although rate 
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increases in Nova Scotia were not as high as in New 
Brunswick, they had nevertheless grown by an average of 
65 percent over 18 months. The issue resonated with 
voters and was the focus of the early part of the 
campaign. 
 
The NDP, and to a limited extent the Liberals, attempted 
to make skyrocketing auto insurance rates the dominant 
issue of the election. Dexter’s NDP, who campaigned on 
this issue for months and had created a task force to study 
the problem, led the charge. The NDP wanted to create a 
government-run system that they claimed would cut rates 
by between 30 and 50 percent.  
 
The Liberals wanted to guarantee a reduction of 15 
percent in insurance rates in return for insurance 
companies being able to limit the size of benefits paid for 
certain injuries.  

However, the Liberals did not want to make auto 
insurance the only issue of the campaign, a strategy that 
suited the Tories fine. Having observed what happened to 
their political colleagues next door in New Brunswick, 
the Tories immediately agreed to a request of the Council 
of Atlantic Premiers in mid-June to lead a task force in 
studying the pros and cons of a regional, government-run 
car insurance system. It took the Tories until the first 
week of the election to detail their plan to reduce auto 
insurance by 20 percent through a cap on payouts for 
minor injuries up to $2,500, just as the Conservatives did 
in New Brunswick. 

The Election 
Sixty-four percent of voters (a drop from 68 percent in 
1999) showed up during heavy rains after a long 
weekend to vote. In the end, public support broke 
regionally as it has for years. The Tories scratched out a 
minority government by holding on to their rural 
strongholds, which translated into 25 seats (a loss of 6, 
including 3 cabinet ministers); the NDP claimed 
metropolitan Halifax and 15 seats (adding enough 
support from elsewhere to form the official opposition); 
and the Liberals held on to the region of Cape Breton, 
good for 12 seats despite coming in second in the popular 
vote.  
 
As in New Brunswick, the lead changed constantly 
throughout the night with close ridings going down to the 
wire. Premier Hamm was forced to accept a very slim 
two-seat minority government, a government that he said 
he did not want out on the hustings. Hamm treated the 
verdict with respect, taking responsibility for the party’s 
loss of a majority yet taking some solace in the fact that 
they did win. 

 

Election Results 

Party   Seats  Popular Vote 

PC   25  36.33% 

NDP   15  31.44% 

LIB   12  31.01% 

OTHER  0  1.22% 

 
In the end, cranky voters dismayed by a summer election, 
auto insurance, upset seniors, and a general concern 
about the standard of living all contributed to the final 
tally. Premier Hamm could not have more succinctly 
reflected such angst when he said, “The people were not 
entirely satisfied with how we addressed some issues.” 
 
The Future 
Underlying the Tories new status, Hamm has noted that 
“Nova Scotia politics just got a lot more interesting,” 
adding “now is the time for all three political parties to 
renew their commitment to good government.” Last time 
they tried that, it only lasted 15 months. 
 
Hamm maintained his commitment to an activist 
government moving forward on its agenda, working with 
the NDP and the Liberals for the good of Nova Scotians. 
The Tories will have to work closely with both the NDP 
and the Liberal opposition parties to maintain 
governmental stability while finding creative solutions to 
problems discussed during the election campaign such as 
auto insurance, health care, and education. Premier 
Hamm met privately a few days after the election with 
the two opposition leaders and felt reasonably 
encouraged that his new minority government will 
survive…at least for the time being.  
 
No coalition between the Liberals and the NDP has 
surfaced, and there appears to be an initial desire to 
ensure good governance as long as their views on 
important public policy issues are taken into 
consideration. The two opposition parties have promised 
to cooperate to make the legislature work and recognize 
that voters are not willing to go back to the polls any time 
soon. Cooperation will not be easy, however, as tough 
decisions will need to be taken on issues at the core of 
each parties’ platform, not the least of which will be the 
upcoming budget. Because the opposition will have to 
have a very strong reason to pull the plug on the 
government early on, it is assumed that it will be the 
2005 budget, 18 months away, where the Hamm 
government may truly be at risk. 
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PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND 
They say that Atlantic Canadians are a hardy bunch to 
begin with but “Islanders” raised the bar above and 
beyond the norm when about 83 percent of the voters 
turned out to vote during Hurricane Juan. Prince Edward 
Island (P.E.I.) may be a small province with a population 
of only about 139,000 and in which most voters actually 
know their candidates, have a small-town sense of civic 
duty and usually vote in higher numbers than any other 
province and even nationally. This election was different 
nonetheless. 
 
Almost one-third of the province was without power as 
Hurricane Juan, having just devastated Halifax and parts 
of Nova Scotia, slammed into P.E.I the night prior to 
Election Day. Fallen trees and branches, downed power 
lines and left over rains were simply shrugged off by 
most Islanders as they trudged to darkened polling booths 
to vote by candle light in many places. Even the 
province’s chief electoral officer had to use a chain saw 
to clear his driveway to get to his office, where he then 
moved his staff to another location with power. 
 
The Leaders 
 
Pat Binns, PC 
Premier ‘Pat’, as he is affectionately known in P.E.I, is 
actually from Saskatchewan, and thus qualifies as “from 
away,” an island term used to refer to a person not born 
on P.E.I. This clearly had no negative impact on his 
consistent popularity and electoral successes.  
After receiving a master’s degree in community 
development from the University of Alberta in 1971 and 
working for the government of Alberta as a development 
officer, he moved to P.E.I. in 1972 to work on rural 
development issues. Binns stayed and called it home. He 
was first elected to the Legislative Assembly in 1978 and 
held a number of senior cabinet positions. Turning his 
eyes toward Ottawa, he made a successful run at federal 
politics as a Member of Parliament in the House of 
Commons from 1984 to 1988. After a few years back 
home in the private sector, where he ran his Island Bean 
Limited firm from 1988 to 1996, Binns was reelected to 
the Legislative Assembly and took over as premier. In the 
spring of 2000, he took his majority government back to 
the electorate and charged back to power with all but one 
of the 27 seats filled by Tories.  
 
Robert Ghiz, Liberals 
Ghiz, 29, was born in Charlottetown, P.E.I. After 
graduating in 1996 with a Bachelor of Arts degree and a 
major in political science from Bishops University in 

Quebec, Ghiz went to Ottawa to become a special 
assistant to the minister of Canadian Heritage. In 1998, 
he joined the Bank of Nova Scotia and then moved back 
to politics to become special adviser to the prime minister 
for the Atlantic Provinces. The son of the late Joe Ghiz, 
premier of P.E.I. from 1986 to 1992, Island politics were 
never far from Robert Ghiz’s mind or his heart.  
 
Ghiz returned back to the island in the fall of 2002, and 
local Liberals immediately sized upon the potential of a 
generational savior to lead what had become a desperate 
and fractious debt-ridden party, with a lone opposition 
member. After receiving some political advice from his 
current boss, Prime Minister Jean Chretien, Ghiz 
announced his leadership bid on February 20, 2003, was 
elected leader of the Island Liberal Party in April, and 
proceeded to contest the election, his first test as a 
political candidate. 
 
Gary Robichaud, NDP 
Robichaud, 41, was born in New Brunswick, moved to 
P.E.I with his family 3 years later and graduated with a 
degree in education from the University of Prince 
Edward Island in 1986. He taught secondary school in 
Manitoba from 1986 to 1995 before moving back to 
teach in Summerside, P.E.I. He joined the NDP just 
before the 2000 election, ran and lost, but did receive 
12.5 percent of the popular vote in his riding. In April 
2003 he successfully took over as leader of the party. 
 
Robichaud’s goals are fairly modest. His party is last in 
the popular vote and does not have a single elected 
representative. He is therefore attempting to build a fairly 
new party, having only run candidates seriously in the 
last three elections and put the NDP on the political map 
with little support or money. 
 
The Campaign 
It all started during a speech in early July 2003, when 
Premier Binns practiced dropping a writ in front of an 
audience, eliciting great waves of laughter before 
ensuring that the audience knew he was just joking. 
 
On September 2, using the prop of his riding nomination 
meeting for the second time, Premier Binns called 
Islanders to the polls for September 29. The Tories had 
worked over the summer on the theme of “let’s keep 
building,” a nuanced shift from 2000’s “let’s continue.” 
No modern-day P.E.I. leader had ever won three 
consecutive majority elections (at least since the 1880s). 
Binns believed that he could accomplish this feat, 
running on trust and past performance as well as an 
economy in which unemployment rates had dropped by 
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10 percent since the 1980’s and 10,000 new jobs had 
been created since the Tories took power. 
 
Polls held steady for the premier and his Tories at the 
time of the election call, running about 53 percent versus 
the Liberals at 34 percent, 8 points lower than an earlier 
May poll (although they increased slightly during the 
campaign). In early September, almost seven in ten 
Islanders were satisfied with Binns’ overall performance.  
 
The Platforms 
“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” was essentially the Tory 
strategy that had brought sizable victories in the past. 
Accordingly, Binns ran on his record and his popularity 
in every election stop, focusing on ongoing 
improvements to health care including increasing the 
number of nurses and doctors and stable funding for 
hospitals. The Tories also promised to find an additional 
$100 million to spend on health care if handed a third 
mandate (they will spend $400 million on the system this 
year, which amounts to 40 percent of the total provincial 
budget). This funding had a catch, however, as Binns 
was counting on continued growth in the P.E.I. economy 
and support from the federal government to pay for this 
promise. On education, the Tories wanted to put more 
teachers and teacher’s assistants in the classroom, 
increase overall employment, and keep the P.E.I. 
economy humming. Binns’s platform also dealt with 
increasing utility rates and property taxes as well as 
environmental issues such as the Kyoto Accord.  
 
Liberal leader Ghiz put in a solid performance during the 
one and only leaders debate, hitting on Binns’s patronage 
appointments. The Liberals pushed the premier on his 
lack of fiscal responsibility and his government’s record 
on rural development, and criticized his $100 million 
funding for health care as smoke and mirrors. They too 
proposed increasing the number of teachers and their 
salaries. 
 
The NDP pushed an environmental policy and the need 
for a social conscience sitting in opposition. Key issues in 
the NDP platform included raising the minimum wage 
and a freeze on university tuitions. On health issues, 
Robichaud focused on seniors, not the number of doctors 
and nurses, claiming the government should cover 
nursing home costs for all seniors.  
 
Yes, the auto insurance issue was here too. Although 
insurance rates had risen over 15 percent over the past 12 
months, it did not become as much of a defining issue in 
the election as it became in New Brunswick and to some 
extent Nova Scotia. However, it was a hot-button issue 
pushed by the opposition during the debate with NDP 

leader Gary Robichaud, challenging both the Liberals 
and the Tories to support a public system. Both Ghiz and 
Binns refused to make a commitment. 
 
The Election 
In the end, the election was not really close and passed 
without surprise. Although the Tories lost three seats, 
they won an historic, third consecutive majority 
government with 54 percent of the popular vote, down 
slightly from 2000. The Liberal Party gained 3, 
increasing its vote share by almost 9 percent over the 
2000 election. The NDP was shut out once again and saw 
its share of the popular vote sink 4 percent to around 3 
percent. It did not help that for the first time in 3 
elections the NDP was unable to run a full slate of 
candidates, running 24 our of 27.  
 

Election Results 

Party   Seats  Popular Vote 

PC   23  53.96% 

LIB   4  42.86% 

NDP   0  3.18% 

 
Premier Binns promised to govern responsibly, taking 
into consideration the views of the four elected Liberals 
and their respectable percentage of the popular vote. For 
his part, Liberal leader Ghiz promised to keep the 
government accountable and to provide a more activist 
official opposition than Binns had experienced in the 
past. 
 
The Future 
The biggest question is Premier Binns’ pledge to stay in 
provincial politics for 10 years, making this past election 
likely to be his last. Some are already attempting to 
convince him otherwise, but as with former New 
Brunswick premier Frank McKenna, who stuck to his 
self-imposed term limit of about 10 years, Premier Binns 
will likely follow suit. 
 
One interesting note coming out of the once again 
lopsided vote in P.E.I is the call for a more serious 
exploration of proportional representation given the 
popular vote percentages versus the actual elected tally. 
In a more formal proportional vote, the Tories would 
have elected only 16 members compared to 11 for the 
Liberals. This is an issue not just in P.E.I but also 
throughout Canada, where a “first-across-the-post” 
system rules. Premier Binns has commissioned a study on 
the issue to be tabled by the end of the year. Quebec, 
Ontario, New Brunswick, and British Columbia are also 
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considering such electoral reforms. 
 

NEWFOUNDLAND & LABRADOR 

Although New Brunswickers tend to give their young 
leaders at least two terms to develop, Newfoundlanders 
on “The Rock” are even more patient lot, giving their 
leaders decades; the Liberals governed from 1949 to 
1972. This was followed by a 17-year Tory rule, from 
1972 to 1989, and then 14-year period of one-party 
government under the Liberals. A leader does not want to 
be at the tail end of these cycles, a time when 
Newfoundlanders are ready for a major change. In a land 
where “kissing the cod” is more than a quaint custom for 
tourists and they like their political leaders with salty 
language and tart tongues, Newfoundlanders also want 
what they rarely get from the federal government in 
Ottawa and to some extent the rest of Canada: respect. 
Newfoundlanders have felt ridiculed, misunderstood, 
under appreciated, and taken advantage of ever since they 
joined the confederation in 1949. When they feel that 
their government and its leadership is no longer sticking 
up for them or has become ineffectual, they will make 
their voices heard at the ballot box. 
 
Newfoundlanders are especially galled by the rest of 
Canada’s reluctance to accept the fact that although the 
province still has a seriously high level of unemployment 
and its cod fisheries have been devastated, the province 
has led the country in economic growth for the past five 
years. In fact, Newfoundland was also the first Canadian 
province to wire up completely with fiber optics, and it 
has substantial offshore oil and gas reserves. This 
election was based in large part on which leader 
Newfoundlanders felt could earn them some respect and 
a better deal with the rest of Canada. 
 
The Leaders 
 
Roger Grimes, Liberal 
Grimes was born in 1950 in Grand Falls-Windsor, 
Newfoundland. After graduating with degrees in 
education he taught math and chemistry, also serving as a 
president of the Newfoundland and Labrador Teachers’ 
Association. He was first elected to the Newfoundland 
House of Assembly in 1989, serving as parliamentary 
assistant to then Premier Clyde Wells. He was reelected 
in 1993, 1996, and 1999, holding several Cabinet posts 
from 1990 to 2001 when he was sworn in as premier of 
Newfoundland and Labrador after a bitter and divisive 
Liberal leadership race in February of that year. 
 

In fact, opposition critics have constantly pummeled him 
for never having been elected premier by 
Newfoundlanders, but rather, by only 638 fellow 
Liberals. Grimes argues that the people of Newfoundland 
elected the Liberal Party in 1999, not the outgoing, 
Ottawa bound, former Premier Brian Tobin. Grimes has 
held steadfast behind his leadership campaign promise 
not to call an election before 2003, saying people are 
tired of going to the polls every three years. Premier 
Grimes has worked hard to reunite the Liberals during 
this period. 
 
He has more or less done everything he said he was 
going to do, and published his government’s record to 
date. Despite his record of success in achieving his goals, 
however, he was in a tough race to retain power after 
nearly 14 years of Liberal rule. 
 
Danny Williams, PC 
Mr. Williams, 54, was born in St. John’s, Newfoundland, 
to an active Progressive Conservative family. After 
studying political science and economics, he was 
awarded a Rhodes scholarship in 1969 and received a 
degree in arts in and law from Oxford University in 
England. Back in Halifax, Williams studied law and prior 
to entering politics he practiced law in Newfoundland 
and Labrador; was head of Cable Atlantic; president of 
OIS Fisher, an oil and gas company; and owner of a 
number of golf courses and hotel resorts. In April 2001, 
he was elected leader of the Newfoundland and Labrador 
Progressive Conservative Party and was first elected to 
the House of Assembly in June 2001.  
 
Having sold Cable Atlantic, one of Atlantic Canada’s 
largest communications companies for $282 million prior 
to entering politics, Williams became the richest 
currently elected political leader in Canada, and his 
overall success in business earned him the nickname, 
“Danny Millions” in the legislature. 
 
Newfoundlanders consider Williams a “townie,” so he 
has concentrated on increasing his appeal in rural 
Newfoundland since taking over the party. His four by-
election wins in rural Newfoundland validated his 
strategy and helped propel Tory popularity and attract 
numerous star candidates to run in the election. By 
August of this year, polls showed 52 percent of those 
surveyed believing Williams was best able to lead the 
province, compared to the 27 percent favoring Grimes 
and the 6 percent favoring Jack Harris of the NDP. Those 
polls also indicated that the Tories had the support of 54 
percent of decided voters, compared to 36 percent for the 
Liberals and 6 percent for the NDP. 
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Jack Harris, NDP 
Born in St. John’s, Newfoundland, in 1948, Harris 
graduated from Memorial University of Newfoundland, 
and received degrees in law from the University of 
Alberta and the London School of Economics. He was 
admitted to the bar in 1980 and practiced labor law. First 
elected to federal politics in a by-election as a New 
Democratic Party Member of Parliament in 1987, he was 
subsequently defeated in the 1988 federal election. He 
ran and was elected to the Newfoundland and Labrador 
House of Assembly in 1990 and has been leader of the 
NDP since 1992. He was reelected in the 1993, 1996, 
and 1999 provincial elections.  
 
Mr. Harris was the sole voice for the NDP in the 
legislature from his first electoral win in 1990 until the 
1999 election when the party had its best showing ever, 
winning two seats. Although the NDP does not have the 
three seats required for official party status, its now two-
member-strong caucus has been given the right to 
question the government during the daily Question 
Period. As with most NDP leaders, Harris is going into 
elections realistically, recognizing that the party has no 
chance of forming the government or even the official 
opposition. Instead, he constantly pushes for raising the 
level of debate by bringing a social conscience to the 
legislature.  
 
It is interesting to note that for over a decade both Danny 
Williams and Jack Harris were the partners in the law 
firm, Williams, Harris, Roebothan, & McKay. 
 
The Campaign 
Premier Grimes appeared fixated on trying to find an 
issue on which to call an election. In an example of the 
island’s traditional “fed bashing,” after Ottawa closed the 
cod fisheries Grimes went across the country seeking 
support for a renegotiation of the terms of Confederation. 
This was before he even heard from his own appointed 
“Royal Commission on Strengthening and Renewing Our 
Place in Canada,” otherwise known as the “Blame 
Canada Commission.” Although the final report was 
quite eloquent and even-handed itself, it faded from view 
once the election was called. 
Chastised for waiting more than 30 months to call an 
election after becoming leader of the province, on 
September 29, Premier Grimes finally asked 
Newfoundlanders to go to the polls on October 21. 
Counting on positive employment numbers and economic 
growth, bond raters giving the province an A rating for 
the first time in history, and a net increase in emigration 
over the past 10 years, Grimes hoped his record would 
carry the day. 

 
Having lost five of seven by-elections held since the last 
general election and unable to raise his personal 
popularity or that of his party above Williams and his 
Tories in the polls, however, the premier recognized that 
it was not going to be easy. The one debate out of six that 
the Tory leader agreed to participate in turned into a one-
sided event in which Williams was perceived to be a 
“loudmouthed bully,” and a soft-spoken premier was 
barely able to get a word in edgewise. It was only a slight 
highlight in an otherwise low-key, cautious campaign by 
all parties. 
 
The Platforms 
The Liberal Party drew up a list of election promises that 
cost in the neighborhood of $240 million over four years, 
but backed away from an earlier pledge to balance the 
province’s budget by 2007. The party stressed its past 
success in providing for a strong economy, including 
gross domestic product and real income growth in the 
province. New initiatives were promised to sustain the 
fisheries by pursuing new opportunities in agriculture and 
forestry and the development of a high-speed broadband 
internet strategy. On healthcare, the party promised a new 
drug program for seniors, a commitment to substantially 
reduce waiting lists, and to push the federal government 
to increase federal payments to provincial healthcare 
systems. On education, the party promised to review high 
school curriculum, spend more on tools needed by 
teachers in the classroom, make post-secondary education 
more affordable, and introduce a tax break for students 
who stay in the province after graduation. On rural 
development, the Liberals ensured that all regions share 
in the provincial economic recovery by focusing on rural 
economic diversity and small business development. 
 
Change was the holy grail for the Tories. It put Arnold 
Schwarzenegger in the governor’s mansion in California, 
and brought to power Jean Charest in Quebec and Dalton 
McGuinty in Ontario. The Tories were convinced it 
would do the same for them. 
While criticizing the Liberals for allowing the province’s 
deficit to grow to $286 million, Danny Williams went 
everywhere as an “agent of change.” He carried the 
Conservative Party’s Blue Book, which included policy 
statements and promises on every conceivable topic. His 
platform appeared relatively straightforward: run the 
province like a business. In economic policy, the Tories 
wanted to increase economic growth in the province by 
reducing taxes, providing support to small and medium 
business growth, and targeting specific industries in 
particular information technology, tourism, fisheries, and 
natural resources. In social policy, the focus was on 
providing secure and high-quality social services to the 
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people who need them most; in resource management, 
the Tories were committed to a kind of sustainable 
development that generates maximum revenues and 
employment and maintains a healthy environment.  The 
party promised government reform by increasing greater 
government accountability and transparency and 
reducing the size of the public service through attrition 
and to stimulate rural revitalization through tax cuts, the 
provision of loans and grants to businesses, and greater 
investment in education and healthcare in rural areas. On 
fisheries, the party would aggressively pursue a Canada-
Newfoundland Fisheries Agreement which would 
provide for a joint decisionmaking process to give the 
province a meaningful say in decisions on fisheries 
management that have a major impact on Canada’s 
economy and social fabric. 
 
Although the NDP was not considered a serious 
contender in the campaign, it made it clear that real 
change went beyond just exchanging the Liberals for the 
Tories. On education, it focused on making schools safe, 
healthy, and free; in healthcare, it was committed to 
implementing a program that would bring prescription 
drug coverage in the province to the level of other 
provinces in Canada; in social policy, it wanted to raise 
the minimum wage, pay equity legislation for women, 
and provide affordable and accessible housing, and an 
end to the privatization of public services; in energy 
policy, it rejected the deregulation of energy; and finally 
on auto insurance, the NDP proposed a public insurance 
system.  
 
The Election 
In a scene from right out of The Twilight Zone, despite all 
the polls showing a surging Tory majority, Liberal 
fatigue, and a thirst for change by the electorate, early 
returns put the Liberal Party ahead by four seats. Ten 
minutes after the polls closed at 8:00 p.m., 10 Liberals 
were reported compared to one Tory. Certainly causing 
havoc and turmoil in the land of punditry, the Liberals 
soon led with 21 seats, 4 short of a majority. Then within 
moments a surge from other polling stations reported 
blue Tory tsunami arriving on the island. At 8:20 p.m., 
these same broadcasters declared a solid PC majority 
government. 
 
Voter turnout was 72 percent, a rise of 12.7 percentage 
points over the 1999 election. A supremely confident, 
energetic, and enthusiastic Danny Williams and his 
Tories took 34 seats compared to the Liberals’ 12, a drop 
of 15, and once again the NFP held with 2. Seven of 
Premier Grimes’s 16 Cabinet ministers went down to 
defeat.  
 

Premier Grimes was sincerely gracious in his defeat, 
admitting that he and his team were truly humbled by the 
voters of Newfoundland and Labrador and acknowledging 
and accepting their new mandate as the official opposition.  
 

Election Results 

Party   Seats  Popular Vote 

PC   34  58.68% 

LIB   12  33.24% 

NDP   2  6.86% 

 
Premier Grimes’s election campaign had no overriding 
single issue around which to galvanize the voters, and 
Newfoundlanders had lost faith in his ability to stand up 
for them while never having had the chance to vote him 
in as premier in the first place. Ultimately, Grimes was 
unsuccessful in convincing the electorate of the positive 
economic strides over the last five years, as chronically 
high unemployment and a huge $10 billion debt hung 
over the province with over a quarter of a billion dollar 
deficit.  
 
The Future 
In a sign that nothing is the same and that the province is 
definitely in for a new brand of leadership, Danny 
Williams has committed to donating his salary to charity 
as he had done with his opposition leader’s pay. 
 
The new premier has made millions of dollars of 
promises while claiming that he can still balance the 
budget. His direct approach to solving the multitude of 
challenges facing the province will be a baptism by fire. 
As he said on the campaign trail, “Our fish are gone to 
foreigners, our iron is going to Quebec, our oil is going to 
the United States.” He will attempt to right past injustices 
and to see that they never happen again. Case in point, 
the infamous 1969 Churchill Falls hydro deal that 
currently allows Hydro-Quebec to buy power from 
Newfoundland at a set price of about $10 million a year 
while selling it to the United States for more than $800 
million. Williams also will be tested in negotiating with 
Ottawa over the money it receives from the island’s 
offshore energy wealth. Of the 14-billion-dollars worth of 
oil that left the province over the last four years, Williams 
claims only about $300 million was received back in 
economic benefits. However, Ottawa controls this issue 
along with fisheries management at present, and it will 
take all of Williams’s renowned tough negotiating skills 
to wrest some degree of respect and control back for 
Newfoundlanders. 
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What’s Premier “Danny Millions’s” biggest challenge 
now? Managing the expectations of an electorate who 
bought into his “Change” agenda. 
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