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OVERVIEW 
• The 2004 Canadian federal election was the closest in recent memory. For the first time since 1979, 

Canada will have a minority government, led by the same party and prime minister as at dissolution: the 
Liberal Party and Paul Martin. 

• Despite polls on the eve of election predicting a possible Conservative victory, the Liberals won a 
strong minority, taking 135 seats and 36.7 percent of the popular vote, compared to 99 seats and 29.6 
percent for the Conservative Party, 54 seats and 12.4 percent of the vote for the Bloc Quebecois, and 19 
seats and 15.7 percent of the popular vote for the New Democratic Party (NDP). 

• The campaign was unusually negative, with numerous attack ads from all sides and messages focusing 
on discrediting rivals. Debate on the main issues—health care, social policies, security policies, and 
Canada-U.S. relations—suffered as a result, despite significant differences in all the party platforms. 

• One of the main challenges for the Liberals will be moving forward on several files relevant to Canada-
U.S. relations, such as Canadian participation in the U.S. missile defense system, and trade issues, such 
as softwood lumber, which could be among the most contentious in the new government.

On June 28, 2004, Canadians awarded the Liberal 
Party of Canada with its fourth successive mandate. 
After 11 years of majority rule in the House of 
Commons, however, the Liberals find themselves in 
unfamiliar territory. Because they were only able to 
win 135 out of 308 seats in the House of 
Commons—losing 37 seats compared to the 2000 
election—and because they recorded their fourth-
smallest share of the popular vote since 
Confederation (36.7 percent, four points lower than 
the 40.8 percent they received in 2000), Paul Martin 
will remain prime minister, but he will now head 
Canada’s first minority government since 1979. 
 
While nothing less than a fourth consecutive 
majority government was expected when Paul 
Martin succeeded Jean Chrétien in December 2003, 
a recent sponsorship scandal, an at times mediocre 
campaign from Martin, and a stronger opposition in 
the form of a reenergized and reorganized 

Conservative Party of Canada all contributed to one 
of the closest campaigns in recent history. The fact 
that the Liberal camp welcomed the election results 
with a sigh of relief was testament to how close they 
came to losing an election for the first time since 
1988. Indeed, the margin of victory for the Liberals 
surprised many, after weeks of pollsters and pundits 
predicting that the Conservatives would forma 
minority government and numerous polls showing 
the Conservatives ahead or at par with the Liberals. 
 
As is the case with many federal elections, this 
election was largely won and lost in Ontario, home 
to one-third of the 308 seats in the House of 
Commons. The Liberals only pulled ahead of the 
Conservatives by solidifying their base in Ontario to 
limit the damage they suffered in Quebec while 
maintaining a strong presence in Atlantic Canada. 
Their inability to make inroads in western Canada, 
however, cost them a majority government. For their 
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part, the Conservatives solidified their base in 
western Canada and significantly increased their 
seat total to 99. However, their inability to win more 
than 24 seats in Ontario cost them the chance to 
form the next government. Along with a strong 
showing by the Bloc Quebecois in Quebec—picking 
up 54 out of 75 seats—the result also confirmed the 
strong regionalism in Canadian politics that was 
evident in the 2000 federal election campaign. 
 
In the end, it appears that although voters wished to 
punish the Liberal Party, a majority of Canadians 
were unwilling to trust another party with a majority 
government. Accordingly, many undecided voters 
on polling day sided with the Liberals, mainly for 
the same reason that the Globe and Mail newspaper 
weakly endorsed the Liberals in a preelection 
editorial—because they could be counted on “to do 
the least harm.” A series of attack ads by the 
Liberals and NDP, as well as statements on various 
social issues by Conservative candidates themselves, 
created enough uncertainty and doubt during the 
campaign that many Canadians concluded they 
preferred what Dwight Mason of the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) called 
“the devil they knew instead of the devil they 
didn’t.” Especially outside of western Canada, many 
voters appeared to conclude that the Conservatives 
were out of touch with the centrist, moderate strain 
of politics that always wins Canadian federal 
elections. This development was especially evident 
in the latter stages of the campaign, as a series of ill-
timed remarks by former Reform Party members 
forced the Conservatives on the defensive and took 
away the momentum they built up in the early stages 
of the campaign. 
 
While minority governments have traditionally 
lasted just over a year, it is too early to tell how soon 
Canadians may return to the polls. Paul Martin has 
indicated that he will not seek to build a formal 
coalition with the NDP or the Bloc Quebecois, 
arguing that he won a “stable” minority government 
and will seek support for the Liberal platform on an 
issue-by-issue basis. Though he will benefit from 
lower expectations than when he became prime 
minister six months ago, his ability to implement 
key planks of the Liberal agenda—health care, child 
care, and a new deal for Canada’s cities—and 

negotiate and compromise with the opposition on 
other key issues, especially those relevant to the 
Canada-U.S. file—Canadian participation in the 
U.S. missile defense shield and trade issues such as 
softwood lumber—will be a major challenge for a 
prime minister and party that will need to govern 
while simultaneously regaining the trust of the 
Canadian electorate. 
 
The Campaign 
 
Paul Martin dropped the writ on May 23, opening 
the five-week campaign for the 38th general election 
in Canadian history. His election call came after 
months of false starts and rumors about an 
impending election. It also came against the advice 
of many of his advisers, who felt a June election was 
too soon after a significant erosion of Liberal 
support because of a sponsorship scandal, where the 
previous Liberal government was caught having 
given millions of dollars in taxpayer money to 
public relations firms in Quebec with ties to the 
Liberal Party. Indeed, gone were the days only six 
months earlier when a fourth successive majority 
government—with Martin even arguing that a 
“historic” majority of 220 seats was possible—
seemed inevitable. Instead, Martin took a risk in 
calling the election, confident his personal 
popularity and voter concern with his rivals would 
be enough to see the Liberals through. 
 
Although the Liberals were ahead in the polls at the 
outset of the campaign, all signs pointed to a close 
race. Perhaps because of the stakes, with the 
Liberals hoping to survive and the opposition parties 
sensing an opportunity to make gains, the resulting 
campaign was one of the most ill-spirited in 
Canadian history, with numerous attack ads and 
appeals to voter fear that prompted the Globe and 
Mail to describe the campaign as “nasty, brutish, 
and short.” 
 
All the parties resorted to negative tactics to 
discredit their rivals and win support. Especially in 
the latter stages, the Liberals mounted an effective 
campaign to label Stephen Harper, the leader of the 
Conservative Party, as a right-wing ideologue who 
wanted to make Canada more like the United States 
(e.g., privatize health care and roll back individual
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Federal Election Results: 2000 and 2004 
 

2000 Leader Vote 
% 

Seats Ontario Quebec West
* 

Liberal Party Jean Chrétien 40.8 172 100 36 14 

Canadian Alliance Stockwell Day 25.5 66 2 0 64 

Progressive Conservative Party Joe Clark 12.2 12 0 1 2 

New Democratic Party Alexa 
McDonough 

10.7 13 1 0 8 

Bloc Quebecois Gilles Duceppe 8.5 38 0 38 0 

2004 Leader Vote 
% 

Seats Ontario Quebec West 

Liberal Party Paul Martin 36.7 135 75 21 14 

Conservative Party of 
Canada** 

Stephen Harper 29.6 99 24 0 68 

New Democratic Party Jack Layton 15.7 19 7 0 9 

Bloc Quebecois Gilles Duceppe 12.4 54 0 54 0 
          Source: Elections Canada. 

* The total seat count for the West is the total number of seats won in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba. 
** The Canadian Alliance and the Progressive Conservative Party of Canada merged in 2003 to form the Conservative Party of Canada. 
rights on key social issues). Martin appealed on 
numerous occasions to minority groups that the 
Conservative Party would put their rights in danger, 
and especially focused on warning Canadians about 
Harper’s socially conservative positions. Not 
helping Harper were several comments made by 
former Reform Party members, such as health critic 
Rob Merrifield suggesting third-party counseling 
was necessary for women considering abortions, and 
Randy White musing about overriding the Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms to outlaw same sex 
marriage, which gave credence to these claims. 
Harper’s own statements that he would allow 
parliamentary votes on abortion and capital 
punishment, his refusal to rule out using the 
nonwithstanding clause to outlaw gay marriage, and 
his specific comments on hate crimes legislation 
(namely that laws protecting gays and lesbians from 
hate crimes needed to be amended to allay the 
concern of church groups and others who feared 
their freedom of expression might be harmed), also 
reinforced the perception that the Conservatives had 
a hidden agenda on social issues out of touch with 

the views of a majority of Canadians. 
 
Not to be outdone, the Conservatives themselves 
mounted a campaign to portray Paul Martin and the 
Liberals as corrupt and untrustworthy, at one point 
putting out a press release accusing Paul Martin and 
the NDP of condoning child pornography. In the 
space of one day early in the campaign in fact, 
Harper referred to Martin as hypocritical, dishonest, 
and dishonorable. In the early stages of the 
campaign, this message resonated with an electorate 
still looking to punish the Liberals for the 
sponsorship scandal and played to voter concerns in 
Ontario, where provincial Liberal premier Dalton 
McGuinty had released a budget imposing a health 
premium on all Ontario families after pledging not 
to raise taxes during the recent provincial 
campaign.1 Accordingly, the Conservatives 
benefited, creating an early momentum that allowed 
them to overtake the Liberals in public opinion 
                                                 
1 See Andre Belelieu, “The End of a Revolution? The 2003 
Ontario Provincial Election,” Canada Election Studies, vol. 
issue II (October 2003). 
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polls. It was only after Harper started musing about 
forming a majority government, and after several ill-
timed comments by Conservative candidates on 
social issues that the electorate became less 
receptive to these messages. 
 
Jack Layton and the NDP were also on the attack, 
with Layton creating the first controversy of the 
campaign by claiming that Paul Martin was 
responsible for the deaths of Toronto homeless 
people by cutting affordable-housing programs 
when he served as finance minister. During the 
campaign, Layton consistently urged voters to reject 
“Liberal arrogance” and the Conservatives’ “hidden 
agenda.” Gilles Duceppe and the Bloc Quebecois 
kept a lower profile during the campaign, but 
Duceppe was also active in attacking Martin and the 
Liberals, especially during the two leaders’ debates. 
 
With so much focus on negative attacks, debate on 
the main issues—health care, federal/provincial 
relations, a new deal for the municipalities, and 
Canada-U.S. relations—suffered as a result. This 
was an unwelcome development, as all the major 
parties presented Canadians with a different 
message. 
 
The Liberal platform was focused on maintaining a 
situation close to status quo. It proposed billions of 
dollars in new spending measures for health care, 
new proposals for child care, striking a new deal for 
the municipalities, modestly increasing the size of 
the Canadian military, continuing to implement 
Canada’s new national security strategy, and 
building “sophisticated” relations with the United 
States. 
 
For their part, the Conservatives proposed a 
radically different agenda, centered on a $37 billion 
tax cut, billions of dollars in increased military 
spending, and new proposals for Canada-U.S. 
relations, such as elevating the Canadian 
ambassador to the United States to cabinet rank and 
enhancing NAFTA by moving toward harmonized 
tariffs, eliminating rules of origin, and pursuing 
enhanced common labor, environmental, and 
security standards. 
 

The NDP presented Canadians with another 
alternative, building their campaign on a platform 
centered on massive spending increases—$61 
billion in new spending including $30 billion in new 
health care spending and a pledge to increase the 
federal share of health care funding to 25 percent. 
The NDP also supported more money for the 
military, mainly to rebuild Canada’s peacekeeping 
abilities, but it was a staunch opponent of Canadian 
participation in the U.S. missile defense system. 
 
The Bloc Quebecois platform focused on several 
proposals for a better deal for Quebec in Ottawa. 
They also, however, opposed participation in the 
missile defense program. 
 
When the issues were debated, health care remained 
the main preoccupation of the voters and, 
accordingly, was a hot topic. The Liberals launched 
the campaign in the first week by announcing their 
health care plan with $9 billion in new spending. It 
was quickly deemed unrealistic by the other parties. 
 
After the release of the Conservative and NDP 
platforms, further debates on the issue focused on 
fixing Canada’s system for the long term. While all 
parties generally agreed that more money needed to 
be spent to reduce waiting times and upgrade 
Canada’s system, the topic of privatization of the 
system also played a large role in discussions. This 
was especially the case in the last week of the 
campaign, when Alberta premier Ralph Klein 
announced that his provincial health care reforms, 
due to be announced on June 30, might include the 
introduction of private for-profit orthopedic clinics, 
which would violate the Canada Health Act, which 
mandates that medical services be universally 
accessible and publicly funded in exchange for 
transfer payments from the federal government to 
the provinces. Paul Martin seized the opportunity to 
accuse Harper and Klein of conspiring to undermine 
the Canada Health Act. (British Columbia MP John 
Reynolds, the Conservative Party’s national 
campaign cochair, accused Klein after the election 
of having cost the party votes in British Columbia 
and Ontario by launching this “grenade” in the 
campaign.) 
 
Several other issues played to Liberal strengths and 
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assumed an important role in the final outcome. As a 
strong showing by the Bloc Quebecois became 
evident during the campaign, the sovereignty issue 
became more visible, especially after Bernard 
Landry mused that a Bloc sweep in Quebec would 
hasten a referendum, perhaps as early as 2009 (when 
the Parti Quebecois would have supposedly won at 
the provincial level). There is preliminary evidence 
that this drove some federalist voters back into the 
Liberal fold. Partially related to Quebec was a row 
over Air Canada and bilingualism in the third week 
of the campaign. Stephen Harper came under 
considerable criticism by the Liberals after a Tory 
proposal was made that would scrap the Air Canada 
Public Participation Act, which mandates that Air 
Canada locate its head office in Montreal and keep 
maintenance facilities in several cities. This came 
after Conservative critic for official languages Scott 
Reid called for cuts to services for minority-
language groups just four days after Harper 
promised a Quebec audience he would protect 
French inside and outside the province. The Liberals 
used this opportunity to claim that Harper wanted to 
weaken official bilingualism, a chord that struck 
with many voters. 
 
Surprisingly, given Harper’s calls for closer 
relations with the United States and recent 
announcements by the Liberals of a new national 
security strategy, foreign policy did not play a major 
role in the campaign, even if Martin and Harper 
squared off on the United States and Canada’s 
decision not to participate in the Iraq war during the 
leader’s debate. Canada-U.S. relations, in particular, 
came up only intermittently, mostly with Martin 
accusing Harper of wanting to make Canada more 
like the United States and Harper blaming the 
Liberal Party for the deterioration of Canada-U.S. 
relations in the past two years. 
 
At the end of the day, the Martin camp came out of 
the gate slowly, but recovered in the latter stages of 
the campaign to stop the momentum the 
Conservatives were building. For their part, the 
Conservatives ran the best campaign in the first few 
weeks but were unable to sustain their momentum, 
with Harper growing increasingly confident as the 
weeks went by, a situation that contributed to 
mistakes and his ill-advised light campaign schedule 

in the final few days of the election. The NDP and 
the Bloc Quebecois also ran solid campaigns. 
However, as usual the NDP was unable to turn its 
vote share into a large number of seats in the House 
of Commons, and neither party was successful at 
reaching voters outside their traditional bases. 
It is also worth noting, however, that despite the 
closeness of the race, razor-thin margins of victory 
in many ridings, and the record level of early 
votes—over 1 million—voter apathy was once again 
a defining characteristic of this campaign. 
Preliminary returns by Elections Canada indicate 
that only 60.5 percent of the electorate turned up to 
vote, two points lower than the 2000 election, and 
more importantly the lowest turnout ever for a 
federal election. 
 
A Stable Minority? 
 
Immediately following the Liberal victory and the 
reality of the first minority government in 25 years, 
four broad questions were being debated. Where 
would the Liberals go from here (i.e., would they 
seek to form a formal coalition and with what 
party)? What strategies/changes would all the main 
parties undertake to prepare for the future? With the 
loss of five members of his last cabinet and the need 
to balance regional representation, what would the 
next cabinet look like? And what does this election 
mean for the future of Canadian politics and 
Canada-U.S. relations? Even if it is hard to 
speculate immediately following the election what 
may happen, early signs indicate that despite a 
history of short-lived minority governments—the 
average minority government has lasted a year and a 
half—this government may yield fewer surprises 
and instability than in the past. 
 
On the first question, it appears the Liberals will not 
seek to build a formal coalition, looking instead to 
win support on their platform on an issue-by-issue 
basis. This decision was probably taken for two 
reasons. On the one hand, the most logical coalition 
partner for the Liberals is the NDP. Indeed, a 
plurality of Canadians on the eve of the election 
expressed a desire for a Liberal-NDP minority 
government, and on the Liberal agenda for health 
care and social issues both parties are to the left of 
center. However, forming a coalition with the NDP 
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still leaves the Liberals one seat short of a majority. 
On the other hand, the fact that Jack Layton has 
confirmed that the NDP would exact a high price for 
NDP support—opposition to missile defense and the 
introduction of proportional representation into 
Canadian elections, as well as several positions in 
cabinet—may be a higher price than the Liberals are 
willing to pay. They are perhaps calculating on the 
fact that no party will want to be seen as blocking 
legislation and not wanting to make the new 
government work. In such a scenario, Martin 
probably will seek to win NDP support on health 
care, child care, social issues, and a new deal for the 
municipalities without giving the NDP a chance to 
be the kingmaker of other issues such as missile 
defense. 
 
Another factor pointing to a stable minority 
government is the simple fact that besides perhaps 
the NDP, no party wants to go back to the polls very 
soon. The Liberals have been humbled and need to 
regroup. One of their first priorities will be to regain 
the trust of a Canadian electorate that reacted 
strongly and quickly to the sponsorship scandal. In 
this effort, the Liberals will need to provide 
leadership and show Canadians that they can 
produce effective government and good legislation 
by working with the other parties in this minority 
government. Moreover, the loss of a majority 
government was due in part to months of fighting 
within the party between “Martin loyalists” and 
those close to former prime minister Chrétien. It was 
only after the Liberal Party starting suffering at the 
polls that the different factions started working 
together toward the main cause. Accordingly, intra-
party unity will be key in surviving the minority 
government and preparing for the next election. All 
of these tasks cannot be achieved overnight. 
 
For their part, the Conservatives have made 
significant gains for a party that is less than a year 
old. However, they committed several mistakes 
during the campaign and need to regroup. A policy 
convention could be scheduled for later this year 
which should give the party a chance to assess 
where their message is effective and on what issues 
new ideas may be needed. It may also be time for 
the Conservatives to look long and hard at the issue 
of leadership. Although Stephen Harper was not out 

of place on the national stage, the Conservative 
Party, as well as its predecessor (the Canadian 
Alliance) in the last two elections, ran former 
members of the Reform Party with deep roots in 
Alberta as their leaders. This strategy has proven 
effective in rallying western voters around the issue 
of “western alienation.” However, it has also proven 
incapable of winning enough support outside of 
western Canada and allows the opposition to 
continue to brand the Conservatives as right-wing 
ideologues. It may be time for a change. 
 
Finally, the Bloc Quebecois was able to make gains 
in this election, but their gains should be seen more 
as a punishment of the Liberal Party than a vote of 
confidence in the Bloc. Indeed, many pundits have 
called the Bloc’s showing a “blip” that will not be 
repeated should Canadians go back to the polls in a 
short time. 
 
The Election and Canada-U.S. Relations 
 
Perhaps because of the low profile of Canada-U.S. 
relations in the election, fewer questions have been 
asked about what this result means for the future of 
the relationship and, along with a U.S. election later 
this year, how much attention Canada-U.S. relations 
will receive. To be sure, there is increased 
uncertainty surrounding Canada-U.S. relations. 
Officials in Washington, D.C., are taking a “wait 
and see approach” as to how the Liberals, as well as 
the other parties, will approach Canada-U.S. 
relations and the numerous files that currently need 
attention. On Martin’s end, there is also the 
uncertainty of the upcoming U.S. election in 
November, which promises to be an extremely tight 
race that could be decided by one or two swing 
states, some of which could impact the future 
direction of trade issues with relevance to Canada. 
All of this results in a situation that should see few 
bold initiatives on the Canada-U.S. file. But it does 
not necessarily translate into a potential crisis in the 
world’s largest bilateral relationship, as some 
pundits have been warning. 
 
To be sure, however, the outlook for the immediate 
future of Canada-U.S. relations points to the reality 
that Martin will need to work hard to make good on 
his campaign pledge of “more sophisticated” 
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relations with the United States. Several files 
relevant to Canada-U.S. relations, as well as the 
prime minister’s own efforts to build ties in 
Washington, may prove to be one of the most 
difficult challenges of the new minority government. 
Especially on the issue of Canadian participation in 
the U.S. missile defense system, as well as on trade 
issues such as softwood lumber and the export of 
Canadian beef, Martin will need to employ all his 
skills of negotiation and compromise within the new 
government. 
 
On the military spending side, none of the parties 
disagree that more money needs to be spent on 
defense. On the issue of Canadian participation in 
the missile defense system, however, Martin will 
need to be careful. Even if he does not need 
legislation to bring Canada into the system (the 
prime minister can sign treaties without requiring 
legislation), and even if legislation would pass as the 
Conservatives would back it, Martin will need to be 
careful as the NDP made their opposition to 
Canadian participation in the U.S. missile defense 
system a central plank of their campaign. A failure 
to consult them on any decision on Canadian 
participation, even if it has already been made, could 
hurt Martin’s chances of winning NDP support on 
other key legislation, especially health care. On 
security matters also, none of the parties disagree 
that Canada should continue the Smart Border 
process or proceed with crafting the country’s first 
national security strategy. Again, however, Martin 
will need to balance the need to proceed on this 
issue with the likely consequences elsewhere if 
these efforts endanger legislation or funding on 
other issues—child care, health care, and a new deal 
for the municipalities. 
 
Deadlock on key trade issues such as softwood 
lumber and the reopening of the U.S. border to 
Canadian beef will not necessarily suffer as a result 
of the new situation. Despite their claims, a 
Conservative majority government would not likely 
fare much better on these issues. Instead, the reality 
is that in an election year in the United States, with 
so many swing states critical to the final outcome, 
all trade issues—as was the case with agriculture 
and steel in the past few years—take on a political 
aspect. In such a climate, Canada will not win 

concessions or a new deal very easily. Special 
interest groups will have a say in all matters. 
Moreover, with a close election on the horizon, it is 
improbable that the White House, or Congress, will 
spend much time on these issues anyway. 
 
Accordingly, it is on the personal side that Martin 
has the best opportunity to improve Canada-U.S. 
relations in the short term. Though it may be hard, 
once again because of the election, to schedule a 
formal meeting with President George W. Bush, 
Martin can send many signals that he is taking the 
Canada-U.S. relationship very seriously. First, 
Martin can name several members of his caucus to 
cabinet with a reputation of being pro-American. 
Even if he has lost David Pratt as defense minister, 
Martin can call on pro-American politicians such as 
Anne McClellan and Scott Brison. Second, he has 
the opportunity in the next speech from the throne to 
outline an agenda that will seek to continue 
Canada’s efforts on issues important to the U.S. 
government that also benefit Canada. These include 
spending more money on the Canadian military, 
continuing to cooperate with U.S. officials on 
homeland security, including the next stage in the 
development of the Smart Border Accords, and 
continuing his pledge to develop Canada’s first 
national security strategy. Third, Martin will win 
points in Washington by formally announcing that 
Canada has made a final decision on Canadian 
participation in the U.S. missile defense system. 
Although Canadian participation is not vital for the 
system to function, ending the uncertainty of 
whether or not Canada will participate will be 
strongly appreciated south of the border. 
 
As the head of a minority government, Martin does 
have one advantage he did not when he succeeded 
Jean Chrétien in December: he will benefit from 
lower expectations, both at home and abroad. 
Therefore, showing that he is committed to 
improving Canada-U.S. relations and spearheading 
efforts at bringing other Canadian parties on board 
to make progress on these issues, should benefit 
Martin whether it is George W. Bush or John Kerry 
sitting in the White House in January. 
 
Conclusion 
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The 38th general election in Canadian history was 
one of the closest and most interesting campaigns in 
recent memory. It was noteworthy in many respects, 
none less evident than the fact that the Liberals are 
now faced with an energized and better organized 
opposition, especially in the form of a newly merged 
Conservative Party of Canada. It is too early to tell, 
however, whether the outcome signals the beginning 
of a new era in Canadian politics, or whether it is 
indicative of a bad decision by Paul Martin to go to 
the polls and face an angry electorate. 
 
The result should give Canadians a clear indication, 
however, of Martin’s talents as a politician. He will 
need on the one hand to please his party by 
implementing the Liberal agenda, while on the other 
hand showing great skills of negotiation and 
compromise to win the support of the opposition 
parties. Furthermore, to regain sufficient support for 
a majority government, he will need to make good 
on an agenda that during the campaign seemed 
aimed at pleasing as many different constituencies 
as possible, including Canada’s cities and 
municipalities, a variety of minority groups, and the 
provinces. Furthermore, a solid performance will 
also be necessary to correct the feeling of “western 
alienation” with the Liberal Party and Ottawa. After 
one election, Martin failed to make inroads in the 
west, but he continues to promise to govern for “all 
Canadians in all of Canada’s regions.” Therefore, he 
will need to be a strong leader and astute politician 
to succeed, and in the event he is not successful, 
there will be several candidates waiting to replace 
him as the future leader of the Liberal Party. 
 
Over the next few months, the first indications of 
what this minority government will look like, and in 
what directions Martin will take Canadian politics, 
will become evident. Early indications suggest that 
Martin will reconvene parliament in the early fall, 
where he will deliver the Speech from the Throne in 
September that will outline the new government’s 
agenda. In the meantime, however, he will need to 
accomplish two important tasks during the summer. 
First, he will need to meet with all the opposition 
parties to gauge their support for the Liberal agenda 
and get a sense of their priorities and main issues. 
Second, he will need to undertake the delicate task 
of building a new cabinet. Since no less than six 

former cabinet ministers, such as Defense Minister 
David Pratt, went down to defeat, and since the new 
cabinet will need to take into account two main 
characteristics—on the one hand, regional 
representation will be key; while on the other, the 
Martin team will need to reach out to former 
Chrétien loyalists who helped secure the election 
victory—this will not be an easy task. In these 
circumstances, however, names to watch remain 
Anne McClellan (Alberta, current deputy prime 
minister) and Ralph Goodale (Saskatchewan, current 
finance minister), while new faces should include 
Scott Brison (Nova Scotia), Stephane Dion 
(Quebec), and former premier of British Columbia 
Ujjal Dosanjh (British Columbia). 
 
In the end, though the election was nastier than any 
other in recent memory and will be remembered as 
an election than ended 11 years of majority rule by 
the Liberals, it is also worth noting how little it 
strayed from the status quo in some respects. On the 
one hand, regional representation by party in the 
House of Commons looks quite familiar. In fact, 
besides gains by the Bloc Quebecois in Quebec, no 
party was able to make significant gains in any new 
region. The Liberals remain strong in Ontario and 
Atlantic Canada, while the Conservatives retain the 
bulk of their support in western Canada. Though the 
Conservatives did increase their seat total to 24 in 
Ontario, and the Liberals did make gains in British 
Columbia, preelection promises of breakthroughs in 
nontraditional strongholds did not materialize. 
Debate on the issues was also quite familiar, with 
similar proposals and similar issues dominating 
party platforms. Once again, the future of health 
care was the concern of the average Canadian voter, 
and politicians largely focused both their policy 
explanations and attack ads on this issue. 
 
What were lacking were bold, clear, and serious 
ideas on foreign policy, Canada’s role in the 
international community, and the future of North 
America. This was an unwelcome development. 
Largely overlooked in Martin’s first unspectacular 
six months in office were bold proposals to overhaul 
Canadian security policies, first through the creation 
of a new department, Public Safety and Emergency 
Preparedness Canada, and then with the 
announcement of Canada’s first national security 



strategy. Previous minority governments have 
produced important legislation that gave birth to 
many of the key programs in the Canadian welfare 
state—on issues ranging from health care to the 
creation of the Canada Pension Plan. A similar 
opportunity is now available for the government to 
clearly define a role for Canada in the post– 
September 11 world and to enact bold proposals at 
home that will position Canada to better ensure 
international peace and security in North America 
and around the world. It may be on this issue that 
this minority government could be remembered for 
bold action or a lack of initiative. 
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