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• The Liberal Party (PLQ) captured the 2003 Quebec provincial election. By winning 45.9 percent of the vote 
and 76 out of 125 seats in Quebec’s National Assembly, the Liberals will form a majority government under 
their leader, Jean Charest. 

• The election is a bitter defeat for the Parti Quebecois (PQ), which lost 30 seats in the National Assembly and 
will be unable to pursue any referendums on sovereignty for the next five years. On the other hand, it is a 
significant victory for federalists, especially Jean Charest, who left federal politics in 1998 with the goal of 
preventing Quebec’s secession from Canada. 

• The determining factors in the Liberal Party victory were its ability to attract the francophone vote, the desire 
for change among the Quebec electorate, and the performance by the Action Démocratique du Québec 
(ADQ), which split the vote in favor of the Liberals. 

• Charest’s platform represents a new departure for Quebec politics and should see Quebec play an increasingly 
important role in Canadian politics. However, Charest will have a hard time implementing many of his 
campaign promises. 

 

2003 ELECTION RESULTS 
                                 PARTY SEATS LEADER VOTE (%) VOTES 
LIBERAL PARTY OF QUEBEC (PLQ) 76 JEAN CHAREST 45.92 1,754,348 

PARTI QUEBECOIS (PQ) 45 BERNARD LANDRY 33.20 1,268,67
8 

                     ACTION DÉMOCRATIQUE  
                     DU QUÉBEC (ADQ) 

4 MARIO DUMONT 18.24 696,972 

OTHER 0 ------------- 2.59 100,277 

 
1998 ELECTION RESULTS 

                                      PARTY SEATS LEADER VOTE 
(%) 

VOTES 

PARTI QUEBECOIS (PQ) 75 LUCIEN 
BOUCHARD 

42.87 1,744,240 

LIBERAL PARTY (PLQ) 48 JEAN CHAREST 43.55 1,771,858 
ACTION DÉMOCRATIQUE DU QUÉBEC 1 MARIO DUMONT 11.81 480,636 
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(ADQ) 
OTHER 0 ----------- 1.76 71,738 
Source: Chief Electoral Officer of Quebec 
 
 
On April 14, Quebeckers voted for change while keeping 
with half a century of tradition. With 70 percent of 
Quebec’s 5.5 million registered voters casting their 
ballots, the Liberal Party (PLQ) under Jean Charest ended 
nine years of Parti Quebecois (PQ) rule, winning 45.9 
percent of the popular vote and 76 out of 125 seats in 
Quebec’s National Assembly. The governing PQ, which 
won 33.2 percent of the vote and picked up 45 seats in the 
National Assembly, was therefore swept from power 
despite a fairly positive record in government, proving 
that no matter how competently a government rules in 
Quebec, it is not immune to the political reality that no 
party has been able to win a third consecutive term in 
office since the Union Nationale in 1952.  

Beyond the PLQ’s strong campaign, another 
significant factor in Charest’s victory was the rise of the 
Action Démocratique du Québec (ADQ), which tallied 
18.2 percent of the vote. Indeed, it is worth noting that 
although the PLQ won this election convincingly, it 
actually received 17,150 fewer votes than in 1998. Jean 
Charest’s ability to win enough votes in rural francophone 
ridings, the ADQ’s tendency to attract more PQ voters 
than PLQ ones, and Quebec’s first-past-the-post electoral 
system all combined with an electorate’s taste for change 
to bring about the demise of the PQ. 

 
The Campaign 
The 32-day election campaign kicked off on March 12 
with the same three main parties from the 1998 elections 
fighting for office. From the first day, voters were faced 
with three parties offering policies distinct from their 
competitors: 
 
Bernard Landry, the incumbent premier from the 
separatist PQ, campaigned on a social democratic, center-
left platform stressing the PQ’s strong record in office. 
Landry went to great lengths to improve his image during 
the campaign, carefully tip-toeing around the sovereignty 
issue while branding himself as the most caring and 
responsible candidate who could continue to bring “good 
government” to the province.  
 
Jean Charest, leader of the PLQ since 1998, ran  
on a centrist ticket stressing the issues of health and 
education, as well as reductions in income tax and the size 
of government. Trying to exploit the electorate’s fatigue 
with the sovereignty question, the Liberals campaigned to 
portray Charest as a man of change, whose vision of 
Quebec as an active player in Canadian politics would be 
most beneficial for Quebec’s interests. 

 
Mario Dumont, the voice of the ADQ, campaigned on a 
right wing, small-government platform advocating school 
vouchers, a flat tax, and an end to referendums on the 
sovereignty question. His goal was to regain the 
momentum he had achieved in 2002, when the ADQ 
became the most popular party in Quebec before sliding 
back to third in the polls. 
 
The final outcome at the beginning of the campaign was 
far from certain. Over the previous 6 months, Quebeckers 
had shown that they were leaning toward change, but 
willing to support any of the three main parties. At the 
end of 2002, the PQ looked like it was heading for a 
sound defeat at the hands of the ADQ, whose popularity 
on the Quebec political scene seemed to grow with each 
day. Due to inexperience and indecision, however, voters 
soon cooled to their campaign, and the PQ and the PLQ 
started running neck and neck in the polls. According to a 
poll on March 12, the PQ had managed once again to 
overtake the PLQ to become the province’s most popular 
party. It seemed as if Charest was fighting an uphill battle, 
especially with the PQ holding a 15-point lead over the 
PLQ with francophone voters. 

The early weeks of the campaign were unusually 
quiet. Overshadowed by the debate over Iraq, candidates 
found it hard to interest voters on the dominant issues of 
the early campaign stops: health and education. Indeed, 
what was significant about the early stages of the 
campaign was the normality of the discourse compared to 
recent elections, where the sovereignty debate always 
took center stage. This time around, the PQ was 
successful in focusing its campaign on its record in 
government. Landry urged voters to focus on his 
government’s successes in increasing employment and 
balancing the budget, and not the PQ’s ambiguous 
statements about holding another referendum if re-
elected. He also pledged to continue family-friendly 
policies by installing a four-day workweek for couples 
with young children. This strategy was successful enough 
that, until March 30, the PQ looked poised to win a third 
consecutive term in office. 

The turning point of the campaign came on March 31. 
During a heavily watched leader’s debate, Charest put in 
a dominant performance that launched his candidacy, and 
put Landry on the defensive for the remainder of the 
campaign. His coup de grace was confronting Landry 
with one of the PQ’s most sensitive issues, the 1995 
statement by then-leader Jacques Parizeau blaming the 
loss of the sovereignty referendum on “money and the 
ethnic vote.” On a speaking tour around Quebec earlier in 
the same day as the debate, Parizeau defended these 
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comments and urged a re-elected PQ government to 
embark on another quest for sovereignty. Whatever 
Parizeau’s intent, he could not have chosen a worse time 
to air his views, which were seen as racist and anti-
Semitic and had forced his resignation in 1995. Charest 
seized his opportunity and forced Landry, who claimed to 
be unaware of Parizeau’s latest statement, to distance 
himself from Parizeau and the promise of another 
referendum. However well Landry tried to recover in the 
debate, Charest had derailed Landry’s campaign strategy. 

The PLQ took the lead in the polls the next day, even 
narrowing the gap in francophone support from its high of 
16 points on March 12 to a mere five points. 
Subsequently, in the days leading up to the polls, Charest 
stuck to his winning script of health and education reform 
while warning voters that a vote for Landry was a vote for 
five more years of division and referendums. Meanwhile, 
as his campaign became increasingly aware that the PLQ 
was possibly heading toward a majority government, 
Landry shifted gears and began to play the separation card 
once again, trying to sway the large number of undecided 
voters by promising that if the PQ were re-elected, 
Quebec would be a sovereign nation within 1000 days.  

In the last days of campaigning, this strategy, 
combined with the performance of the ADQ, spelled 
disaster for the PQ. Although the ADQ had slipped firmly 
into third place, polls were indicating that its support was 
still strong enough to split the vote in many ridings, which 
would hand victory to the Liberals. This was especially 
evident in the Quebec City region, where the ADQ’s 
support was strongest. As Quebeckers took to the polls on 
April 14, the PLQ could be excused for thinking history 
was on its side. Not only had no government won three 
consecutive terms since 1952, but also the winner of the 
election was usually the party that did best in the Quebec 
City region.  
 
Liberals in Power: What Next? 
A mere 35 minutes after the polls had closed, it was 
already evident that the Liberals were heading for victory. 
After five years in opposition touring Quebec’s 
hinterland, Charest’s transformation from a federal 
Progressive Conservative to the leader of the PLQ was 
now complete. Elated with this personal victory, Charest 
proclaimed in his victory speech, “Quebec’s leadership 
will make Canada a stronger place. It is not only Quebec 
that changes tonight, it is also Canada.” Change will have 
to wait until April 29, however, when Charest and his yet-
to-be-determined cabinet take office. His first major step 
will come in early May, when the National Assembly is 
set to reconvene. It is here that Charest will scrap the old 
PQ budget and introduce his own. His second step will be 
to wait for the results of the six other provincial elections 
due this year, as well as the election of a new leader of the 
federal Liberal Party in November 2003, before building 

alliances for his federal policies. After that time, politics 
in Quebec, and throughout Canada, will be significantly 
different with Charest in Quebec City. For Charest, 
however, the next five years will be no cakewalk. 
 
Provincial Politics: The New Role of the Quebec 
Government. Charest’s vision for the role of 
government in Quebec, which by North American 
standards is highly interventionist, represents a change 
that is short of revolutionary but significant nonetheless. 
To be sure, Charest is proposing to streamline the 
government, and making references to “efficient” 
government that would not be out of place in 
Washington D.C. However, although Charest has 
pledged to enact a series of pro-market policies that will 
require important budgetary revisions, his proposals do 
not see government intervention as an unnecessary evil. 
In fact, on the two main themes of his campaign, 
education and health, Charest is proposing an activist 
government role. 

Even if health and education already make up two-
thirds of Quebec’s budget, Charest is calling for an 
additional $10 billion CDN for these sectors, with an 
annual increase of 5 percent in health-care spending and 
1.75 percent in education. Among his main campaign 
pledges was to reduce waiting lists for surgery and to 
alleviate crowding in emergency rooms. To this end, 
Charest has called for the hiring of additional doctors and 
nurses and general upgrades for the health-care sector. 
For education, Charest’s proposals seek a series of 
structural improvements in the education sector. His 
proposals aim to increase funding for after-school 
support services as well as increase the number of 
classroom hours. At the university level, Charest is 
proposing to increase university budgets to hire more 
full-time professors while freezing tuition costs for 
students. One additional proposal to note is his plan to 
introduce English-language classes for all students as 
early as the Grade 1 level. 

Where Charest’s plans do differ significantly from 
his predecessors is in the realm of fiscal and tax policies 
and budgetary allocations. To pay for budgetary 
increases in health and education, Charest has promised 
to modernize and refocus government while cutting tax 
rates for North America’s highest-taxed people. Charest 
has pledged to cut 27 percent of personal income taxes, 
or $1 billion CDN over each of the next five years, with 
the goal of bringing tax rates in Quebec in line with those 
in the rest of Canada. To make up for these lost tax 
revenues, Charest has pledged to reduce the number of 
government departments, agencies, and corporations 
while balancing the budget and reducing the level of 
public debt. The details of his plan remain unclear, 
however, as he has consistently ducked the question of 
how exactly he would replace lost tax revenues or which 
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ministries would be affected most by cost-cutting 
measures. Charest is sure to meet resistance from some 
ministries, however, as well as from the unions, which 
will not accept his changes without a fight. 

Charest’s victory also brings back the difficult 
question of municipal mergers, which has caused much 
controversy since January 2002. Since the PQ merged 
municipalities surrounding six different cities into “mega 
cities,” the policy has met stiff resistance across Quebec, 
with Charest promising to allow Quebeckers to reverse 
municipal mergers if elected. Although it is now likely 
that the government will pass a bill allowing former 
municipalities to hold referendums on reversing the PQ’s 
decision, the issue is controversial, opposed by the 
mayors of the new cities as well as by many in the PLQ, 
who argue that such a move will destabilize the 
economic and social development of Quebec’s cities. 
Because the PQ has already pledged to fight Charest on 
this issue, it is likely that Charest will experience his first 
headaches in office here. 

 
Quebec and Canada: “We will walk together.” 
As far as Quebec politicians go, there are few people, 
save Jean Chretien, who hold federalist convictions as 
strong as Jean Charest. Charest is outspoken in his 
opposition to Quebec’s secession from Canada, but firm 
in his belief that the provinces should be highly 
autonomous from the federal government. In his victory 
speech, Charest insisted that his victory would usher in a 
new era for Quebec, claiming that Canada and Quebec 
should “walk together.” In case it was not clear to anyone 
that he intended to strengthen, not separate, Quebec’s 
interests through an increased presence in Canadian 
politics, he also added that he had no doubts that 
“federation can work effectively.” After nine years of 
government by a party whose raison d’etre is secession 
from Canada, it will be in this sphere that change will be 
most evident. It may also be here, however, that change is 
hardest to achieve. 

There are two main issues in federal-provincial 
relations on which Charest is expected to make a 
significant impact. The first is outlined in one of his pre-
election reports, entitled “A Project for Quebec: 
Affirmation, Autonomy, and Leadership,” in which he 
calls for the creation of a “Council of the Federation.” 
For Charest, this council would serve as a forum for 
dialogue and cooperation between provinces and the 
federal government, and would allow provinces a voice 
in setting economic and social policy while affording 
them a role in the negotiation and ratification of 
international treaties affecting their interests.  

Charest’s vision is a bold proposal for a Quebec 
politician, and one that will be hard to implement. His 
plan requires that the federal government grant the 
provinces a voice in international affairs, when the 

government has traditionally fought hard to prevent the 
provinces from speaking in their own interests on the 
international stage. Moreover, he will need realistically 
all the provinces on board to negotiate with the federal 
government, and this will require overcoming long-held 
suspicions about Quebec’s motives vis-à-vis the rest of 
Canada. However, it would be wrong to underestimate 
Charest completely. Although he does not get along with 
Chretien, he has many good relationships with other key 
players in Ottawa, including Paul Martin, most likely 
Canada’s next prime minister. Furthermore, he is a 
politician who understands western Canada (rare for a 
Quebec politician) and a leader whose victory has 
already been greeted by cheers in Alberta and British 
Columbia. With Alberta still seething that it did not have 
a mechanism through which to oppose Canada’s 
ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, and with other 
provinces looking for more autonomy in running 
provincial programs, Charest may be the man capable of 
rallying the provinces to this vision. It will take all 
Charest’s political skill, however, to make this a reality. 

The second issue concerns the so-called fiscal 
imbalance. According to many provinces, Ottawa 
receives too much tax money for the amount of dollars it 
returns to the provincial level, and is too rigid in how it 
wants the money to be spent. With the federal 
government currently disposing of billions of dollars in 
federal surpluses, and most provinces going into debt, 
correcting this balance has become a major issue with the 
provinces. Charest insists that there must be rebalancing 
as Ottawa has an inordinate amount of taxing power 
while the provinces face the heavy demands of health, 
education, and social assistance. For Charest, it is high 
time the provinces strike a new agreement with the 
federal government to ensure “a better balance between 
the revenues and responsibilities of the provinces and the 
federal government.” 

These arguments are not new, but coming from 
Charest they may have been given new life. Although on 
the surface the federal government should have no 
incentive to give more money back to the provinces while 
having little say in how they spend it, Charest has staked 
his political capital on the promise that the federation will 
work for, not against, Quebec’s interests. Although the 
government had an easy time dismissing representatives 
of a party committed to the break-up of the Canadian 
federation, Ottawa may find it much harder to send 
Charest home empty-handed. Although it is a stretch to 
say that Charest will simply show up in Ottawa and get 
what he wants, it is unlikely that any government will 
want to be known as the one that indirectly helped the 
separatist cause. Charest has temporarily convinced 
Quebeckers to accept a vision of Quebec within Canada 
that seemed far away in 1995, when Quebec was a mere 
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50,000 votes away from becoming a sovereign nation. For 
this, his ideas should get some attention in Ottawa. 

Charest’s proposals most likely will be designed to 
be as advantageous to Quebec as possible, however, and it 
is worth keeping in mind that not all the provinces have 
identical interests. Most likely, Charest’s efforts to correct 
the fiscal imbalance will center heavily on getting more 
money for his health and education budgets. If he is not 
careful, he may have trouble convincing the provinces to 
support his plan, and the federal government to support a 
policy that appears to disproportionately favor Quebec. 
Therefore, there is much potential for relations to go 
wrong, and Charest may have a hard time balancing 
Quebec’s interests with those of the rest of Canada. 
Herein lies the danger that Charest will fail to succeed on 
a program containing several promises that could alienate 
a majority of voters should they fail. He has promised 
prosperity and stability for Quebec within the Canadian 
federation, and he must produce results to keep 
Quebeckers believing in his vision. The PQ may have 
been defeated, but it is by no means dead. 40 percent of 
the population continues to strongly support sovereignty, 
and it is worth remembering that less than 50 percent of 
Quebeckers voted for the PLQ. No longer encumbered by 
the day-to-day operations of a government in power and 
bitter at their defeat to the federalist forces, the PQ will sit 
back and exploit any of Charest’s failures, all the while 
reorganizing for a more concerted push for separatism in 
the near future. Charest will have his hands full, and 
Canada will be watching closely. 
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