
Candidates for federal Conservative leadership start to declare 
 

Since Andrew Scheer resigned the leadership of the federal Conservatives on 
December 12, Canadians have been wondering who might be interested in 
running for the position. 
 
So far we have a lengthy list of who does not want the position and one candidate 
who does. 
 
The “not interested list” is a very impressive one including the Premier of Alberta 
Jason Kenney, the Premier of Ontario Doug Ford and the Premier of Manitoba 
Brian Palliser. Kenney and Ford are mired in the public opinion doldrums in their 
respective provinces as they attempt to institute massive public service cuts in the 
name of fiscal prudence, and Palliser has made himself “persona non grata” in 
Quebec by weighing in on the province’s controversial Bill 21 that restricts the 
religious iconography that civil servants can wear in La Belle Province. 
 
Former Premier of Saskatchewan Brad Wall and television personality Kevin 
O’Leary have also bowed out of the race for a number of reasons.  Wall is very 
happy in private life, and is firmly rooted in the Regina area, while O’Leary and his 
wife are involved with legal issues that preclude any kind of a leadership run.  
 
Former Conservative Maxine Bernier has also ruled himself out of the race.  
Bernier has said that he is quite content to build on the success that his Peoples 
Party of Canada had in 2019 when they won almost 350000 votes running on an 
anti-immigration, climate denying libertarian small government platform. 
 
Despite these candidates bowing out, there is an expectation that it will be a 
crowded field as many current and former Conservatives decide to join the 
leadership race to replace Scheer. 
 
Brian Brulotte, a long time party organizer, fund raiser and functionary, became 
the first declared candidate when he announced on December 16.  While Brulotte 
is not a household name, he is a consummate backroom Conservative with an 
extensive party Rolodex and many favors owing to him from close to three 
decades of loyal service to prime ministers stretching back to Joe Clarke.  Brulotte 



is from the Ottawa area, and is fluently bilingual. Pundits expect that Brulotte’s 
announcement will be one of many before Christmas. 
 
Conservatives are waiting with baited breath to see if Peter MacKay, Erin O’Toole 
and Rona Ambrose make a decision sooner than later. 
 
MacKay, 54, was the last leader of the Progressive Conservative Party before it 
merged with theReform/ Alliance Party in 2004.  MacKay held a number of top 
level cabinet appointments under Prime Minister Harper and is widely seen as the 
most “moderate” candidate likely to come forward.  Friends of MacKay caution 
that with three children under the age of seven, he is very carefully weighing his 
options.  Based out of Toronto, MacKay is making a very comfortable living on Bay 
Street and enjoying a lifestyle that might prove difficult to give up. Supporters 
believe MacKay will only step into the ring if he has the complete support of his 
wife, Nazanin Afshin-Jam MacKay who is a well respected philanthropist and child 
rights advocate, and very busy in her own right. 
 
Erin O’Toole currently represents the Conservatives in parliament and comes 
from the GTA, an area the party is desperate to crack in the next election.  
O’Toole has also served in the cabinet of Stephen Harper and is well liked within 
the party for his aggressive and intelligent style in parliament.  O’Toole is a 
virulent critic of Prime Minister Trudeau, and many Commons watchers believe 
the animosity that O’Toole has for the Liberal leader is much more than simple 
theatrics.  This would be O’Toole’s second run at the top job, and many current 
Members of Parliament are thought to be lining up behind their caucus colleague.  
One keen observer suggested that if O’Toole does have one significant drawback 
as a federal leader it is his school boy French which would be a major anchor for 
the party in vote rich Quebec. 
 
The incredibly powerful western wing of the Conservative Party that handed 
Andrew Scheer the keys to the kingdom two years ago over Quebecer Maxime 
Bernier appears to have chosen their champion.  Unfortunately they are not sure 
that former cabinet minister Rona Ambrose even wants to run.  Ambrose is from 
Alberta and is a curious combination of divergent influences.  She is a dyed in the 
wool feminist while at the same time being a disciple of libertarian thinker Ayn 
Rand.  No one doubts Ambrose would march in a PRIDE parade, but at what cost 
to the party’s critically important social conservative base?  Ambrose is an 



advocate for the oil and natural gas industry but also a very public supporter of 
the science of climate change.  One source close to Ambrose suggested that while 
flattered, Ambrose enjoys the anonymity of private life with her second husband 
J.P. Veitch, whom she has only recently married.  One friend who requested 
anonymity said that her first marriage was likely impacted by the work/home 
symmetry that many Members of Parliament find difficult to balance.  Ambrose is 
also on the short list for the Ambassadorship to Washington, and many expect 
that Prime Minister Trudeau, if he has not already made the offer, will make it 
over the holiday season further complicating Ambrose’s life. 
 
One doesn’t have to spend too much time on right wing blog sites and web pages 
to see another possibility being floated for the party leadership… a return of 
former Prime Minister Stephen Harper to public life where he hasn’t been since 
his defeat by Justin Trudeau in 2015. 
 
People who claim they know the former Prime Minister’s mind lay out the 
following scenario: 
 

1. Harper is hyper-competitive 
2. Harper is finding retirement a dreadful bore 
3. Harper viscerally hates Justin Trudeau 
4. Harper wants to revenge his humiliating election defeat at the hands of 

Trudeau 
5. Harper wants to see the powerbase for the Conservatives remain rooted in 

Alberta 
6. Harper believes that only he can adequately sell the curious mish-mash 

that is Conservative/Alliance philosophy 
7. Unless Ambrose runs Harper will 

 
One well respected Conservative blogger is suggesting that until Stephen Harper 
unequivocally states he is not returning to politics, many other candidates 
considering a run will “keep their powder dry,” realizing the futility that 
challenging Harper would be. 
 
Lesser known candidates like Mark Mulroney, Caroline Mulroney, Michael Chong, 
James Moore, Lisa Raitt, Pierre Poilievre, Brad Trost, Michelle Rempel-Garner, 



 Leona Alleslev, Stephen Blaney and Stephanie Kusie realize their odds are long at 
the best of times and challenging either Harper or a Harper anointed Ambrose 
would “be a waste of time, effort and money.” 
 
It will be intriguing to see the impact that even the rumor of a return of Harper 
has on a race that already is missing many of the high profile candidates expected 
to be campaigning for the party leadership, and who will be brave enough to step 
forward and let it be known that they would like to lead the Conservative Party of 
Canada. 
 
 
 
 


