
Harper sending confusing signals about upcoming role 
 

In every societal organization there are individuals who stand head and shoulders 
above all others.  They have earned this distinction by words and actions that are 
viewed favorably by those within the group.  Stephen Harper, who towers over 
the Conservative Party like the Colossus at Rhodes, is sending a series of 
contradictory signals to the party faithful as to what role he is going to play in the 
upcoming leadership race which will nominate a new party leader in June 2020 to 
take the place of Andrew Scheer. 
 
Harper, twice elected Prime Minister while carrying the Conservative banner, has 
in retirement from active politics served on the board of the Conservative Party of 
Canada’s fundraising arm.  He has enjoyed his role as the eminence grise of the 
Conservative Party being consulted on most key decisions the party has taken 
since 2015. 
 
People close to Harper are not afraid to share that, “Harper sees the new 
Conservative Party very much as his child.  He was there to unite the right.  He 
was there when they won two federal elections.  He knows his support of Andrew 
Scheer was all important, enabling the Saskatchewan backbencher to defeat long 
time Harper-era cabinet minister Maxime Bernier in a very close leadership race.  
Harper likes to believe that nothing of consequence goes on within the party 
without at least his tacit approval.” 
 
Multiple press reports before Christmas 2019 reported that Harper “was furious” 
when he discovered that the Conservative Party was subsidizing private schooling 
for Scheer’s four school aged children.  Harper also apparently did not stand in 
the way of the Party’s move to push Scheer out after the rookie leader lost an 
imminently winnable election to a scandal plagued Liberal Party of Canada. 
 
Conservative insiders have suggested that Harper “is getting antsy” when he sees 
the progressive wing of the party putting forward candidates like Jean Charest 
and Peter MacKay whose core ideologies make Harper uneasy.  Reports from 
Alberta have detailed Harper’s hope that Rona Ambrose, a former Harper-era 
cabinet minister and dyed in the wool Reform/Alliance ideologue, will run touting 
the “Harper legacy” of social conservatism and fiscal prudence. 
 



Party rules state that as long as Harper remained on the board of the 
Conservative Fund, he had to remain scrupulously neutral in the upcoming 
leadership race. 
 
The former Prime Minister apparently found those restrictions unsatisfactory, and 
shocked many party members by resigning his board position on January 15, 
2020. 
 
Harper supporters have told anyone who will listen that “this move has been in 
the works for months” and that “Harper wants more time to travel the world 
supporting centre-right causes wherever they are found.” 
 
Many within the party are not buying either of those lines, and Paul Wells of 
Macleans magazine has reported a far more politically divisive motive that Harper 
had for resigning.  Wells shared that two top Conservative insiders told him 
“Harper’s main goal in resigning is to free himself up to block Jean Charest’s 
campaign for the party leadership.” 
 
Wells wrote that Charest and Harper met before Christmas, with Charest hoping 
to get the former Prime Minister’s blessing for a potential leadership run.  A 
source shared with Wells that “Harper refused to give it, saying the party was no 
longer the party Charest had led from 1993-1998.” 
 
Wells reported that the animosity that Harper has for Charest is two- pronged.  
The first area of conflict between the two men occurred when Harper was Prime 
Minister and Charest was Liberal Premier of Quebec.  Harper was apparently 
upset when Charest took $2.3 billion worth of federal transfer payments to the 
Quebec government to pay for a pre-election tax break.  Well states that the 
second point of contention is ideologically driven.  Harper, as a westerner and a 
founding member of the old Reform party “is suspicious of Charest as a Quebecer 
who ran the Liberal Party in Quebec for 15 years.” 
 
Wells suggested quite ominously that “the Conservative Party is descending into 
organizational chaos and bitter recriminations in the first week of its leadership 
campaign.” 
 



Conversations with local Conservatives confirm the confusion that is currently 
gripping federal Conservatives.  A long-time local volunteer told me “the wounds 
of the Reform-Progressive Conservative divisions that allowed the Liberals to win 
Ottawa and sent local Liberal John O’Reilly to Ottawa despite the right wing vote 
accounting for well over 50% of the electorate will not soon be forgotten.” 
 
That same volunteer lamented that in those years “the Reform/Alliance candidate 
for election often spent more time attacking the Progressive Conservative 
candidate than they did the Liberal.  Reformers accused Laurie and Lorne of being 
traitors to the cause and of being closet Liberals.  It was ugly, hurtful and very 
public.” 
 
Another Progressive Conservative volunteer who worked on both the Lorne 
Chester and Laurie Scott federal campaigns confirmed that the “animous between 
the two right wing parties became so entrenched that when the parties merged in 
2003 the Reform/Alliance people took control of the executive and ensured that 
only Alliance members like Barry Devolin and Jamie Schmale were even 
considered for nomination.” 
 
Another party volunteer reported an exodus of Progressive Conservative 
members from the local riding association and membership rolls “as their 
opinions were marginalized by the ideologically driven Reformers following the 
philosophical lead of Preston Manning and Stephen Harper.” 
 
While local Conservatives welcome a “diverse and serious” leadership race, they 
are unanimous that the party must not “air their dirty laundry in public and must 
come out of the convention in June united and ready to fight another election 
likely before 2021 comes to an end.” 
 
Haliburton-Victoria- Brock Conservatives are divided on what they make of 
Harper’s resignation.  A number accept at face value that it was time for the 
former Prime Minister to take on other challenges as he moves onto the 
international stage.  Others accept the Macleans story knowing what they know 
about Harper’s oversized role with the party executive since his defeat in 2015.  
One individual hoped that “when Rona Ambrose or another ideologically 
appropriate candidate from the Reform wing of the party announces their 



leadership run Harper will pull in behind that candidate like he did Scheer to 
ensure a continuation of his legacy within the movement.” 
 
One party member did not discount the “return of the king” if no adequate 
Reform/Alliance replacement is found for Scheer.  This individual hypothesized, 
“Harper is still widely respected within the party and the one thing that binds 
Conservatives together is a hatred of all things Trudeau.  If Harper believes that 
the Conservatives who step forward are either ideologically impure or unable to 
defeat Trudeau, I wouldn’t put it beyond Harper declaring himself a candidate 
again.  He will be mighty disappointed when the Charests and MacKays don’t step 
aside.  This campaign could be brutal.”  
 
Ottawa watchers believe by Valentine’s Day the entire Conservative leadership 
race should come better into focus.  Most expect that all the relevant candidates 
will be declared by then, and Harper’s role as international observer, king maker 
or candidate himself will be clearer for all to see. 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  


