
Progressives looking to take Conservative Party back 
 

While the leadership race for the Conservative Party is still in its infancy, it is clear 
to those watching the unfolding campaign that “Progressive Conservatives” are 
looking to reclaim their party from the Canadian Alliance/Reform wing that has 
dominated party politics since the merger in 2003. 
 
For those unfamiliar with the story, the political right in Canada united in 2003 
when the Progressive Conservatives under Peter MacKay merged with the 
Canadian Alliance under future Prime Minister Stephen Harper.  Most mergers 
are typically a joining of equal partners where both have power after the merger.  
The Progressive Conservative/Canadian Alliance merger was much more a hostile 
takeover than a merger, and Progressive Conservatives were on the outside 
looking in when most key party decisions were made under new party leader 
Stephen Harper. 
 
The traditional powerbase of the Progressive Conservative Party was found in the 
heart of Anglophone Montreal and the Bay Street business corridor in downtown 
Toronto.  Since the joining of the two parties, the nexus of the new Conservative 
Party has been transported to Alberta, and Calgary has now become head office 
for the Canadian political right. 
 
Since 2003 the Conservative Party has only had two full time leaders, Stephen 
Harper and Andrew Scheer.  Both men were socially conservative, fiscally prudent 
and died in the wool Alliance members.  Many Progressive Conservatives found 
there was little room for them in this new party and they really had two choices 
moving forward, both of which were largely unpalatable.  They could accept their 
emasculation by the Alliance wing, or quit the party and either remain politically 
inactive or join the liberals who reflected more of what they often believed in 
than the new Conservative Party. 
 
Success papers over a lot of division in a political party, sport team or corporate 
environment.  As long as the organization is successful, complaints are at a 
minimum and critics of the organization can be marginalized.  As long as the 
Conservatives were governing the country, the party appeared to be a united and 
fully functioning political movement.  Stephen Harper’s crushing defeat in 2015 by 
political neophyte Justin Trudeau and Andrew Scheer’s stunning loss to that same 



Trudeau in 2019, ripped the bandage off the veneer of party unity with 
Progressive Conservatives whispering that the Alliance ideology remains as 
unelectable as it was when peddled by Preston Manning and Stockwell Day.  
Those same Progressive Conservatives point out that Stephen Harper’s two 
mandates were only possible because the Liberals ran Stephane Dion and Michael 
Ignatieff, likely the two weakest candidates to ever carry the Liberal banner.  
 
Conservatives across Canada are awaiting the election post-mortem ordered by 
the party and chaired by former Harper-era cabinet minister John Baird.  No one 
is sure what Baird is going to say, but it is clear from the actions being taken by 
the long dormant Progressive wing of the Conservative Party that they are 
guessing the report will favour their viewpoint on the direction the party should 
be taking.  One party insider suggested off-the-record that Baird will hypothesize 
that the party has drifted too far to the political right, has become too Albertan 
and Saskatchewan-centric and has lost an entire generation of Canadian voters 
who cannot see themselves reflected in the people or the programs that the 
Conservatives have become in the seventeen years since merger. 
 
The results of the October 2019 election must be chilling for the Conservative  
Party as they saw the party virtually shutout of Canada’s three largest cities, 
urban Ontario, Quebec and eastern Canada.  One Liberal spoken to for 
background on this article simply said, “The Conservatives do well in ridings 
where the bulk of the population are older, whiter and predominantly rural.  That 
is a recipe for political suicide by 2035.” 
 
Most people believe that MacKay threw his hat into the ring on January 14, 2020 
when  he tweeted, “I’m in.  Stay tuned.” 
 
For the last two weeks multiple news reports out of Quebec have indicated that 
former Progressive Conservative leader and former Liberal Premier of Quebec 
Jean Charest is putting his finishing touches to his campaign team, and looks to 
announce his bid very soon. 
 
Both these men are the antithesis of what the Conservative Party has stood for 
since 2003.  They are both pro-choice, support medically assisted induced death, 
are very vocal about their support for LGTBQ rights, and have been supportive in 
the past of reasonable and responsible gun legislation.  They are fiscally moderate 



and trace their political roots back to a Progressive Conservative movement led by 
Joe Clarke, Flora MacDonald and former Premier of Ontario Bill Davis.  Neither are 
ideologues and have stayed away from the party since the election of Andrew 
Scheer, unable or unwilling to support the socially conservative views expressed 
by the current leader who will resign once the new party leader is chosen in June. 
 
Both men are attracting considerable high profile support within the party, and 
are building teams made up of individuals who know how to run a campaign.  
MacKay has recruited Alex Nuttall as his campaign manager.  Nuttall ran Maxime 
Bernier’s leadership campaign in 2017 that came within a whisker of defeating 
establishment favorite Scheer.  MacKay has also signed on Michael Diamond who 
ran Doug Ford’s successful bid for the premiership in Ontario in 2018.  Diamond 
will act as MacKay’s director of communications. 
 
Local Conservatives who spoke off the record believe that former Interim leader 
Rona Ambrose is under increasing pressure to run to represent the Alliance wing 
of the party in Toronto in June.  Ambrose would likely have the blessing of 
Stephen Harper, and would attract massive support from western Canadian 
Conservative members of parliament. 
 
Yet, reports indicate that Ambrose is hesitating.  Her French, called “stilted at 
best” by members of the Ottawa press corps, would be a huge drawback in a field 
where Charest is fluently bilingual and MacKay is not far behind.  Ambrose, 
according to CBC, is not keen to spend the entire campaign having to defend her 
long record as a Stephen Harper cabinet minister and wonders if she simply has 
too much political baggage to make a successful political run.  People close to 
Ambrose also cite “personal considerations weighing heavily on the mind of the 
former Alberta MP.” 
 
If Ambrose does not step forward and MacKay and Charest are the only truly 
viable candidates for the leadership of the party, it will be very interesting to see 
how far to the political center grassroots Tories want to be dragged for the sake 
of electoral success, or whether the potential election of either MacKay or 
Charest will fracture the fragile unity that has held the political right together 
since 2003. 
 
   



 
    


