
  
 

 

 

THE NEW LEADER OF THE NDP 

March 28, 2012 
 

How Thomas Mulcair Won: 

 

The Federal NDP elected a centrist leader on Saturday March 24th. Jack Layton was deeply rooted 

in the CCF-NDP culture on the left of the political spectrum, in spite of being the son of a PC cabinet 

minister. In contrast, Mr. Mulcair is the outsider who came from the provincial Liberal party and 

whose contribution to the success of the party in Quebec has been downplayed in the Layton era. 

He made it as party leader with the help of an amalgam of soft, socially progressive Bloc Quebecois 

types, political novices, apolitical women, partisans formerly part of the Liberal Party of Quebec or of 

Canada, NDP old-timers who had grown mistrustful of NDP central office. These non-traditionalists 

are impatient, they want to rid the party of its ‘teddy bear’ image and focus on forming the next 

government. They want to modernise the party, to limit the role of the central office staff and move to 

the centre. They do not want the new leader to live in the shadow of the late leader. However, Mr. 

Mulcair has to keep the more traditional NDP supporters on-side if he is to demonstrate momentum 

in the next 3 or 4 years.   

What he will do: 

 

There will be a very different style of leadership - more direct, more aggressive, and more cerebral. 

In the late Jack Layton’s time, Mr. Layton was the ‘good cop’ and Mr. Mulcair was the ‘bad cop’. The 

latter is extremely combative and possesses an acerbic wit. He has a formidable memory and the 

instincts of a good litigator and cross-examiner. He inspires intense loyalty or intense dislike.  

The question throughout the NDP convention as the balloting proceeded was - is Mulcair going to be 

a unifier? By asking Libby Davies to stay on as Deputy Leader and Anne McGrath as the leader’s 

Chief of Staff, at least through the transition, he has given the impression that yes, he is capable of 

being a unifier. The challenge for Mr. Mulcair is that he will have to strike a balance on the front 

bench between his loyalists in the campaign and the traditionalists who were the other leadership 

contenders, and of course preserve the balance between the Quebec caucus and supporters and 

the rest of the country. Mr. Mulcair has the advantage that his principal opponent and runner-up on 
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the final ballot is not an elected MP and therefore not in a position on a day-to-day basis to highlight 

any rifts that may exist now or occur in the future. Mr. Mulcair can be expected to spend time with his 

caucus, sizing up their performances in the House and committees and re-allocating roles as 

opposition critics. The NDP camp has been effectively leaderless since the leadership race began. It 

is expected there will be changes in the opposition lineup and senior staff when the House returns 

after Easter.  

Implications for the Government 

 

The Harper government will be forced to interact with the NDP and shift the negative positioning 

focus to the Leader of the Opposition. For the last six months the government has focussed its 

attentions on the leader of the 3
rd

 party, the Liberals. The government will be attempting to define Mr. 

Mulcair as difficult and bad-tempered and hope to take advantage of his reputed thin skin.  In the 

meantime, the governing party believes the NDP’s shift to the centre would provide discomfort to the 

Liberals who are trying to retake sole ownership of that part of the political spectrum. Mr. Mulcair is a 

determined man with a high level of ambition. He will be a more formidable and crafty opponent to 

the government than more recent Opposition leaders. 

 
 

What it means for business 

 

Mr. Mulcair is much more understanding of business, the language of business and business 

practices than the usual NDPer but that does not imply he is business-friendly. Nor is he someone 

who can be swayed with shallow arguments. He is not someone who is receptive to ‘charm 

offensives’ though he can be very congenial when he wants to be.  

 

Advocates should be prepared with a strong business case for their ‘asks’, much as they would do 

for advocating with government. As with government, the language used must be business-like and 

short. Submissions and one-pagers should be bilingual. Advocates should avoid alluding to the 

previous leaders’ regime and be prepared to start afresh. 

Mulcair’s priorities: 
 

a. Consolidating his position and putting his stamp on a somewhat divided party.  His 

caucus will be a more disciplined and structured team. 
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b. Building-up the party as one of effective financial managers and distancing it from the tax 

and spend label that has been pinned on the party in the past. 

 

c. Will be seeking to attract different constituencies than previous NDP leaders. He does 

not subscribe to the often-expressed view that there is a natural NDP constituency. 

Current Perspective On: 
 

Free trade: Expect no departure from historic NDP views, that NAFTA and foreign 

investment need to be managed and Canadian jobs rather than shareholder benefit be the 

priority. Mulcair is more of a pragmatist than an economic nationalist.   

 

Foreign Investment: Will push the government into formulating a policy on foreign 

investment that protects key sectors and industrial jobs. 

 

Environmental regulations: Will be important to him, given his former environment role – 

will push for smart regulation rather than de-regulation.   

 

Corporate taxation: Will be opposed to further corporate tax cuts and will insist on greater 

corporate accountability.  

 

Financial services regulation: The new Leader believes in strong government oversight of 

the banking and financial services industries. 

 

Defending unions and their positions: He will vigorously defend the rights of unionised 

workers. His defence of the Aveos workers, for one, is on the grounds that the employer had 

violated an undertaking that it made to government at the time of the Air Canada 

privatization. It is of note that the big industrial unions were not supporters of Mr. Mulcair 

during the leadership.  The organized labour support he did receive was from the lower-wage 

workers’ unions.  

 

On specific issues e.g. Plan Nord and the oil sands, Mr. Mulcair will be more sympathetic about the 

former but with several reservations. He will want more details about the preservation of the boreal 

forests and the impact on the aboriginal populations. On the latter, he will want more clean-up 

money on the table from the companies, more detailed impact assessments, more direct 
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negotiations not consultations with the First Nations and eventually, more regulation and direct 

government monitoring.   

 

Conclusion 

 

Business needs to reach out to the new NDP leader and caucus members. Hill+Knowlton Strategies 

will work with clients to do that, to educate opposition critics and caucus members on issues of 

concern to them, and to affect opposition strategy as relevant to them. 

 

Watch for continued ‘NDP - Liberal” political manoeuvring for advantage. 

 

 


