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This morning, through a process initiated under the Reform Act, the Conservative caucus conducted 
a vote to review its Leader Erin O’Toole. After a lengthy discussion, members voted to remove Erin 
O’Toole as party leader, by a margin of 73 to 45. His resignation has been received by the Party’s 
National Council.

Once a vacancy in the Leadership has been created, the Reform Act also requires the election by 
caucus of an Interim Leader. Sources say that CPC members will reconvene at 7 p.m. this evening to 
elect an Interim Leader. 

Now that there is a vacancy in the permanent leadership, it’s important to understand what comes next 
for the Conservative Party from an issues, contenders, and process perspective. 

Introduction
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The Issues
Conservative leadership campaigns always have key issues that are largely targeted at selling 
memberships and motivating key constituencies that are always present within the Party. In 2017, the 
Dairy Farmers played an infamous role in the supply management debate that ultimately delivered 
Andrew Scheer his victory over Maxime Bernier – including in Bernier’s own riding of Beauce. In 2020, 
firearms proved pivotal in O’Toole’s eventual victory over MacKay. 

Here are some issues you can expect to hear about in this race:

Bill 21 was an issue inside the Conservative 
caucus at the end of 2021 and will be in this 
leadership. A lot of candidates will line up against 
it on principle, but it’s worth noting that between 
6,500 and 7,000 points are available in Quebec. 
At least half of those would turn on this issue. 
That’s enough to decide a close race. 

Carbon Taxes might not have single-handedly 
ended Erin O’Toole’s leadership, but it certainly 
didn’t help. The Party’s large Western base is 
fundamentally allergic to any notion of pricing 
carbon as a part of the fight against climate 
change. Whereas the 2020 leadership was 
focused on giving suburban conservatives a way 
to talk about the environment on the campaign 
trail, expect all candidates to play to the Party’s 
right-wing base on this issue, in this campaign.

China remains a major issue in Conservative 
politics following the 2021 federal election. 
Camps have formed around how to tackle 
it as an issue. The Party’s base is firmly in 
favour of a stronger foreign policy position, but 
Party organizers have warned that a stronger 
stance, risks alienating the Party from Chinese-
Canadians, especially Mandarin-speaking voters. 
Membership sales will drive a lot of candidate 
positions on this, on both sides of the issue

COVID-19 has fundamentally altered the way 
Conservatives talk to each other about the role 
of government on everything from public health 
measures to masks and vaccines. The Party’s 
rules could allow for a significant amount of anti-
vaccine entryism among new Members. How the 
candidates handle the vaccine debate will have a 
large role, early on, in establishing the state of play 
in this race.

Firearms are always a key issue in Conservative 
leadership races. Gun owners are a core 
constituency of the Conservative Party across 
the country. Expect the Liberal government to 
play a key role in this issue during the campaign 
with new firearms legislation, including a potential 
reintroduction of C-21 from the last parliament. 

Religious/Conscience Issues are another 
omnipresent issue in Conservative politics. 
Debates about abortion, LGBTQ rights, and 
conscience rights for physicians, are sure to come 
up as the candidates try to collect high profile 
organizers and endorsements in the early going. 
Organizers in the religious and pro-life movements 
can deliver a lot of points to candidates in Alberta, 
Saskatchewan, parts of Eastern Ontario and the 
Fraser Valley.
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Any list of the contenders for the Conservative leadership in this context has to acknowledge the fact 
that Poilievre starts as the prohibitive favourite. His name recognition among rank-and-file Conservatives 
is universal. His social media presence broadcasts out to hundreds of thousands of Conservatives 
every day. Less well understood is how many markers Poilievre holds that he can call in. Poilievre is one 
of the Party’s most prolific local fundraising attractions, and it’s not unusual for him to headline 3-4 local 
riding association fundraisers in a week. That gives him key access to organizers and local fundraisers. 
He’s also likely to be the most fluently bilingual candidate in the race. Something that will serve him 
well when it comes to the approximately 7,000 points that will be available in Quebec – if no native 
Quebecker enters the race.

Like Poilievre, Bergen came close to running in the 2020 race that succeeded Andrew Scheer. She 
ultimately decided not to run, after an attempt by social conservatives and Westerners in caucus 
that wanted to draft her into the race failed to generate a significant enough organization. Bergen’s 
organizational strengths are in both the social conservative and firearms rights communities. She was 
a Minister in the Stephen Harper government and was the senior Manitoba organizer for Stephen 
Harper’s successful 2004 Conservative leadership run. She was the Chief spokesperson for ending 
the long gun registry when the Conservatives were last in government, something she would likely lean 
on heavily in the event she decides on a run. To appeal nationally though, Bergen is going to have to 
convince people that her French will improve by the next election.

Pierre Poilievre
Riding: Carleton
Current Role: Shadow Minister for Finance
First Elected: 2004

Candice Bergen
Riding: Portage-Lisgar
Current Role: Deputy Leader of the Party
First Elected: 2008

The Contenders
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Deltell is one of three to have ever led a Party before. Deltell led the Action Democratique du Quebec 
(ADQ), a predecessor to the CAQ, from 2009 to 2012. In the 2015 election, Deltell was considered 
a star recruit by former Prime Minister Stephen Harper. In the seven years since, Deltell has become a 
major front bench presence for the Conservatives, and along with Alain Rayes, is probably their most 
capable French language presence in Quebec. If he runs, Deltell will be the only fluently bilingual 
candidate in the race other than Poilievre. The impediments to a Deltell run are, his name recognition 
outside of the Quebec, and the Party’s current internal struggles in dealing with issues that remain 
popular in Quebec like Bills 21 and 96 but are very unpopular with Conservatives outside of La Belle 
Province.

The Party’s third place candidate is going to be the subject of heavy speculation. Lewis galvanized 
social conservatives in her 2020 run. On the second ballot, she won every riding between Winnipeg 
and the Alberta-BC border. All of this would have the hallmarks of a serious contender in this race, 
but there are factors in this race that, had they been present in 2020 would have inhibited Lewis’ 
meteoric rise. Namely, the likely presence of Poilievre and Bergen. Many of Lewis’ organizers will be 
drawn to one of the two more high profile candidates in this race. Lewis’ struggles with French, which 
were pronounced in the last race, have not improved. However, she will be very influential in this race’s 
outcome, whether she runs or not. 

GERARD DELTELL
Riding: Louis-Saint-Laurent
Current Role: Opposition House Leader
First Elected: 2015

LESLYN LEWIS
Riding: Haldimand-Norfolk
Current Role: None
First Elected: 2021



6

The 2020 race was supposed to be MacKay’s race to lose. Then he did. It was the first time in 
his entire political career that he’d lost an election. MacKay is still the darling of a lot of the Party’s 
moderate, English-speaking, Eastern Canada element. He is a prolific fundraiser. He also has a network 
of organizers that he can activate, if he wants to. A key factor in this race is the debt that MacKay is 
carrying from the 2020 race, currently estimated to be about $500,000. A new race, with MacKay as 
a candidate would give him the opportunity to retire that debt, but it would also require him to put his 
fundraising in to overdrive. His French greatly improved over the course of the 2020 campaign and 
wouldn’t be an impediment to his run this time.

Brown’s downfall as leader of the Ontario PCs set off one of the most tumultuous periods in Ontario 
politics, that eventually resulted in the election of Doug Ford as Premier of Ontario. Since then, the 
Brampton Mayor has demonstrated that there are absolutely second acts in Canadian politics. Brown’s 
been given good marks for his handling of COVID-19 and made national news late in 2021 as he 
organized municipal politicians across Canada in Opposition to Quebec’s Bill 21. Brown is, maybe, 
the Conservative Party’s most prolific organizer in Canada’s South Asian and Tamil communities. He 
was a key organizer for Peter MacKay in 2020 and delivered big margins for the MacKay campaign in 
suburban GTA and Vancouver ridings. His French is passable, and without accent. Enough to hang in a 
debate with MacKay but a clear step below Poilievre, and obviously Deltell. 

PETER MACKAY
Riding: Pictou-Antigonish-Guysborough (1997-
2004), Central Nova (2004-2015)
Current Role: None (formerly Attorney General, 
Defence Minister). First Elected: 1997

PATRICK BROWN
Riding: Barrie (2006-2015)
Current Role: Mayor of Brampton
First Elected: 2006
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The Process
Once a vacancy in the permanent leadership has been created by the Leader submitting their 
resignation to the National Council, the Conservative Party constitution is very clear on what must 
happen next. 

The Leadership Election Organizing Committee (LEOC) is appointed by the Party with 
representation from National Council, the Caucus, and the Conservative Fund, to set the rules, 
and dates that govern the process for electing the next leader. When Andrew Scheer resigned on 
December 12, 2019, the LEOC was appointed eleven days later, on December 23rd. That LEOC was 
chaired by Dan Nowlan (a current Vice Chairman at National Bank Financial) and Lisa Raitt (the party’s 
former Deputy Leader). There is no set number of members for the LEOC under the Party’s constitution. 
The 2020 LEOC was 18 Members, which was considered large.

The LEOC process is the first opportunity for contenders to influence the process by getting “their 
people” on the Committee. This is the number one grievance for all campaigns for the first few weeks 
as campaign managers and party influencers suggest different names for the Committee. Usually, it’s 
some combination of experienced party fundraising and business personalities, along with significant 
regional party organizers. 

Once LEOC is formed, they set the rules for the Leadership race. In 2020, this process took 18 days. 
On January 11th, 2020, the rules were published for the 2020 Leadership. This would become a bit of 
an iterative process as the COVID situation disrupted the race in March and caused various timelines to 
shift. 

There are a few things that the Constitution requires LEOC to do:

• Set a dispute resolution process that is final and binding on all parties

• Establish the parameters by which members are able to cast postal ballots

• Set the minimum membership period for eligibility to vote with enough time to ensure that every 
Member is able to be mailed a ballot, should they choose to vote that way.

There are only two things LEOC isn’t allowed to do as far as setting rules. The first, is bar postal ballots 
from the process. The second is allow for any ballots to be faxed in as a result.

In 2020, the postal ballots process resulted in over a hundred thousand ballots being sent to 
Conservative Party Headquarters. A third of those ballots were damaged by a mechanical letter opener 
malfunction that resulted in the counting process taking 15 hours.

In 2017, members were able to cast ballots in person at the Conservative Leadership announcement in 
an attempt to add more excitement to the event. This process also complicated the counting process 
through the Saturday event. 

The last Conservative leadership campaign was originally intended to be six months, beginning in 
January and ending in June of 2020. A one-month postponement caused by the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in March and April, resulted in a race that was extended to the middle of August. 

The 2017 Conservative leadership race was sixteen months long. 
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Expect this race, because of the context of a minority parliament, to be closer to six months than it is to 
eight. Shorter races, advantage candidates with name recognition, and the ability to raise a lot of money 
fast. 

The mechanics of how the Conservative race works are complicated and have changed since the last 
leadership election. Every riding is given 100 points that are allocated proportionally based on the 
results in that riding. That previously meant that a riding like Calgary Midnapore, which had over 10,000 
members was given the same weight as the Quebec riding of Papineau, which had less than 50. 

The last Conservative convention changed this so that ridings must have 100 voting members in order 
to qualify for the 100 points. Ridings that have less than 100 voting members are now allocated the 
same of number of points as ballots cast.  
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