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budget 
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Ralph Goodale, the 
Finance Minister, has 
hinted at a "balanced 
approach" when he brings 
down his budget 
tomorrow, which probably 
means one that is equally 
vague in all of the 
government's priority 
spending areas. 

We can expect large 
dollops of cash to be put in 
envelopes marked Kyoto, 
infrastructure, defence and 
child care, but the diabolic 
detail will be resolved only 
after a good deal more 
dithering. 

For their part, the 
Conservatives have 
already indicated that, 
short of the inclusion of 
hot air emission credits, 
they will wish the budget 
bon voyage as it sails 
through the House. 
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"The frank reality is that the public is not looking for a second election in less 
than a year, so we will not manufacture an election issue," said one senior 
Conservative. 

Critics have taken issue with this strategy, arguing that showing the 
government their hand makes it impossible for the Opposition to bluff. 

But the truth is, the Conservatives have more pressing issues to address than 
this budget, namely their first policy convention next month. "It is more 
relevant to the next election than the budget," said one source. 

For Stephen Harper, the Conservative leader, it is at the front of his mind 
because he could conceivably lose the leadership in Montreal next month. 
While no contender has emerged, he knows that he will have to win support 
from more than 56% of delegates -- the amount he secured in last year's 
leadership vote against Belinda Stronach and Tony Clement. That may seem 
unlikely, with party insiders pitching his likely support at 80% of delegates. 
But, as was said of Ronald Reagan, he only won because he ran against 
Jimmy Carter -- if he'd run unopposed, he'd have lost. 

Harper has been criticized for focusing on the gay marriage issue, at the 
expense of more traditional Conservative concerns like the economy and tax 
cuts. Resolutions on same-sex marriage and abortion will be brought up in 
Montreal, likely prompting old fault lines in the party to re-emerge. 

Yet Harper has maintained that this is not because he wants to run a single-
issue crusade but because the government has been inactive on almost every 
other front. He has said in the past that he would prefer the party not take a 
defined stance on moral issues, same-sex marriage excepted. 

Still, Harper will continue to push hard on gay marriage, if for no other reason
than he believes it is a vote-winner. Sources claim that the party's polling 
information shows the Liberals "plummeting" in Ontario, primarily on the 
same-sex issue and particularly among ethnic voters. It is notoriously hard to 
gauge the ethnic vote, so this claim is hard to verify but a recent SES poll did 
show the Conservatives up six points in Ontario and the Liberals down 10. 

"There is a misunderstanding that our push to win the ethnic vote is 
restricted to this issue. It is not and we've done a lot of work on immigration, 
for example. But the Liberals have deliberately alienated part of their voter 
base and it is a bit of a gift for us," said a senior Conservative. 
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Harper has more on his mind than budget 
 
...Continued 

There remain 
fundamental hurdles 
for Harper and the 
Conservatives. Quebec 
remains stubbornly 
agnostic and the 
Conservative leader's 
personal numbers 
continue to trail those 
of the Prime Minister. 
Those kind of 
indicators have led to 
resignation in some 
quarters of the party 
that, even though 
Harper has earned the 
right to have a second 
crack at Martin, he is 
doomed to failure. 

The Conservative 
leader is in danger of 
repeating the fate of 
British Labour leader, 
Neil Kinnock, who modernized a moribund party but was never able to 
convince voters he was the man to lead it to power. Last week, reports 
emerged from New Brunswick that Bernard Lord, the province's premier, 
is serious about stepping into the federal arena if Harper does choke next 
time around. 

If he is to avoid that fate, he needs more time to build up his party, which 
is why, when Goodale rises tomorrow afternoon, Harper will probably be 
following Dorothy Parker's advice: If you don't knit, bring a book. 
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