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Notley and the Beast: 
An Analysis of the Crisis 
Communication of Rachel 
Notley during the 2016 Wildfire

Chaseten Remillard and Sheridan McVean 

On 1 May 2016 a small wildfire started southwest of Fort McMurray, Alberta. 
Wildfires are not unusual for the area; this particular fire was fueled by a 
combination of dry weather, high winds, and hot temperatures. This time, 
the combination proved catastrophic. The wildfire continued to grow in 
size, unpredictability, and power, and it’s magnitude and strength earned it 
the nickname “the beast.” By May 3, Fort McMurray faced imminent threat 
and at 5 p.m. that day a mandatory evacuation of the city was ordered. 

As a growing cloud of smoke and flame engulfed the city, nearly 90,000 
residents of the city began their exodus. Roads swelled with vehicles whose 
drivers navigated through walls of burning trees and buildings. Black smoke 
limited visibility and a hazy, nightmarish landscape prevailed. When, on 
July 1, the provincial state of emergency was lifted, the fire had raged for 
66 days, destroyed 2,400 homes, consumed 590 acres of boreal forest, and 
caused over $3.5 billion in insurable damage. To date, it is the most expen-
sive disaster on Canadian record. 

Almost a year prior, a different type of news story dominated the 
Albertan public sphere. On 5 May 2015, the Alberta NDP scored an upset 
victory over the long-serving Alberta Progressive Conservative Party to be-
come the government of Alberta. Leading the Alberta New Democrats was 
Rachel Notley, subsequently the first NDP premier of Alberta. The May 2016 
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Fort McMurray wildfire became the first and most significant test of the 
new government’s response to a crisis situation. 

In general, crises often act as litmus tests for leadership legitimacy. How 
a leader responds to crisis can quite literally make or break their career, and 
in this case, their government. For Notley, the stakes were particularly high. 
In the early days of her government, important questions remained about 
its ability to shepherd the province out of an increasingly deep economic 
recession caused by depressed world energy prices, to address national and 
international stakeholders around important infrastructure projects such 
as pipelines, and the potential imposition of new taxes and government roy-
alties on Alberta’s energy industry. 

During the 2015 Alberta general election, the NDP had campaigned on 
a policy to review the royalties charged by the Alberta government on oil 
and natural gas produced in the province. Royalties are similar to taxation, 
but are premised on the fact that the vast majority of oil and natural gas in 
Alberta is owned by the provincial government. The government sets the 
price at which the energy industry is allowed to remove the oil and natural 
gas. Royalties are charged in addition to corporate or business taxes.

Fort McMurray and the surrounding area, called the Regional District 
of Wood Buffalo, is the centre of Alberta’s oil sands development and a 
lightning rod for critics of the tar sands, dirty oil, and climate change. Some 
of these critics saw “justice” in the fact that this area was suffering from 
the impacts of climate change since it is populated largely by those thought 
culpable for the effects of fossil fuel development.

Moreover, the vividness of the Fort McMurray fire was not just physi-
cal, but also virtual. Captured by smart phones and dash cams, the images 
of the wildfire streamed out to the world in high definition. The speed and 
ferocity of the fire and the rapidity of the evacuation had largely locked 
traditional news sources out of the city, but newsrooms swelled with visu-
al documentation from thousands of embedded citizen journalists. These 
raw, uncut, and unfiltered first-person narratives of the disaster were vis-
ceral, shocking, devastating, and abundant. Countless images, videos, and 
personal accounts streamed out onto YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and 
Instagram, and perhaps unlike any other Canadian natural disaster in his-
tory, the Fort McMurray evacuation went viral. Traditional media outlets, 
such as television network news, used the dark and dramatic video shot and 
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posted on social media by citizens fleeing the wildfire to enhance their own 
news coverage of the fire.

The sheer magnitude of the fire, the expanded publicity facilitated by 
the viral nature of the images it produced, and the political climate of a 
newly established government makes the Fort McMurray fires a particu-
larly unique case of crisis communication, and one that reveals important 
elements of Rachel Notley’s leadership and the impact of social media on 
public governance. In this chapter, we hope to determine the extent to 
which the premier’s initial personally communicated responses to the Fort 
McMurray wildfire addressed the visual and online framing of the event 
as set by social media images and, in so doing, reinforced the mandate and 
legitimacy of her premiership.

To do so, we consider three distinct sources of data: the images of the 
Fort McMurray evacuation, as recorded on several widely viewed YouTube 
videos posted during or immediately after the evacuation; the public com-
ments posted to news stories that either incorporated or linked to footage 
from those privately produced videos; and Premier Notley’s first five press 
conferences and updates that occurred during the first three days after the 
mandatory evacuation was ordered. 

We conclude that in her crisis communication, Notley used an effec-
tive strategy to emphasize “bolstering” and “corrective action” messages.1 
Furthermore, although the narrative of the fire, as set by online images and 
commentary, framed the fire differently than Notley and her government 
did, her crisis communication efforts implicitly addressed many of those 
alternative frames, and did so in a manner that emphasized collaborative 
action and positive outcomes.

Setting the Stage for Crisis: The Importance of Initial 
Communications
Our contention is that the initial organizational communication respons-
es to a crisis situation can be very enlightening. Because public and media 
interest is so focused on the crisis, the initial communications messages 
from the organization deemed responsible can reveal both expected orga-
nizational characteristics and those that otherwise could have remained 
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hidden. In other words, organizations dealing with the pressure of a cri-
sis tend to make or break their public responses early on. Early organiza-
tional communication missteps or misstatements can reveal unintended 
negative organizational characteristics and cause long-term reputational 
issues. Conversely, successful crisis communication typically expands from 
timely, appropriate, and well-measured organizational responses early on 
in the crisis and reinforces existing key points of legitimacy related to that 
organization.

In those instances when a politician or leader speaks about the scope, 
severity, impact of a crisis and the mitigation strategy by which they hope 
to bring it under control, those statements function to define for the public 
what the crisis is and how it is best managed. By framing the crisis as such, 
successful crisis communication endeavours to set the agenda for the news 
coverage of a crisis. 

Making the Crisis Meaningful: Agenda-Setting and 
Crisis Communication
Agenda-setting is a well-established and highly studied form of media ef-
fect.2 Substantial research over the last forty years has shown that the prom-
inent agenda set by the media influences the expressed agenda of the public 
that consumes that media.3 Importantly, agenda-setting is not propagandis-
tic, for “the press may not be successful much of the time in telling people 
what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to 
think about.”4 So, for example, during an election, the media may not tell the 
voters how to vote, but the media will set the agenda of what is important to 
“think about” when voting.5 Those policy issues given most attention by the 
media predictably become the expressed policy priorities for the public who 
have consumed that media. So, voters who watch a particular news channel 
or read a particular newspaper during an election will not have their voting 
decision directly determined by such coverage, but rather will rank the top 
issues of the election in alignment with the news coverage they consumed. 

Although crisis communication literature uses a different vocabulary 
than agenda-setting, both share a central concern with message framing and 
communication effects. In general, two paradigms in crisis communications 
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theory have been dominant in the public relations literature over the past 
two decades: Benoit’s image restoration theory and Coombs’s situation cri-
sis communication theory.6 Benoit considered communication messages 
during crisis situations and defined five broad categories that organizations 
employ to repair their corporate images: denial, evasion of responsibility, 
reducing the offensiveness of an event, corrective action, and mortification 
(apology). Two key premises of Benoit’s theory are that an organization 
must be believed by a relevant audience to be responsible for an act (he 
claims that the perception is important, not the reality); and that the act be 
considered offensive.7 

On the surface, natural disasters, such as wildfires caused by lightening, 
would not be seen by a company or organization or individual as responsi-
ble. The Fort McMurray wildfire was started by human activity rather than 
by a lightning strike,8 but police stated they were unable to identify a specif-
ic organization or individual who caused the wildfire. However, the evac-
uation of Fort McMurray and surrounding communities was very much a 
government action, with the Regional District of Wood Buffalo responsible 
for mandatory first evaluations and the Alberta government responsible for 
subsequent mandatory evacuations. As is discussed later in this chapter, 
social media chatter around the initial mandatory evacuation generated 
speculation on the causes of the wildfire as well as questions about the need 
for the evacuation. For this reason, and despite the fact that Benoit’s work 
was published more than two decades ago and, at that time, he envisioned 
his theory as one designed for corporations, we will discuss his types of 
crisis communication messages and assess their applicability to the Fort 
McMurray wildfire.

In creating situation crisis communication theory, Coombs utilized 
and added to Benoit’s strategies by distinguishing between strategies in-
tended to change perceptions of the crisis and strategies intended to change 
perceptions of the organization experiencing the crisis. He also defined di-
minishment strategies as messaging intended to reduce the negative effects 
of the crisis or the organizational control over the crisis, and rebuilding 
strategies as messaging intended to improve the organization’s reputation.9 
In addition, Coombs connects Bernard Weiner’s attribution theory with 
crisis communication. Attribution theory posits that people have a need to 
search for the causes of events, in this case, crisis events. In other words, 
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people want to identify a cause for a crisis event and attempt to determine 
who is responsible for it.10 

For these reasons, situation crisis communication theory directs a 
three-step process for communications managers in crisis situations to 
determine communication messages and responses that are appropriate to 
the individual crisis situation. First an assessment is made of organizational 
responsibility for creating the crisis as viewed by stakeholders and/or the 
public and if the organization is a victim, if an accident caused the crisis, 
or if the crisis was preventable by the organization. Next the crisis history 
of the organization is reviewed according to two measures: consistency—if 
the organization experienced similar problems/crises in the past—and dis-
tinctiveness—how well the organization has generally treated stakeholders/
people in the past.11

Coombs notes other factors that are important when organizations 
select crisis response strategies: stakeholder and public assessment of orga-
nizational credibility—composed of the expertise and trustworthiness of 
the organization—and the prior reputation of the organization.12 He cites 
comments from other crisis experts that during a crisis, the organization 
must both establish control and show compassion.

In addition, believability of the organization is important, and the 
speed with which the organization can disseminate its communications 
messages helps increase believability, assuming stakeholders and the public 
will actually accept what the organization is stating in its communication 
messages. Coombs also points out that challenges to an organization and 
its messages can occur when a stakeholder or credible third party calls the 
organization’s actions or messages into question.13

Thus, what Coombs adds to Benoit’s categorization is the importance of 
responsiveness, context, and organizational legacy. Crisis communication 
messaging must be understood in the context of the specific crisis and in 
relation to the legacy of the organization communicating about that crisis. 
Messages may need to be adapted to accommodate or address alternative 
framings of the crisis, or existent public perceptions of the organization. 
Thus, timeliness, or the act of “stealing thunder” as Arpan and Roskos-
Ewoldsen describe it, is an important consideration in successfully fram-
ing a crisis.14 Stealing thunder is the voluntary and proactive disclosure of 
potentially damaging information by an organization seen as responsible 
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for a crisis situation. In Arpan and Roskos-Ewoldsen’s research findings, an 
organization was rated as more credible when it proactively steals thunder 
than when it does not.

Moreover, as Boin and his colleagues point out, this decision-making 
task for government is determined not only “by crucial leadership decisions 
but, to a considerable extent, also by the institutional context in which crisis 
decision making and implementation take place.”15 Wildfires in Alberta are 
frequent; between 2006 and 2015, Alberta experienced an average of 1,500 
wildfires per year.16 Additionally, initial responses to wildfires are generally 
the responsibility of local municipal governments. Moreover, the Alberta 
government uses well-established and tested disaster management proto-
cols and has experienced significant previous disasters involving wildfires 
and floods. In May 2011, for example, a wildfire burnt through the town of 
Slave Lake; like the Fort McMurray wildfire, the Slave Lake wildfire was 
also propelled by strong winds. In Alberta’s government emergency man-
agement circles, the experience of the Slave Lake wildfire became embedded 
in the “how to” manual for fighting urban wildfires in the province.

The institutional context in which the Fort McMurray wildfire began 
was that the local government in the Regional District of Wood Buffalo, 
and not the Alberta government, were engaged in the sense-making and 
decision-making tasks about the wildfire. Once the wildfire grew in size and 
became a crisis, the Alberta government also had to move through these 
critical tasks of sense-making, decision-making, meaning-making, before 
eventually declaring that the wildfire was under control. However, given 
that the fire had been identified as a crisis already, and that a well-estab-
lished decision-making architecture was in place for fighting such fires, our 
analysis focuses on the meaning-making task that Premier Notley engaged 
in during her initial news conferences. Certainly, the Alberta government 
was responsible for the “on-the-ground” fighting of the Fort McMurray 
wildfire, and Premier Notley and her government made strategic choic-
es to that effect, but what did they then communicate to Albertans and 
Canadians to make those choices meaningful? This question is at the heart 
of both agenda-setting and crisis communication literature, as it is the role 
of leadership in a crisis to “impute meaning to the unfolding crisis in a way 
that their efforts to manage it are enhanced.” If Notley failed to do this, her 
actions and “decisions will not be understood or respected.”17
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In a crisis situation, leaders and spokespeople have the opportunity, 
through press conferences and news releases, to attempt to shape the agenda 
originally set by the media, and in doing so, to frame the crisis in a manner 
strategic to both the resolution of the crisis and the benefit of themselves 
and their organization. 

In the three days that followed the announcement of the mandatory 
evacuation of Fort McMurray, Premier Notley held five separate news con-
ferences. Typically each news conference update began with opening com-
ments from the premier, followed by updates from non-elected government 
officials, and then a media question-and-answer period. To us, the open-
ing comments for the initial wildfire updates are a particularly rich set of 
data for the following reasons: these comments were directly from Premier 
Notley and not filtered; the content of these comments were not set by the 
media (as questions from the media in the media question-and-answer 
component of the update could shape the discussion); and having the video 
record of the initial comments provided the ability to measure the length 
of the comments and sort the comments by subject category. Such content 
analysis enabled us to quantify what was prioritized in Premier Notley’s 
communicative management and agenda-setting of the crisis.

Seeing the Crisis Online: Social Media and a New Age 
of Crisis
Simultaneous to Notley’s news conferences, during the opening days of the 
crisis, an abundance of images and videos of the evacuation and wildfire be-
came available through social media and other online sources. These imag-
es generated both a visual narrative of the evacuation and a growing online 
commentary on the wildfire, which in turn generated both supportive and 
skeptical discourses of the crisis. 

Recently, scholars of agenda-setting have turned their attention to the 
impact of images of crises on public opinion, and the recalling of previ-
ous crises such as 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, and the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill.18 In these studies, the type and frequency of news images were found 
to impact the recollection of the crisis event. In other words, the choice and 
repetition of news images functions to shape the public’s collective memory 
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of an event. As Miller and LaPoe conclude, “society’s visual saturation is 
an important area of study because visuals can affect the way audiences 
respond to or prioritize responses to a crisis.”19 

The power of images as a visual agenda-setting agent is amplified in 
moments of crisis for several reasons. First, audiences have a higher lev-
el of exposure to crisis coverage than regular news coverage. In general, 
audiences consume crisis information at higher rates than regular news.20 
This higher rate of exposure is a result not only of extended coverage often 
related to crisis situations, but also new digital technology. The internet en-
ables people to tailor their news diet and to search out information that is of 
interest to them.21 In times of crisis, audiences are therefore able to find and 
consume even more information across multiple news sources and through 
social network streams. 

The highly affective impact of crisis images is a second reason why visu-
al agenda-setting is so powerful. In general, shocking imagery increases an 
audience’s attention to and consumption of news.22 Also, generally speak-
ing, images function as important mnemonic aids and can stand as iconic 
representations for entire political events.23 Images can, as well, stimulate 
immediate and long-term emotional reactions to events, and “audiences re-
spond to media messages using the same dimensions of emotions used in 
responding to real-life experiences.”24 

In comparison with regular news images, images of crisis are more en-
gaging and more threatening. However, despite the impetus of photojour-
nalists to capture distinctive and unique images of crises, and a marked 
increase in the public’s appetite for images of crisis, some contend that even 
these images are conventional.25 Wright describes how images of disaster 
follow predictable narratives within the news, and that these characteristic 
images of disaster facilitate easier editorial decisions, aligning with audience 
expectations to “numb down” audience reaction: “the repetitious use of ‘TV 
codes’  and the reporting of disasters according to predetermined formulae 
has a numbing effect on the audience.”26 Therefore, although viewer ratings 
of news broadcasts increase, Wright questions whether or not news audi-
ences have mentally “switched off,” even in the face of disaster.27 

Here, once again, the impact of digital technology amplifies the pow-
er of images to function as agenda-setting agents. Advances in technology 
and the ubiquity of internet coverage now make the transmission of digital 
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images easy. As a result, social media content and internet news is becom-
ing more image rich. Moreover, the ease with which high-quality images 
can be distributed on contemporary digital networks means that audienc-
es can easily monitor a crisis situation through continuous news updates 
and also watch it in real time as it unfolds. Importantly, these images of 
contemporary crises are not always vetted or curated through traditional 
news agencies. As such, these images function differently than traditional 
news images, as they triangulate the crisis from a multitude of citizen per-
spectives. The handheld smart phone in everyone’s pocket acts as a phalanx 
of embedded photojournalists. The imagery it captures is raw, immediate, 
personal, and palpable. 

Moreover, the instantaneous, interactive, dialogic, and global charac-
teristics of social media enable images to not only broadcast crises outside 
the parameters of traditional reportage, but also to stimulate and facilitate 
public debate and discussion around the meaning, direction, and conse-
quences of the crisis. In other words, the capture and dissemination of crisis 
images through social media creates both a visual agenda-setting function, 
but also a dialogic and public agenda-setting one as well. 

The internet, and by extension social media, has long been heralded, 
or feared, as a new public sphere. Since social media commentary is readily 
available and not controlled by editorial decisions to the extent that main-
stream media is, some predict that social media comments can potential-
ly enable minority opinions more voice than traditional news media.28 In 
terms of crisis situations, such alternative voices may set an agenda that 
quite starkly contrasts that of official proclamations. This poses an interest-
ing question: To what extent should leadership monitor and respond to such 
frames and make sense of the crisis in relation to this visual narrative and 
the consequential agenda it initiates, as set by social media commentary?

As an aside, Marland has written about the use of branding and mar-
keting techniques in government and politics, particularly in regards to the 
Canadian federal government.29 We believe that the sudden growth of the 
Fort McMurray wildfire severely restricted the Alberta government’s ability 
to brand or use the marketing techniques described by Marland in its early 
communication. The widespread availability of social media images, as de-
scribed in the previous section, provided the context in which the crisis was 
subsequently understood in a way not planned or prescribed by Premier 
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Notley or her government. And she had very little time to plan prior to her 
first news conference on the wildfire.

Method
Typically, agenda-setting effects are measured through a comparison of two 
distinct metrics, a quantitative content analysis of media content related to 
an event (e.g., an election, a policy change) and a quantitative or qualitative 
survey of audience opinions or recollections of that same event.30 The impact 
of the agenda-setting effect, therefore, is understood normatively, and these 
quantitative results are considered robust in terms of both generalizability 
and predictability. Our approach is different. Since we seek to analyze the 
extent to which the potential agenda-setting effects of images and social 
media commentary shaped the crisis communication of Premier Notley, we 
compare the content of images associated with the Fort McMurray wildfire, 
the content of comments associated with online news stories of the crisis 
posted during the opening days of the wildfire, and the content of Notley’s 
first five press conferences.

Content coding for the image set was facilitated through the use of 
Google Images. Using the search term “Fort McMurray wildfire,” a set of 
150 images was collected. Once gathered, the images were coded inductive-
ly. This enabled us to approach the data without preconceived categories, 
and instead to let meaningful categories emerge from the data. 

Inductive content coding was also used to develop meaningful content 
themes from the comments of two online news stories related to the wildfire, 
posted by the CBC on 4 and 5 May 2016.31 Although only a small sample of 
the vast amount of coverage the wildfire garnered, these news stories pro-
vide an insight into the emergent public response to the fire. The content of 
all comments posted to the two stories during the same time period as the 
initial five Notley news conferences, were collected as well. An initial open 
coding and word count was conducted; secondary coding then provided us 
a “means of describing the phenomenon, to increase understanding and to 
generate knowledge.”32 	

A similar process was used to code the content of Premier Notley’s ad-
dresses. We selected Notley’s statements from the official updates held at the 
Emergency Operations Centre.33 They were available on the “YourAlberta” 
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YouTube channel, which is maintained by the government-run Alberta 
Public Affairs Bureau. The premier’s initial comments from the first five 
government updates were coded inductively. The length of the premier’s ini-
tial comments in these updates ranges from 3:00 minutes in the first update 
(the shortest) to 11:37 minutes in the fifth update (the longest of the five un-
der study). During the third update, the Honourable Danielle Larivee, then 
the provincial minister of municipal affairs, made the initial comments 
instead of Premier Notley, as the premier was visiting the wildfire area and 
therefore unavailable. 

Given that these updates were consisted of speeches delivered by Notley, 
we used time rather than word count as our unit of measurement. This en-
abled us to account for emphasis expressed through the form of delivery, 
pacing, and non-verbal communication. By measuring the time the premier 
took to relay her messages we were able to remark on what the performative 
salience of each of her points were. 

Findings
From the content coding of the visual data, commentary data, and the 
Notley press release data, we found several contrasting agendas. The visual 
data emphasized the evacuation, the scope and severity of the fire, and the 
urban context in which it took place. The online comments prioritized sup-
port and concern for those impacted, and the causes and magnitude of the 
fire. Importantly, the commentary also emphasized negative emotions, con-
spiracy theories related to the fire’s cause, and judgment of those impacted 
by the fire as responsible or deserving of the fire because of their association 
with so-called dirty oil. In Notley’s updates, she set an agenda that empha-
sized governmental and intergovernmental actions to address the evacua-
tion and magnitude of the fire; she also offered support and sympathy for 
those impacted, and thanked first responders and industry for their efforts. 

Seeing the Beast: The Visual Agenda
The visual data was categorized according to eight content codes: evacua-
tion (28 per cent); scope and severity (23 per cent); urban fire (17 per cent); 
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forest fire (10 per cent); rural fire (3 per cent); destroyed property (10 per 
cent); and first responders (9 per cent). 

Evacuation (28 per cent) was the most prevalent image code. Evacuation 
images showed cars moving in long lines, often in front of or between large 
walls of flames. The images were variously composed; some were screen 
shots from dash cams and smart phones. Others were shot from a distance, 
revealing the number of vehicles, and by implication, people impacted by 
the fire. Overall, the evacuation code showed the size, speed, and embodied 
experience of those fleeing the fire.

Scope and severity images were comprised of several different visual 
representations of the fire, and these account for 23 per cent of the images. 
Some were aerial or satellite images of the fire, which documented its geo-
graphical enormity. Others consisted of maps, which again distilled the size 
and scope of the fire. Finally, still others depicted eerily beautiful vistas that 
present the landscape at a distance and the fire encompassing the horizon or 
plumes of smoke rising into the sky. These images all express the uncontrol-
lable magnitude of the fire and do not specifically address the displacement 
of people. 

Urban fire (17 per cent), forest fire (10 per cent), and rural fire (3 per 
cent) collectively account for 30 per cent of the images; as such they com-
prise the largest category of images. However, it was still important for us to 
differentiate the contexts in which the fire was pictured. Each of the “fire” 
categories depicts flames or smoke, or both, without a visual representation 
of evacuation, but they do so in different contexts. Urban fire images depict 
fire consuming or threating buildings, residential homes, and businesses. 
Forest fire images show trees and forests engulfed in flames. And rural fire 
images depict pasturelands or agricultural fields in flames, or under threat 
of flames. 

The last two coded categories of visual data are destroyed property (10 
per cent) and first responders (9 per cent). Images coded as “destroyed prop-
erty” show the aftermath of the fire. These images show burned cars, furni-
ture, or homes. Images coded “first responders” depict any first responder 
in the act of conducting their job during the fire. 

Overall, when the top three categories of images are considered to-
gether, the visual agenda of the fire is evacuation, magnitude, and urban 
destruction. 
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The Beast Online: The Social Media Agenda 
The textual data gathered from the comments sections of two news stories 
associated with the fire during the first few days of the crisis generated elev-
en different content categories: support (24 per cent); cause of fire (22 per 
cent); magnitude of fire (8 per cent); fire management (10 per cent); govern-
ment distrust (9 per cent); judgment and mockery (9 per cent); evacuation (4 
per cent); negative emotions (8 per cent); positive emotions (3 per cent); first 
responders (3 per cent); and media control and bias (2 per cent).

The support code was the most prevalent of all eleven content codes. 
Comments associated with that category included statements of empathy 
and sympathy for the people impacted by the fire. These included calls and 
suggestions for donations, as well as statements of solidarity and caring. 
The support code is differentiated from the positive emotion code in that 
the later captured statements of gratitude, thanks, and positive outcomes. 
In other words, “positive emotion” was a code we used to demark, typically, 
comments by people who had been impacted by the fire. 

Interestingly, despite a dominant agenda set by the visual data, evacu-
ation was a minor component of comment content. The code “evacuation” 
was used to categorize comments that referenced the logistics and undertak-
ing of the evacuation. Instead, causes of fire was the second most discussed 
topic in the commentary of the news stories. The list of causes discussed in 
the commentary section ranged from arson to climate change. Of the caus-
es listed or discussed, natural causes (30 per cent) was the most frequently 
cited. The fire’s natural causes were speculated to include warmer than usu-
al weather, lighting storms, and high winds, for example. Almost equally 
present in the discussion of causes was a category we labelled “conspiracy” 
(24 per cent). Conspiracy causes ranged from the coming of the apocalypse 
to tailing ponds. The unifying element of this code was expressed in the 
assumption that the fires were caused by mismanagement, malfeasance, or 
malice. The fires were positioned as a result of wrongdoing. 

Finally, climate change was categorized as its own separate cause cat-
egory within the data because some comments framed climate change as 
a natural (albeit human-initiated) cause of the fire as it resulted in unsea-
sonably high temperatures and low precipitation. Others, however, cited 
climate change as a direct result of petroleum extraction and use. These 
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comments tended to align with the tone and intent of the conspiracy code, 
however they maintained a more implicit culpability.

After looking at both the conspiracy theme and those comments related 
to climate change that implicated the oil sands as a contributor to global 
climate change, we observed that a significant amount of online commen-
tary placed both implicit and explicit blame for the fire on the oil sands 
industry. These types of comments were reinforced by the code “judgment 
and mockery” (9 per cent), which included comments that framed the fire 
as retribution for working in the oil industry, or supporting the oil indus-
try. These types of comments often made a karma connection that assumed 
that Fort McMurray was getting “what it deserved” because it had benefited 
from the extraction of “dirty oil.”

This sentiment also aligns with comments coded as “government dis-
trust” and “media control and bias,” both of which voice skepticism about 
the truthfulness of the government and the media. Implicit in these com-
ments is the suspicion that the whole story is not being shared with the 
public, and often, as with the more conspiratorial comments, an underlying 
sense that the fire was a result of an industry blunder or cover-up. 

Finally, many comments expressed overt negative emotions associated 
with the fire. These “negative emotion” comments included fear, sadness, 
depression, shock, and horror. Although constituting only 8 per cent of the 
commentary content, these negative emotions reinforce the power of imag-
es to generate strong affective impacts on viewers.

Notley’s Response: The Premier’s Agenda
The content gathered from the first five government updates generated nine 
different categories: evacuation (23 per cent); scope and magnitude (16 per 
cent); support and sympathy (14 per cent); government actions, assess-
ments, and plans (14 per cent); inter-government co-operation (13 per cent); 
motivation and gratitude (7 per cent); first responders (5 per cent); industry 
co-operation (4 per cent); and fire prevention (1 per cent). 

The two most prevalent codes in Notley’s updates were predictably re-
lated to the evacuation of Fort McMurray and the scope and magnitude 
of the fire. The impact and logistics of the fire on Fort McMurray and its 
residents constituted nearly 40 per cent of the total time of Notley’s speech. 
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These codes included topics such as instructions to evacuees, updates on 
the fire’s position, and statements about where evacuees were currently be-
ing housed. 

Unlike the previously discussed content, government and inter-govern-
ment actions featured prominently in Notley’s speeches. The codes “govern-
ment actions, assessments, and plans” and “inter-government co-operation” 
collectively comprise nearly a third of Notley’s speaking time, accounting 
for 27 per cent of the total. These codes included statements about govern-
ment decisions, explanations about implementing a state of emergency, 
details about how government agencies were assessing the safety of key 
infrastructure elements, and the premier’s personal plans to visit different 
locations or meet with different stakeholders. 

The codes “support and sympathy” and “motivation and gratitude,” 
which both express positive emotional messages or material and emotional 
support for those directly impacted by the wildfire, or Albertans in general, 
combined to account for 21 per cent of the Notley updates. We continued to 
differentiate these codes, as the term “support and sympathy” denote state-
ments or actions that have occurred and that are material or emotional in 
nature. By contrast, the code “motivation and gratitude” captures comments 
that are unifying in nature, such as “we are strong and will overcome this,” 
as well as statements of thanks to specific individuals, groups, or agencies. 

Nearly equally represented in the content of Notley’s updates were in-
dustry and first responders. This content was categorized in the codes “in-
dustry” and “first responders,” respectively. The first responders code was 
used to categorize comments related to the efforts and progress of various 
first responders, police, fire fighters, and emergency medical services in 
their collective efforts to fight the fire and provide support for citizens. The 
industry code specifically refers to the oil industry and those companies 
that have operations in the region impacted by the fire. Those of Notley’s 
comments that were coded “industry” included statements of co-operative 
actions, updates on the support companies provided to evacuees, and the 
status of employees impacted by the evacuation order. 
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Taming the Beast: Trends in Notley’s Crisis 
Communication
Our primary finding is that Notley’s updates frame the wildfire crisis in 
a predictable manner that emphasizes “bolstering” and “corrective ac-
tion” messages, as outlined by dominant theories of crisis communication. 
However, her updates did not fully address the alternative agendas set by the 
visual and online narratives of the wildfire. In avoiding certain points of the 
visual and online agendas, Notley was better able to emphasize a cohesive, 
collaborative, and positive response the fire. 

When the content of Notley’s speeches are considered from the per-
spective of dominant crisis communications strategies, her communication 
followed a predictable pattern. The premier primarily used what Benoit has 
labelled “bolstering messages,” meaning she stressed positive aspects, for 
example by thanking the firefighters and emergency workers responding to 
the fire, as well as thanking the work of other governments and the energy 
companies with operations in the area. Overall, the tone of her speeches 
was positive, as the prevalence of the codes “support and sympathy” and 
“motivation and gratitude” reflect.

The premier also used what Benoit has termed “corrective action” mes-
sages, which state specific actions the government was or would be doing 
to help make the situation better and to support evacuees. Although the 
scope and magnitude of the fire was a prevalent content category of Notley’s 
statements, as it was in both the visual and the online commentary content, 
details of the wildfire’s spread were nearly always framed by Notley in rela-
tion to efforts to fight the fire and mitigate its negative impacts on citizens 
and property. This emphasis on action is reflected in the high prevalence 
of content that detailed the various government and intergovernmental ac-
tions taken. 

Moreover, Notley also addressed the actions of both first responders 
and the energy industry in their efforts to combat the fire. In considering the 
role of government during crisis situations as what Boin and his co-authors 
describe as “meaning-making,” the premier actively generated a narrative 
of collaboration between government, industry, and first-response agencies. 
She also heralded firefighters, police, and emergency response personnel as 
superheroes fighting against “the beast.” She consistently praised the energy 
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industry’s contributions during the initial and subsequent evacuations. She 
discussed the work of municipal and local leaders, and she outlined her gov-
ernment’s actions and plans. Taken together, nearly 40 per cent of the entire 
content of her updates was dedicated to chronicling the different actions, 
agents, and collaborative efforts undertaken to stop the fire and keep people 
and property safe. Furthermore, over the course of the five news confer-
ences, the premier changed from expressing only sympathy for the evacuees 
in the first two conferences to providing more information and reassurance 
to evacuees during the three subsequent addresses. This underscored the 
government’s determination to take action to further and deepen its sup-
port of the evacuees.

Notley emphasized both “bolstering” and “corrective action” messages, 
and set an agenda that was both positive in tone and anchored in action. 
Her key messages were rooted in positive emotions, concrete and corrective 
actions, co-operation, and progress. Thus, although Notley did not specif-
ically address the shocking visual nature of the fire, which in the visual 
content was expressed through images of fiery escape, expansive horizons 
of smoke, and urban destruction, she was able to combat that visual agenda 
through her own agenda of sustained and collective action and positive, 
motivational, and gracious sentiment. 

A major category of the online commentary agenda was the causes of 
fire. The premier made no comments about the cause of the wildfire, al-
though she did slightly discuss fire prevention (1 per cent). Similarly, de-
spite the significant distrust in the government voiced in the online content, 
Notley did not attempt to justify or defend the mandatory evacuations and 
did not mention the possibility that the government may have done a better 
job preventing wildfires. In this way she avoided altogether any discussion 
of culpability in her updates. Again, through an emphasis on bolstering and 
corrective action, Notley set an agenda that did not prioritize looking back-
ward at causes, but rather focused on current actions aimed at improving 
and mitigating the situation. So, while the government took no responsibil-
ity for anything related to the start of the wildfire or the initial mandatory 
evacuation, the frequency of the news conferences and the premier’s com-
ments at the news conferences demonstrated that the government was tak-
ing action to deal with the wildfire situation and the plight of the evacuees.
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Finally, Premier Notley seized an opportunity to emphasize collabo-
ration, gratitude, and co-operation with the oil industry. Her promises to 
re-evaluate royalties and carbon taxes convinced most Albertans that her 
government would strike a more adversarial role with oil industry than pre-
vious governments. To some, this was a benefit, as it showed that the Notley 
government would strike a seemingly more responsible path in terms of 
carbon emissions and environmental oversight. To others, such policy 
changes could only deepen the growing recession in Alberta and stymie 
economic growth. The online commentary raises this debate in the con-
tent coded in the category “judgment and mockery” and the conspiratorial 
elements of the “causes of fire,” which include such things as industry pol-
lution or the connection between industry, global warming, and increased 
wildfires. In other words, albeit in a more extreme, insensitive, and vitriolic 
manner, some of the sentiments raised in the online commentary speak to 
the very issues that propelled Notley to power and made her a controversial 
figure in relation to the oil industry. In not addressing the causes of the 
fire, and through emphasizing the responsible actions of the oil industry, 
Notley once again emphasized messages that were both “bolstering” and 
“corrective.” In so doing, she unified Albertans as a collective and avoided 
potentially divisive topics of culpability.

Putting the Beast to Rest
“The beast” raged for over sixty days, destroyed homes, and displaced thou-
sands. Images of the fire generated powerful emotions and brought the 
shock and horror of the event to countless smart phones, tablets, and tele-
vision screens. Online commentary and social media enabled citizens to 
comment and question the events of the fire. Premier Notley, new to power, 
faced an unparalleled test of her leadership. But in those opening days of the 
crisis, through consistent and purposeful crisis messaging, Notley set the 
agenda of the fire in terms of government action and co-operation and pos-
itive support and sympathy. Although she did not explicitly address some 
of the most prevalent concerns raised by the narrative set by online imag-
es and commentary, her emphasis on “bolstering” and “corrective action” 
messages aligned with crisis communication best practices and enabled her 
to set an agenda that reinforced her leadership style and capacity.
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What’s Past is Prologue:  
Ontario 1990 and Alberta 2015

Graham White

Commentary on the results of the 5 May 2015 Alberta election often began 
with words like “stunning upset,” “totally unexpected,” and “unprecedent-
ed.” Indeed, anyone who predicted, even a few weeks earlier, that Rachel 
Notley’s New Democrats would form a majority government would have 
been dismissed as seriously delusional. Yet an NDP majority it was. And 
“totally unexpected” certainly applied to a convincing majority victory by a 
party which in the previous election hadn’t even managed 10 per cent of the 
vote, electing fewer than a handful of MLAs. 

But as for unprecedented . . . Was it?
The 2015 election was by no means the first in Alberta to see a third 

party come out of nowhere to claim a smashing electoral victory. In 1921, 
the United Farmers of Alberta (UFA) ousted the Liberal government, going 
from 3 seats to 38, a majority in the 61-seat House. In turn the UFA suffered 
a similar—in fact worse—fate in the 1935 election, losing every one of its 
seats as the Social Credit Party, which hadn’t existed until a few months 
before the election, took all but 7 of the legislature’s 63 seats.

Given the social, economic, and demographic changes that have trans-
formed the province since the Great Depression, 1921 and 1935 rate as close 
to prehistoric so far as contemporary Alberta is concerned. Surely the sur-
prise accession to power in modern-day Alberta of a (to be sure, moderate) 
left-wing NDP, when the party had never come remotely close to winning 
power in the province, was truly unprecedented.
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In Alberta it was, but a generation earlier an eerily similar election 
brought an equally surprised and unprepared NDP government to pow-
er—in Ontario, of all places. In recent decades the NDP has formed the 
government in British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Yukon, and 
Nova Scotia, but in each instance the NDP had already been a major con-
tender for power, so while its electoral victories in those provinces may have 
been noteworthy, they were not unexpected. By contrast, the 1990 Ontario 
election brought to power a provincial NDP that had never come close to 
winning an election, though its vote share was consistently higher than that 
garnered by its Alberta brethren.1

This chapter is an exercise in comparison, on the presumption that even 
unique political developments are better understood in comparison with 
similar situations. Given my limited expertise in Alberta politics, the object 
of the chapter is not to make pronouncements about the early days of the 
Notley government. My hope, rather, is that juxtaposing the early experi-
ences of the Notley-led NDP government with those of the Ontario NDP a 
generation before will generate questions and insights that will enhance the 
understanding of those who study and participate in Alberta politics. It may 
even be of wider relevance to the study of newly elected social democratic 
governments in Canada, regardless of whether their ascent to power was 
unexpected.

The focus here is not on the policy directions adopted or avoided by 
the Notley government, in large part because it will be some time before 
the political and substantive success of the NDP’s policy decisions can be 
evaluated (including their staying power under subsequent governments of 
different stripes). Instead, significant emphasis is placed on transition, the 
oft-times mysterious process by which newly elected political parties take 
over the reins of power and prepare themselves to govern. The chapter em-
ploys a broad understanding of “transition,” one that encompasses not just 
the brief period between election and swearing in (when the formal transi-
tion team typically disbands), but also the early political and administrative 
decisions taken by the new government. Transitions can be done well or 
badly, but either way they are critically important in rendering a neophyte 
government into an effective one. Arguably, the Ontario NDP government 
never fully recovered from its rocky transition.
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Alberta is not Ontario
Lest it be thought that this chapter is little more than an exercise in Central 
Canadian hubris—the implicit message being that Ontario had done it all 
before so that there was nothing new or interesting about the Alberta NDP’s 
ascension to power—let me make it clear that while striking similarities 
are evident, the two cases also exhibit extensive, significant differences. 
And that intriguing as the Ontario comparison may be, what transpired in 
Alberta in 2015 was very much sui generis and worthy of study of its own ac-
cord, as indeed this book demonstrates. In addition, of course, there is value 
in knowing what the Notley government learned from the experiences of 
the Ontario NDP—especially their mistakes—as it took power.

First and foremost, of course, Alberta in 2015 was a very different place 
than Ontario in 1990, not just in the context of politics but also in terms 
of the two provinces’ economics and of socio-demographic profiles. Both 
economies were in serious decline when the NDP came to power, but the 
depth of the Ontario recession did not become clear for some time after 
the election, whereas Alberta’s economic woes had been obvious for some 
time prior to the election. As well, the economic downturn in Alberta was 
almost entirely due to a precipitous decline in world prices for oil and gas 
and was far more severe than what Ontario experienced in 1990 (though, to 
be sure, it was that province’s worst economic slump since the Depression), 
which was primarily a function of problems in the manufacturing sector, 
compounded by high interest rates.

Politically, substantial differences are evident as well. Leaving aside the 
conceptual and empirical morass into which comparisons of provincial 
political cultures often fall, sharp contrasts mark the two provinces’ party 
systems. While the 2015 Alberta election saw the end of forty-four years 
of Conservative rule, and while it was only five years before the Ontario 
election of 1990 that forty-three years of Conservative rule came to an end, 
it would be a mistake to assume too much similarity. For much of their 
time in office the Alberta Tories enjoyed massive, overwhelming majorities 
in the legislature, often with a small, enfeebled opposition. Alberta was a 
classic one-party dominant system, with support for other parties, includ-
ing distinctively Albertan parties such as Wildrose, constantly waxing and 
waning. In Ontario, the Conservatives were clearly in control during their 
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long reign but (other than in the 1950s) had to contend with numerically 
and politically strong opposition parties. This reflects the primal reality that 
since the early 1960s Ontario has had a stable three-party system. Relatedly, 
in recent decades, including during the long Conservative period, Ontario 
has experienced repeated episodes of minority government. Alberta, by 
contrast, has never known a minority government.2

When Bob Rae’s New Democrats came to power in 1990, some may 
have thought that a new political balance among the parties would ensue, 
but no one expected either the Liberals or the Conservatives to disappear. 
Otherwise put, the essential stability of the three-party system was not in 
doubt. By contrast, if the highly fluid political situation faced by the Notley 
government in its early days has solidified for the next election, the medi-
um- and long-term future for the Alberta party system is opaque. This topic 
is discussed in the next chapter by Anthony Sayers and David Stewart.

Among the political imponderables—and this is yet another contrast 
with the earlier Ontario situation—are the prospects that the Alberta NDP 
can maintain the level of support it received in May 2015. The more than 
four-fold jump in the party’s vote share—from under 10 per cent to more 
than 40 per cent—was nothing less than remarkable, but can the party re-
tain it, let alone build on it? To be sure, the Ontario New Democrats came 
to power in 1990 by virtue of a substantial boost in their electoral fortunes, 
but the increase they enjoyed was far less dramatic: from about 25 per cent 
in 1987 to just under 38 per cent. 

In the legislative realm, an important difference is the nature and ef-
fectiveness of the opposition faced by the two NDP cabinets. The Rae gov-
ernment in Ontario faced some fifty-six members of the opposition, many 
of whom were able, experienced ex-ministers. Although Rachel Notley’s 
cabinet looked across the chamber at thirty-three opposition MLAs, only 
a handful of the Progressive Conservative members had experience in 
government.3

Of the good many further political differences that could be explored, 
two deserve at least passing mention. First, the substance and the ten-
or of federal-provincial relations have long been starkly different, with of 
course correspondingly different and important implications for provin-
cial politics. Second, nothing that occurred during Bob Rae’s premier-
ship (or that of any other Ontario premier for that matter) approaches in 
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scale and significance—including in the political realm—the catastrophic 
Fort McMurray fire (see the previous chapter by Chaseten Remillard and 
Sheridan McVean), which kept Premier Notley front and centre for the du-
ration of the most destructive episode in provincial history.

A final difference: Rachel Notley is unlikely to be a candidate for the 
leadership of the Liberal Party of Canada.

Surprised and Unprepared
The Alberta NDP under Rachel Notley had aspirations to win power, but this 
was expected to take some time. As Melanee Thomas describes in her chap-
ter, the NDP plan built on its small but effective four-MLA caucus. For the 
2015 election the party had identified a small number of ridings it believed 
it could win; in turn, this broader base would serve as the springboard to 
victory one or two elections down the road. Even the most optimistic party 
operatives could hardly conceive of an election outcome producing dozens 
of NDP MLAs and a majority government. From the outset it was clear that 
the election was going badly for the ruling Conservatives, that the Wildrose 
Party was struggling to recover from the devastating mass defection of nine 
of its MLAs—including its leader, Danielle Smith—just five months earlier, 
and that Notley and the NDP were attracting widespread support. Still, ac-
cording to journalists Sydney Sharpe and Don Braid, it was just over a week 
before voting day that the party’s internal polling convinced an astounded 
Notley that the NDP would win. Notley immediately realized that nothing 
had been done by way of transition planning, and so she directed that top 
priority be devoted to it.4

If the Alberta New Democrats had barely a week of pre-election tran-
sition planning, at least they had begun the process before the votes were 
counted. As in Alberta in 2015, the Ontario election of 1990 began badly for 
the governing party—in this instance the Liberals—and it continued down-
hill as the campaign progressed. Nor were the Progressive Conservatives 
doing much better; they had a new, inexperienced leader and the party was 
still in disarray after its humbling fall from power in 1985. By contrast, the 
NDP was attracting big and supportive crowds in ridings where it had pre-
viously been all but irrelevant. Although the NDP had formed the Official 
Opposition following the 1987 Ontario election, unlike in Alberta, little 
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optimism existed in the party about a possible path to power. Bob Rae had 
privately decided to resign after the election and leading MPPs did not run.5 
Although things were going remarkably well for the NDP, and despite in-
ternal poll numbers pointing to an NDP victory, top party officials seemed 
unable to contemplate forming a government.6 According to Rae’s memoirs, 
even on election day “we began to prepare for the possibility of a transition 
to government.”7

That the Ontario NDP experienced a difficult transition owed a good 
deal to the party’s lack of attention to the possibility that it would be called 
on to govern. The NDP was hardly unusual in this regard; in Canada parties 
that see themselves far from power typically pay little heed to transition 
planning, in part because it can seem a poor use of scarce organization-
al resources and in part because they fear being portrayed as arrogant or 
out of touch in media accounts that fail to appreciate the importance of 
transition planning. Indeed, the Rae government’s predecessor, the Liberal 
government of David Peterson, had come to power five years earlier having 
done no transition planning whatsoever before the election.8

At the same time, the bureaucracy also bore significant responsibility 
for the inadequacies of the NDP transition. In terms of preparation for a 
possible change in government, the bureaucracy was caught almost as flat-
footed as the NDP. Very little work had been done in anticipation of a trans-
fer of power from the Liberals to the NDP or Progressive Conservatives. 
Moreover, once the results were in, significant elements in the senior ranks 
of the Ontario bureaucracy failed not only to appreciate that the NDP’s 
goals and approaches differed substantially from those of the Liberals, but 
also to accommodate the needs of the new government.9

A Good Time or a Long Time?
At the first meeting of the BC NDP cabinet following the 1972 provincial 
election, which brought the party to power for the first time, Premier Dave 
Barrett put a key question to his ministers:

Were we there for a good time or a long time? Under that 
umbrella, we discussed whether we were really going to make 
fundamental changes in British Columbia, or whether we 



38316 | What’s Past is Prologue

should try to hang on for another term, rationalizing that 
we’d get the job done next time around. We agreed unan-
imously to strike while the iron was hot. Our government 
represented the first real break from the traditional power 
base in the province. We were free and unfettered to roam in 
new directions. We were impatient to do something decent 
and honest and human. It was going to be a good time for the 
ordinary people of British Columbia.10

No political party wins power and immediately plans on being defeated in 
the next election. At the same time, a party that comes to office with an 
agenda significantly outside the mainstream needs to address the issue of 
whether it will be a one-term government, especially if an unusual con-
fluence of political circumstances contributed substantially to its electoral 
victory. And if the probabilities suggest that it will indeed be a one-term 
government, what can it do to produce, in Barrett’s apt phrase, a “good 
time”—substantial, lasting political and policy change?

To be sure, nothing—neither victory nor defeat—is assured in politics. 
If, as Harold Wilson famously put it, a week is a long time in politics, five 
years is an eternity. Incumbency at the local level and control of the ma-
chinery and financial clout of government have served many parties seek-
ing re-election well. Nonetheless, the very strong likelihood was that the 
Ontario NDP was destined to be a one-term government. This is not a ret-
rospective judgement based on the dire economic straights Ontario faced in 
the early 1990s, much of which was unfairly blamed on the NDP. Rather, it 
should have been clear from the outset that the Ontario NDP victory in the 
1990 election owed a great deal to an unlikely-to-be-repeated alignment of 
political factors. The NDP benefitted extensively from favourable vote splits, 
which allowed them to win a comfortable majority—74 of 130 seats—on 
less than 38 per cent of the vote. The potential for growth was very limited; 
in the next election, the New Democrats might hope to win at most 3 or 
4 of the seats that had escaped them in 1990. By contrast, the party had 
managed to win between a dozen and a score of rural or semi-rural ridings 
(depending on how one counted them), often by slim margins, that it had 
no business winning, having never been competitive in them and lacking all 
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but the most rudimentary campaign organization. Many, if not all, of these 
ridings were unlikely to return to the NDP fold come the next election.11

The Ontario NDP leadership, both government and party, would have 
been keenly aware of these hard political realities, and they would have 
known that this pointed to the likelihood of a one-term NDP govern-
ment (the deep animosity between the NDP and both the Liberals and the 
Progressive Conservatives, as well as the ideological gap between them, ren-
dered improbable the prospect of a minority NDP government). However, 
it seems that the Rae government never seriously confronted the practical 
questions of only holding power for one term.

What about their compatriots in Alberta twenty-five years later? As 
Anthony Sayers and David Stewart indicate in the next chapter, the future 
of Alberta politics would entail either long-term consolidation of the right 
or continued division, each with very different electoral implications for the 
NDP. Duane Bratt writes in his chapter that he would not be surprised to see 
the complete demise of the Progressive Conservative Party.

According to Brian Topp, chair of the Alberta NDP’s transition team 
and subsequently Premier Notley’s chief of staff, Barrett’s challenge to his 
cabinet—“a famous exchange in Western NDP history”—was directly ad-
dressed by the new Alberta government. Notley’s conclusion was that the 
way Barrett had framed the issue was “a false choice”—that it was important 
to do what the party had been elected to do (noting “we’re condemned to be 
ourselves”) and that this was the key to re-election.12

Of course, no government can guarantee that its capstone policies won’t 
be reversed by its successors. Many of the principal policy initiatives of the 
Barrett NDP remained in place throughout the long tenure of the right-
wing Social Credit Party, but most of the Ontario NDP’s signature policies 
did not survive long under the Mike Harris Progressive Conservatives.

The Alberta Transition
Keith Brownsey’s chapter provides a far more detailed account of the NDP 
transition in Alberta than is offered here. Still, in contrasting the Alberta 
experience with what happened in Ontario twenty-five years earlier, a few 
points warrant attention.
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The Alberta transition team enjoyed a significant advantage over its 
Ontario predecessor in terms of its key members’ previous government expe-
rience. Chair Brian Topp had served as deputy chief of staff to Saskatchewan 
premier Roy Romanow, and he had worked with other NDP governments 
so he knew the governmental ropes. Another member, John Heaney, had 
similar experience working for BC premier Mike Harcourt, and still others 
knew their way around government (as opposed to politics more generally). 
In contrast, while the members of the Ontario NDP transition team were all 
highly experienced politicos, not one had significant experience in govern-
ment; as a result, they not only faced a steep learning curve but also lacked 
understanding and appreciation of the role of the public service.13

Topp points out that “the Alberta transition team did not have the luxu-
ry that some other Western NDP transitions had of thinking about its work 
for a year or more.” Paradoxically, this turned out to be a blessing in that the 
transition “had the virtue of not being overthought.” Especially in light of 
the premier’s decision, in part to secure “supply” (i.e., authorize spending) 
to meet the legislature only six weeks after the election, “the brutal lack of 
time” forced the transition team to focus only on urgent tasks. Policy issues, 
for example, would be addressed by the premier and the new cabinet rather 
than in the transition process.14

The transition team relied heavily on the often substantial briefing 
books prepared by previous Western NDP transition teams. No attempt 
was made to duplicate their detailed analyses, however; rather the Alberta 
team distilled their contents into a “to do” list—a checklist of essential 
tasks. As this suggests, the Alberta transition was firmly located within the 
rich traditions of the Western Canadian NDP; the transition team did not 
seek out documentation on either the Ontario NDP transition or the much 
more recent NDP transition in Nova Scotia. Indeed, the Notley government 
sought to emulate not only Western NDP traditions but also prominent el-
ements of Alberta history. In this vein, the first Throne Speech explicitly 
linked the government’s aspirations and approaches to those of govern-
ments and parties in earlier eras—the founding Liberal government, the 
United Farmers of Alberta, the Socreds, and even, in their early days, the 
Progressive Conservatives.15

The transition team did touch base with most former NDP premiers, 
including Bob Rae, as well as other senior party officials, primarily from 
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the West. Topp’s former colleagues in the Romanow-era Premier’s Office 
provided significant advice and encouragement, as did Romanow himself. 
Former Saskatchewan deputy premier Pat Atkinson provided mentoring 
and counsel to newly appointed ministers and to government MLAs.

The Ontario experience had little if any direct influence on the work of 
the transition team. The need to focus on the “irreducible minimum” left no 
time for academic sources on transitions, such as David Zussman’s Off and 
Running16 or the book that David Cameron and I wrote about transitions 
in Ontario, Cycling into Saigon, which examined what went wrong with the 
1990 NDP transition and why the 1995 Progressive Conservative transition 
was so successful.17 However, once in office, the Rae experience, in Topp’s 
words, “did colour some of what we did in Alberta.”18 According to Topp, 
this influence could be seen in three different ways. (As discussed below, in 
political terms the Alberta NDP handled its first budget more adroitly than 
did the Ontario NDP, but this does not seem to have been as a result of a 
conscious decision to proceed differently.)

First, the Notley government had “a much lighter touch in shaking up 
the public service” than was the case in Ontario, since it was “less inclined 
to see them as opponents.”19 (The crucial topic of relations with the bureau-
cracy is examined in the next section of this chapter.) Second, Notley and 
her government understood that it was essential that the public saw them 
keeping their promises. The Alberta NDP government would avoid funda-
mental policy reverses, such as the Rae government’s decision to abandon 
one of their central policy commitments, public auto insurance, which not 
only engendered a serious public credibility gap but also enraged party 
activists.20 Third, noble as it may have been in the early 1990s to devote 
significant time and energy to constitutional issues, the political lesson was 
the need to “stick to your knitting”—that is, to give prime attention to deal-
ing with the economic shocks that had rocked Alberta as a result of the 
decline in natural resource prices. Here Notley enjoyed an advantage not 
open to Rae. As premier of Ontario, Rae had to play a central role in the 
Meech Lake and Charlottetown processes, but Notley has not had to deal 
with such mega-constitutional issues, with their potential to create divisive-
ness on the home front. She has of course been deeply engaged in pipeline 
politics marked by bitter conflict with British Columbia and sometimes un-
certain relations with Ottawa, but her strong advocacy of Alberta’s resource 
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industries carries substantial political benefits. (See Deborah Yedlin’s chap-
ter in this volume for analysis of this contentious issue.)

An important early decision for Notley concerned the size of her cabi-
net, and in this she took a very different approach than Rae in 1990. Against 
advice from NDP elder statesman and former Saskatchewan premier Allan 
Blakeney, who advocated beginning with a very small cabinet, Rae’s ini-
tial cabinet numbered twenty-seven. In retrospect, Rae recognized that “I 
should have followed [Blakeney’s advice]. . . . I listened instead to others who 
encouraged me to make the cabinet as inclusive as possible, and give people 
a chance to learn on the job.”21 For her part, Notley chose to heed the polit-
ical advice of both her transition team and Roy Romanow, who favoured a 
small cabinet. 

Beginning with a small cabinet brought significant political advantag-
es: it permitted Notley to appoint people she knew, it sent a message to the 
rest of caucus that they were being given the opportunity to demonstrate 
their abilities, and it limited the challenges of staffing ministers’ offices. 
In addition, according to Brian Topp, it made for a cabinet that was small 
enough to actually deliberate on decisions and thereby, in line with Notley’s 
predisposition, establish a culture of deliberation in cabinet that would per-
sist even when cabinet would expand.22 Partly on the basis of his experience 
as a deputy minister in Ontario, Cabinet Secretary Richard Dicerni also 
recommended that Notley keep her first cabinet small for administrative 
reasons: the caucus included few experienced decision-makers and she 
faced too many unknowns when it came to prospective ministers.23 Notley 
did not repeat Rae’s mistake; her first cabinet consisted of only a dozen, 
including herself. (Three years later, the cabinet had grown substantially, to 
twenty, though this was still significantly fewer than the numbers in some 
Progressive Conservative cabinets; when she resigned Alison Redford, for 
example, had twenty-nine ministers.)

Whether a new government’s first budget marks the end of the tran-
sition process is a question that need not concern us here. What is of in-
terest is the significant contrast between the first budgets put forward by 
the Ontario and Alberta parties.24 Overall, the numbers were similar: both 
entailed deficits of roughly $10 billion on spending of a little over $51 bil-
lion; in both cases, these were record high deficits.25 Both budgets elicited 
severe criticism from the business community, though nothing in Alberta 
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matched the spectacle of stock brokers and accountants screaming in pro-
test on the lawn of the Ontario legislative building. Indeed, the Alberta 
NDP handled the politics of its first budget far more adroitly than had their 
Ontario counterparts in 1991.

Ontario treasurer Floyd Laughren inherited a structural deficit of 
roughly $8 billion from his Liberal predecessors, so that in some ways his 
first budget was less radical than status quo.26 It did not of course appear 
that way at the time, given that the Liberals had claimed (quite wrongly) 
that they had delivered a balanced budget the previous year and the New 
Democrats were projecting a $10 billion deficit. The Ontario NDP govern-
ment naively assumed that the budget’s positive features, which were ob-
vious to them, would be equally obvious to the public. They weren’t, and 
the NDP immediately plunged 20 to 25 per cent in the polls, a reverse from 
which they never recovered.27

In Alberta the NDP brought in former Bank of Canada governor David 
Dodge—surely the antithesis of a wild-eyed economic radical—to review 
the province’s infrastructure needs and financing. Not surprisingly in light 
of the pervasive infrastructure deficit that had plagued Alberta for some 
time, Dodge recommended a substantial increase in capital spending.28 
Citing his advice, when Minister of Finance Joe Ceci brought down his 2016 
budget he boosted infrastructure spending by 15 per cent, which amounted 
to an additional $4.5 billion (front-end loaded) over the course of a five-year 
capital plan.29 The budget pledged to avoid public sector layoffs and it pro-
jected 10,000 new infrastructure-based jobs in each of the first two years of 
the capital plan. Overall, although his budget was palpably more of a depar-
ture from previous fiscal policy than was Laughren’s, Ceci avoided saying 
anything as inflammatory as Laughren’s well-intentioned boast that, faced 
with a choice between fighting the deficit and fighting the recession, he was 
proud to fight the recession.30 To be sure, Ceci’s first budget engendered sig-
nificant criticism, but the party did not experience anything like the drop 
in popularity that beset the Ontario NDP in the wake of its first budget.31

The public-relations disaster that accompanied their first budget was 
an important but was by no means the only instance of a phenomenon the 
Ontario NDP government experienced to a far greater degree than its later 
Alberta counterpart. Having come to office largely because of the negative 
reaction against its Liberal predecessor, the Rae government lacked a broad 
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base of popular support for even its modestly left-wing policies. At the same 
time, pent-up demand for thoroughgoing change among the party faithful 
led to unrealistic expectations as to what an NDP government could and 
should achieve. When those expectations weren’t met, the extra-parlia-
mentary wing of the party was not shy about expressing its dissatisfaction. 
The sense among party activists that the Rae government was betraying its 
raison d’être was evident in the title of a book that two long-time NDP mil-
itants published while the Rae government was still in office: Giving Away 
a Miracle: Lost Dreams and Broken Promises and the Ontario NDP.32 Rae 
may have been indulging in hyperbole but he conveyed the contradictory 
pressures his government faced when he reflected that “the left felt my brain 
had been captured by Bay Street and Bay Street thought I was some kind of 
Maoist.”33

Tension, oft-times serious tension, between the parliamentary and 
extra-parliamentary wings of the NDP (and the CCF before it) has been 
a perennial theme of Canadian politics. While the Alberta NDP has not 
been immune to criticism from party activists about the pace and scope of 
change, it has not had to endure anything like the internal party dissension 
that hamstrung the Ontario NDP government, perhaps because the Alberta 
party’s base is so much smaller and less militant than that of the Ontario 
NDP. As well, despite facing as bleak a fiscal situation as Rae, Notley has 
not repeated his probably fatal mistake of enraging previously supportive 
public-sector unions by breaking collective agreements and imposing wage 
and salary cuts on public servants. Criticisms from Alberta NDP supporters 
have been muted, even in instances where Notley reversed previous party 
positions on the oil sands and pipelines.

Relations with the Bureaucracy
As mentioned above, lack of preparation on the part of the bureaucracy and 
its failure to understand the NDP’s aspirations and approaches contributed 
to the party’s problematic transition in Ontario in 1990. However, a good 
deal more than inadequate bureaucratic preparation and understanding 
marked the transition and subsequent developments. Few if any of the New 
Democrats in the new government—or the transition team for that matter—
had more than a rudimentary knowledge of how government worked. Bob 
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Rae himself remarked that “there is probably no worse training in the world 
for becoming premier than spending a career in opposition”—in large part 
because of the reluctance of senior bureaucrats to share information with 
opposition politicians, especially NDP politicians.34 Many NDP ministers 
and political staff had considerable policy expertise but a common attitude 
among them, at least at the outset, was that policy was all and that once pol-
icy was developed and decided, administrative issues were just “plumbing.”

Ignorance was of course a problem, but far more intractable was the 
deeply rooted negative attitudes toward the bureaucracy among many in 
the Ontario NDP. A reasonable expectation might be that the NDP and the 
bureaucrats would be natural allies, in that both believe in activist, inter-
ventionist government. However, profound mistrust often trumped such 
potential affinities. Many in the NDP saw the senior bureaucracy as an inte-
gral part of “the establishment” that they had been fighting for so long, and 
they expressed concern that their policies and priorities would be sabotaged 
by hostile civil servants. “We all have copies of A Very British Coup” was 
how one senior NDP figure put it.35

Not everyone in the new government harboured such dark views about 
the bureaucracy. Some understood and accepted the division of responsibil-
ities between politicians and bureaucrats, while others, if wary of bureau-
cratic foibles (they had all watched Yes Minister), recognized that they need-
ed the bureaucrats more than the bureaucrats needed them.36 Rae himself 
early on sought to signal that his government respected the bureaucracy, 
telling the press “I’ve been called the son of many things, but I’m the son of 
a professional civil servant. And I understand well their sense of profession-
alism and their sense of public service.”37

Accordingly, the NDP did not begin their term with a purge of depu-
ty ministers, though Rae found himself under pressure to remove Cabinet 
Secretary Peter Barnes.38 Over time, however, Rae’s views of the bureaucra-
cy became less sanguine, and changes were made to the senior mandari-
nate, generating disquiet in the bureaucracy.39 In particular, two years into 
the mandate Rae replaced Barnes with his key political advisor, Principal 
Secretary David Agnew, a move widely criticized as politicizing the public 
service. Thus the New Democrats were not the only ones expressing mis-
trust and ill feeling; it was not so much that some senior public servants 
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spoke disrespectfully of their political masters, but rather that many in the 
bureaucracy were uneasy with the NDP’s style and approach.40

From the outset, a far different tenor characterized relations between 
the Notley government and its senior officials. Several factors were at play. 
First, the Progressive Conservatives had not endeared themselves to the 
bureaucrats. According to veteran legislative reporter Graham Thomson, 
years of politicization and intimidation had taken a toll on public service 
morale. Noting that one of Alison Redford’s first acts as premier had been 
to sack nine deputy ministers, Thomson quotes Premier Jim Prentice on 
his frustration at finding “shockingly high” turnover and widespread de-
moralization among senior bureaucrats: “I was surprised when I stepped 
in as premier the extent to which [the civil service] needed repair work. . . . 
People had been cowed. . . . [My weekend briefing material was] five or six 
hundred pages of basically information and no advice. People were fearful 
of providing advice” (Thomson 2016: 310).41 Prentice moved to address the 
problem, making some progress before his defeat, but for many in the bu-
reaucracy the Progressive Conservative defeat and the arrival of the NDP 
was a welcome event. Second, Prentice’s key move in attempting to revive 
the public service was to bring in as cabinet secretary Richard Dicerni, who 
had been his deputy when he was industry minister in Ottawa. As a highly 
experienced and well-respected bureaucrat, Dicerni was a good choice. And 
in terms of working with the new NDP government he was a fortuitous 
choice, for he had been a deputy minister under Bob Rae and was known 
and respected by senior New Democrats.

Third, whereas the Ontario bureaucracy was as unprepared for a tran-
sition to an NDP administration as was the NDP itself, the Alberta public 
service, under Dicerni’s direction, had engaged in serious transition plan-
ning and was able to move quickly and effectively to support the new gov-
ernment. Finally, a great many of the newly elected NDP MLAs—ministers 
included—had so little experience of government that they had few precon-
ceived ideas about the public service, positive or negative. Few exhibited the 
jaded attitudes and overt hostility towards the bureaucracy that character-
ized so many in Rae’s caucus and cabinet.

With so much churn in the senior levels of the Alberta bureaucracy, 
none of the deputy ministers had gone through a transition-planning ex-
ercise as deputies (given the strong possibility of a Wildrose victory in the 
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2012 election, extensive transition planning had taken place but few of those 
involved at a senior level remained). Dicerni assigned key deputies to an-
alyze the platforms of both the Wildrose and the NDP, and he shared the 
analysis with the entire deputy cadre. He also mapped out a calendar of 
activities and decisions that the new government would face in its first six 
to eight weeks and a personal transition schedule for meetings that would 
be necessary with the new premier and his or her team.

Dicerni did not specifically ask Premier Prentice for permission to en-
gage in dialogue with the opposition parties, though he believes it would 
have been granted had he done so, considering Prentice’s understanding 
of the need for strong, professional government administration. He did, 
however, let it be known that he would be receptive to phone calls from 
opposition representatives and did engage in what he terms “constructive 
dialogue” with them. Ground rules for these discussions included an agree-
ment that there would be no exchange of documents—indeed, there would 
be nothing on paper—and that discussions would be limited to “framework 
matters.”42

Within minutes of the TV networks declaring an NDP majority, 
Dicerni received a phone call from Topp to set up a meeting the follow-
ing day. Dicerni also spoke with the premier-elect. Early meetings between 
Dicerni and Topp concentrated on “fundamentals” such as the size of cabi-
net, decision-making processes, and the like. As well, overview discussions 
were held on the platform commitments the government wished to pur-
sue. (As was the case with “Agenda for People,” the platform of the Ontario 
NDP in 1990, Notley’s manifesto, “Leadership for What Matters,” was not 
developed with any sense that it might actually need to be implemented. 
However, at least “Leadership” was a coherent platform of policy initiatives. 
By contrast, “Agenda for People” was, according to two NDP insiders, no 
blueprint for governing; rather it was “mostly a compilation of demands 
that had been articulated in the daily Question Period over the previous 
year . . . little more than an election ploy”.43)

Three main briefing sessions were organized for Notley: on the overall 
budgetary/financial situation, on climate change and possible policy re-
sponses to it, and on health issues, in terms of both policy and financing. 
The transition process also included a review of the deputy minister cadre. 
Notley and Topp made it clear that they supported continuity in the public 
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service—one of the party’s campaign pitches had been to vote NDP for a 
stable government—and no deputies were fired. The NDP believed, with 
good reason given their strong showing in Edmonton, that, overall, the 
public service welcomed the advent of the new government. Still, it was rec-
ognized that not all those in the senior ranks of the public service would be 
comfortable with the policies and approaches of their new political masters 
or appropriate for implementing their agenda. Dealing with such officials, 
however, was left in the non-partisan hands of Cabinet Secretary Dicerni. 
Subsequently, as in Ontario, some deputies who were found not to be up to 
the job were reassigned.

As mentioned, although Rae kept Cabinet Secretary Peter Barnes in 
place for two years, when he did eventually replace him, he generated wide-
spread criticism within the bureaucracy and elsewhere for appointing his 
key political aide to the top position in the public service.44 To avoid a sim-
ilar situation by ensuring a smooth, non-partisan transition when he left 
(and also to lighten his load), Dicerni brought in as associate cabinet secre-
tary Marcia Nelson, a career bureaucrat who had served as deputy minister 
in three Alberta departments, following more than a dozen years in the 
Ontario public service, including during the Rae administration. When 
Dicerni retired in April 2016, Notley confirmed her faith in the bureaucracy 
by appointing Nelson cabinet secretary.

Conclusion
To repeat: Alberta is not Ontario. It should therefore not be surprising that 
beyond some striking similarities in their unexpected electoral victories 
(and the dire economic conditions they inherited) significant differences 
are evident in the early days of the first NDP governments to rule the two 
provinces. The Alberta transition went far more smoothly and proved far 
more effective than its Ontario predecessor, reflecting better bureaucratic 
planning and a significantly higher level of government experience among 
members of the transition team. Both during and after the transition, the 
Alberta public service had more positive perceptions of the politicians, 
while the politicians were more trusting of the public service.

In other areas, such as the size of the first cabinet and the “good time/
long time” question, the government of Rachel Notley chose a different path 
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than the Rae government followed. To a limited extent this was because 
the Alberta NDP consciously applied the lessons that had emerged from 
the Ontario experience, but for the most part it was because the context 
in which the Alberta party operated, such as the influence of Western-
Canadian NDP tradition, differed significantly from that of its Ontario 
predecessor.

Occasional superheated rhetoric aside, neither the election of Bob Rae’s 
New Democrats nor their time in office marked anything like a major turn-
ing point for Ontario. If anything, it was the 1995 election of Mike Harris and 
his “Common Sense Revolutionaries”—in large measure a reaction against 
the NDP government—that set Ontario politics on a new, neo-conservative 
course. Even though, save in labour legislation, the policies adopted by the 
Rae government were close to, if not within, the Ontario mainstream, pre-
cious few survived more than briefly after the Harris Conservatives came to 
power. Perhaps the one lasting legacy of the Rae government—evident to this 
day—has been the widespread perception that it was simply incompetent 
and hence that successive NDP leaders and teams lack the ability to govern.

Jim Morrison warned that “the future’s uncertain but the end is always 
near.” Even if, as currently seems likely, the Notley government goes down 
to defeat at the approaching election, it will be some time before its legacy is 
clear. Will a stable, competitive, polarized party system emerge in Alberta? 
Whether the Alberta NDP establishes itself as a long-term, credible con-
tender for power will depend to a substantial degree on the right’s ability 
to remain unified. However, the NDP in Alberta will not have to deal with 
the image of ineptitude that burdens the Ontario NDP. Opposition to the 
Notley government has largely focused on policy and ideology; attacks on 
its competence have been no more frequent or effective than those encoun-
tered by other governments. 

The Bard of Avon was undoubtedly right that the past is prologue, yet 
he would never claim that stories beginning in a similar fashion necessarily 
end in similar ways. Twenty-five years on, the Rae government appears as an 
intriguing but essentially minor blip in the course of Ontario history. While 
the Notley government may suffer the same short-term fate as its Ontario 
predecessor, the remarkable outcome of the 2015 election and the NDP’s re-
cord in office suggest a substantial, long-lasting impact on Alberta politics.



39516 | What’s Past is Prologue

Notes
	 In addition to the secondary sources cited below, this chapter draws on not-for-

attribution interviews conducted by David Cameron and myself for our 2000 book 
Cycling into Saigon, and on a small number of not-for-attribution interviews I 
conducted with political figures in Alberta. In addition, I wish to record my thanks to 
former Alberta cabinet secretary Richard Dicerni and to Brian Topp, former chief of 
staff to Premier Notley, for agreeing to on-the-record interviews. All direct quotations 
and paraphrases of their observations are taken from these interviews, which are cited 
below. The judgements about Alberta politics reflect information and opinion gleaned 
from the editors and contributors to this book, but they are not responsible for my 
interpretations.
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can be made by contrasting Cameron D. Anderson, “Ontario,” with Anthony M. Sayers 
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experience in government as Notley’s: zero.

4	 Sydney Sharpe and Don Braid, Notley Nation: How Alberta’s Political Upheaval Swept 
the Country (Toronto: Dundurn, 2016), 45–6.

5	 Bob Rae, From Protest to Power: Personal Reflections on a Life in Politics (Toronto: 
Viking, 1996), 120.
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7	 Ibid., 125 (emphasis added). 
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ambiguous result: 52 Conservatives, 48 Liberals, and 25 New Democrats. Several weeks 
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before the Liberals were sworn in) that a Liberal transition team was assembled.
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12	 Brian Topp, interview with author, 3 February 2017. 

13	 Cameron and White, Cycling into Saigon, 28.

14	 Topp interview. 
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19	 Ibid.
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21	 Rae, From Protest to Power, 134. 
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26	 Walkom, Rae Days, 99. 
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Out of the Blue: Goodbye 
Tories, Hello Jason Kenney

Anthony M. Sayers and David K. Stewart

The 2015 Alberta election ended a Progressive Conservative regime that by 
25 August 2014 had continuously held power longer than any other party 
in Canadian history. The reign, begun in 1971, came to an end amid a de-
clining economy and a party in disarray. The last years of the dynasty were 
dominated by competition between the PCs and the right-wing Wildrose 
opposition that had reduced the traditional left-wing opposition of Liberals 
and New Democrats to, respectively, third- and fourth-placed parties in the 
legislature. The rise of the Rachel Notley–led New Democrats from fourth 
to first is therefore one of the most remarkable election results in Canadian 
history. 

Upon their defeat the Tories confronted an existential crisis, as no party 
that has lost power in Alberta has ever returned to government. Third in 
size in the Alberta legislature and lacking a permanent leader following the 
election-night resignation of Jim Prentice, the party struggled to be heard 
and to rebuild its organization. In March 2017 party members chose a lead-
er, former Conservative MP Jason Kenney, committed to merging with the 
Wildrose. They then endorsed such a merger by referendum in July to es-
tablish the United Conservative Party. On 28 October Kenney, the last PC 
leader, was elected the first leader of the UCP. Rarely in Canada or elsewhere 
has a party with such a storied past been willing to vote itself into oblivion. 

The lead-up to the devastating 2015 election had been a roller coaster 
for the Tories. The Conservative Party dynasty had long rested on its sen-
sitivity to changing political dynamics through its use of open leadership 
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contests and a willingness to adjust its policies to appeal to a plurality of 
Albertan voters. The party moved leftward at the 2012 provincial election 
in response to the Wildrose threat and continued to use royalty revenues 
to support heavy government spending in search of electoral support. This 
centrist strategy collapsed in 2015 with the election of the more populist 
New Democrats as the governing party and the right-wing Wildrose as 
Official Opposition, albeit with fewer votes than the PCs. 

For a party that had not experienced electoral defeat since 1967, the 
result was catastrophic. The notion of parties alternating in office is not part 
of the Alberta experience, and with no history of a defeated party return-
ing to power, the Progressive Conservatives faced a grim situation. Kenney 
capitalized on this fear and along with others pressed the narrative that 
vote-splitting on the right had allowed Albertans to elect the NDP by mis-
take. A merger with Wildrose would deliver government to the new party 
and remove the “ideological” New Democrats from power. The previous 
merger of the federal Progressive Conservatives and the Canadian Alliance, 
which had delivered government to the new Conservative Party of Canada, 
was offered as a model.

A merger would require the disbanding of both parties, turning the 
post-Prentice leadership race into a referendum on the future of the PCs. 
It was widely known that Kenney supported such a move and his success 
is evidence of support for a merger among those who voted in the contest. 
The construction of the UCP ended the “big tent” strategy that had made 
the Tories one of the most successful political machines in Canada and con-
firmed Kenney’s centrality to the merger process.

We begin our analysis of the end of the Tory dynasty by describing the 
political attitudes of Albertans and the degree to which their values are con-
servative. We then move to a discussion of leadership selection within the 
PC Party and the factors that led to its defeat in 2015. From there we trace 
how electoral defeat led to the formal dissolution of the party. We conclude 
that the decision to disband the PCs and merge with the Wildrose was a 
political choice, not a requirement. Despite having received more votes than 
the Wildrose, the Tories catastrophized the 2015 election defeat and gave up 
on the option of trying to return to power on their own. Jason Kenney took 
full advantage of this narrative. The creation of the UCP sets the stage for 
more polarized party competition in Alberta.
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Political Values in Alberta
It is important to understand what Albertans think about politics.1 Many 
have noted there is a decidedly individualistic tinge to Alberta politics ex-
pressed as the notion of personal freedom.2

As Table 17.1 demonstrates however, Albertans are not as individualis-
tic as some have suggested. There is solid support, for example, for the value 
of generalized health care and social programs that assist those in need. 

Stereotypes notwithstanding, voters in Alberta appear broadly sup-
portive of a substantial role for the state with respect to government spend-
ing. Table 17.2 shows that when asked, they take a decidedly expansionist 
view of the preferred extent of government activity, with overwhelming 
majorities favouring a role for the state in ensuring living standards, ade-
quate housing, and rent controls. They are not as keen on the sorts of public 
auto-insurance schemes found in some other provinces. These attitudes are 
shaped in part by the strength of the economy and the royalty revenues that 
allow government to deliver high levels of public goods and services without 
having to demand matching levels of personal taxation.

An expansive view of government activity may not necessarily translate 
into unfettered support for spending and budget deficits, but it does sug-
gest that the former Progressive Conservative government and its successor, 
the New Democrats, have read the public mood correctly. Boom times in 
Alberta allow governments additional room to keep spending high while 
maintaining the lowest tax regime of any province, but this approach cre-
ates difficulties when the good times end. Managing this shift in circum-
stances remains a key feature of Alberta politics.

Albertans’ suspicion of overt individualism and support for robust state 
spending captures the peculiarity of a province with a distinctive history 
that favours self-reliance and yet which finds itself with a government able 
to collect supernormal levels of revenue through a booming resource sector. 
Government restraint may have little appeal, and individual preferences are 
shaped without the need to internalize the policy trade-offs (notably about 
taxes and spending) common elsewhere.

Despite its centrality to the economy, Albertans are clearly uncom-
fortable with the power of the energy industry. As Table 17.3 shows, about 
three-quarters of them believe the industry has too much political influence 
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Table 17.1. Individualism

ATTITUDINAL  
STATEMENT

2008
% SUPPORT

2012
% SUPPORT

2015
% SUPPORT

Government regulation  
stifles drive

48% 48% 64%

Most unemployed could  
find jobs

71% 60% 60%

Those willing to pay should 
get medical treatment sooner

43% 39% 46%

A lot of welfare and social 
programs unnecessary

30% 29% 41%

Table 17.2. Preferred Extent of Government Activity

ATTITUDINAL  
STATEMENT

2008
% SUPPORT

2012
% SUPPORT

2015
% SUPPORT

Government should ensure 
decent living standard

73% 73% 79%

Government should ensure 
adequate housing

78% 76% 77%

Government should limit 
amount of rent increases

76% 71% 76%

Government should take  
over auto insurance 

46% 38% 41%

Table 17.3. Oil, Gas, and the Environment

2008
% SUPPORT

2012
% SUPPORT

2015
% SUPPORT

Oil and gas companies have 
too much say in provincial 
politics

69% 68% 75%

Increase royalties on natural 
gas and oil

56% 59% 71%

Alberta should slow pace of 
oil sands development

53% 39% 40%

Alberta needs to take firm 
action to combat global 
warming

82% 75% 76%

Tough environmental 
standards should take 
precedence over employment

58% 53% 49%

Sources: NRG Research and Research Now. See endnote 1 for further information.

Sources: NRG Research and Research Now. See endnote 1 for further information.

Sources: NRG Research and Research Now. See endnote 1 for further information.
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and that royalties are too low. The effects of the recession after 2009, which 
were still felt in the lead-up to the 2012 election, and then the 2014 drop in 
oil prices that hurt the provincial budget, can be seen in a willingness to 
countenance fewer controls on the growth of the oil sands in recent years. 
Yet this support is not without reservation: three-quarters of our respon-
dents continue to favour action on global warming and about half want 
tough environmental standards. 

Table 17.4 reveals that Albertans are not particularly socially conser-
vative. Most see moral issues as largely a matter of individual choice. This 
tends to run counter to the view that repeatedly electing a Progressive 
Conservative government is evidence of a commitment to conservative so-
cial values.

Populism remains an important part of Albertan political culture (see 
Table 17.5). From the United Farmers of Alberta through to Social Credit, 
the Tories, and even the New Democrats, Alberta has been friendly to 
parties and leaders adept at appealing to popular sentiment against large 
institutional forces, whether they are business or the federal government. 
The strength of populism is reinforced by the royalty roller coaster, which 
requires taxpayers to fairly share the pain regularly inflicted by swings in 
government revenues. Klein’s folksy charm, Stelmach’s background on the 
farm in Northern Alberta, and Redford’s ability to suggest that the Wildrose 
did not share the values of most Albertans were key elements in the con-
struction of recent PC majority governments. Similarly, Notley’s deep links 
to Alberta—her father having died in a plane crash while leader of the pro-
vincial NDP—no doubt helped her cause.

As seen in Table 17.6, Western alienation is another powerful strand 
in Albertan political culture. It seems that while Albertans are willing to 
countenance a strong provincial state that provides public goods and ser-
vices at high levels, they take a dim view of the national state in Ottawa, 
which they see as beyond their control.

The views of Albertans might surprise many Canadians.3 Albertans are 
not particularly individualistic and in general they are supportive of exten-
sive government spending, an attitude made easier by long periods in which 
supernormal royalty payments allow governments to avoid passing costs on 
to taxpayers. Provincial voters are concerned about the environment, not 



ANTHONY M. SAYERS AND DAVID K. STEWART404

Table 17.4. Social Conservatism

2008
% SUPPORT

2012
% SUPPORT

2015
% SUPPORT

Abortion is a matter between 
a woman and her doctor

76% 80% 84%

Gays and lesbians should be 
allowed to marry

62% 75% 77%

Sources: NRG Research and Research Now. See endnote 1 for further information.

Table 17.5. Populism in Alberta

2008
% SUPPORT

2012
% SUPPORT

2015
% SUPPORT

Trust ordinary people more 
than experts

58% 54% 70%

Solve problems if government 
is brought back to grassroots

75% 75% 73%

Need government to get 
things done with less red tape

86% 85% 90%

Sources: NRG Research and Research Now. See endnote 1 for further information.

Table 17.6. Western Alienation in Alberta

2008
% SUPPORT

2012
% SUPPORT

2015
% SUPPORT

Alberta is treated unfairly by 
the federal government

46% 42% 56%

Alberta does not have its fair 
share of political power in 
Canada

56% 57% 65%

The economic policies of the 
federal government seem to 
help Quebec and Ontario at 
the expense of Alberta

65% 62% 79%

Because parties depend on 
Quebec and Ontario Alberta 
usually gets ignored in 
national politics

70% 66% 80%

Sources: NRG Research and Research Now. See endnote 1 for further information.
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particularly attached to conservative social values, and willing to limit the 
rate of oil and gas development. 

More deeply, the political culture of Alberta remains heavily shaped 
by the uncertainties and conceits that flow from the boom and bust cycles 
of the oil and gas sector. These cycles highlight tensions with the federal 
government and Central Canadian economic and political rhythms, there-
by making Alberta appear distinctive. Confirmed as it is by extraordinary 
levels of long-term economic and population growth, this sense of distinc-
tiveness has provided fertile ground for the development of a populist streak 
in provincial politics.

Albertans generally favour governments and political leaders capable 
of protecting an enviable quality of life by keeping taxes low, retaining high 
levels of government spending, and protecting the province from outside 
forces that might bring this magical circumstance to an end. Long-term 
Tory success rested on choosing leaders and policies sensitive to these un-
derlying political realities. The post-Redford leadership race of 2014 was an 
opportunity to renew this dynamic to ensure continued electoral success.

Leadership
Leadership has been central to party politics in Alberta, with party leaders, 
especially premiers, essentially defining their parties for voters. Yet all PC 
leaders since Klein have struggled to connect with Albertans. At the same 
time, there has been intense competition within the party as to where it 
should locate itself on the political spectrum given rapid economic and so-
cial change along with the traditional challenges of managing the Alberta 
economy. This has been expressed in the character of leadership contests.

The rules for selecting leaders in 2006 and 2011 reflected a willingness 
to open the party to changing social forces in an effort to cement its role 
as the party of the people.4 Anyone with five dollars could attend a poll-
ing station in their local riding, purchase a membership, and have a say in 
choosing Alberta’s next premier. Table 17.7 shows that Albertans came out 
by the thousands to participate in these events—and both times defeated 
the candidate favoured by the party establishment. The party went on to 
win consecutive majority governments. 
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Some elements of the Conservative party were unhappy with this pop-
ulist approach, arguing that it allowed “two-minute-Tories,” mainly from 
the left, too much influence over leader selection.5 The 2014 leadership race 
doubled the price of membership, abandoned voting in local communities, 
and got rid of the rules that allowed both Stelmach and Redford to win. 
Table 17.7 records the resulting collapse in party mobilization and the lack 
of populist appeal in the race that selected Mr. Prentice.

The selection of Jim Prentice as party leader and effectively Alberta’s 
sixteenth premier on 6 September 2014 was a triumph for the party estab-
lishment and the overwhelming majority (forty-six) of MLAs who backed 
him. But, as seen in Table 17.8, the 2014 race lacked the competitive drive 
of past races that had signalled the centrality of the party to Alberta poli-
tics. It was the least dynamic of any of the post-Lougheed leadership rac-
es. Prentice dominated the contest. He raised $2,661,201 and spent all but 
$24,151 of that. Second-placed Ric McIver spent $484,029, and third-placed 
Thomas Lukaszuk $336,338. This dominance prevented growth in party 
membership that had attended past, competitive PC leadership contests. 

The party chose to use a phone poll (cheap and plagued with technical 
issues) in place of in-person voting, thereby reducing the excitement—and 
popular engagement—generated when members vote face-to-face in their 
constituencies. It doubled the cost of membership and instituted a cut-off 
that ensured that no one could join and vote on the day of the election. 
Keeping the process open until the final vote had been a source of great en-
ergy and engagement in previous races. Unsurprisingly, Prentice’s strength 

Table 17.7. Voter Mobilization at Tory Leadership Contests 

YEAR VOTERS MOBILIZATION*

2006 144,289 34.61

1992 78,251 17.80

2011 78,176 15.60

2014 23,386 4.12

* Leadership voters as a proportion of the number of Albertans who voted for the Tories at 
the most recent provincial election.

Sources: Data compiled by the authors from media reports of party voting, and “Election 
Results” reports from Elections Alberta.
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in terms of support from caucus and financial resources expressed itself 
in an overwhelming first-round win. The number voting fell by two-thirds 
compared with the two previous races.

The apparent coronation of Jim Prentice meant limited disruption to 
the party but was also evidence of a clear retreat from the dynamic, open 
populism of previous leadership contests. The selection of a prominent for-
mer federal Conservative cabinet minister also complicated the traditional 
PC claim to be the defenders of Alberta’s interests in the federation. Indeed, 
it highlighted the odd dynamics that resulted from dealing with a govern-
ing party in Ottawa that had strong support in Alberta. There was no easy 
way of playing the Western alienation card used so effectively when Liberals 
governed from Ottawa, or even during the latter part of the Mulroney gov-
ernment, which led to the formation of the Reform Party.

A Perfect Storm
The election of Jim Prentice to the Tory leadership brought apparent stabil-
ity to provincial politics. The Conservatives launched a series of initiatives 
designed to turn the page and place the party on course for a subsequent 
election win. Yet the massive collapse in the price of oil across 2014 became 
a crisis that relentlessly drove government action and, along with continued 
change across the political system, threatened to overwhelm the party and 
its new leader.

The collapse of oil prices quickly worsened the government’s fiscal sit-
uation. Along with long-term weakness in natural gas prices, Alberta’s ma-
jor natural resources were now selling cheaply and delivering much less in 
the way of royalties.6 Changes in the structure of the economy and royalty 

Table 17.8. Competitiveness of Tory Leadership Contests

1992 2006 2011 2014

Leader’s Vote Share 31% 30% 41% 77%

Number of Candidates 9 8 6 3

Party Caucus Support for Winner 63% 16% 3% 83%

Sources: Source: Data compiled by the authors from media coverage of party leadership 
campaigns.
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revenues further complicated the fiscal situation. Whereas natural gas had 
accounted for up to 80 per cent of government resource royalties a decade 
earlier, the more volatile and complex revenues from oil production now 
contributed this proportion. Because of this flip, the rapid decline in the 
price of a barrel of oil from over $100 to the mid-$50-dollar range had an 
outsized effect on government revenues.

At his first press conference in September, Premier Prentice was at pains 
to talk about renewal. The main policy thrust of his speech was to high-
light the need to engage the United States with other provinces to ensure 
market access for oil and gas. The emphasis was on improving the delivery 
of government services—health care and education in particular—while 
containing costs, with a promise of more new schools.7 On 27 October 2014, 
less than two months after winning the leadership, Prentice was able to cel-
ebrate four by-election wins, including his own in Calgary-Foothills.8 

The $7-billion shortfall in the 2015 budget resulting from reduced re-
source revenues soon came to dominate Tory strategy. In early December, 
Prentice and his new finance minister, Robin Campbell, announced a sev-
en-member cabinet committee chaired by the premier to oversee the devel-
opment of the 2015 provincial budget. As well, the government introduced 
a series of measures to reduce spending.9 The government seemed in full 
crisis mode as it came to realize the depth of the fiscal challenge and the 
threat that oil and gas prices posed to its future.

On 17 December, Prentice and the now former Wildrose leader Daniel 
Smith appeared at a press conference to announce that she and eight of her 
colleagues (more than half the Wildrose caucus) were crossing the floor to 
join the Tories—this in addition to the two other Wildrose MLAs who had 
crossed in November of 2014. This created a governing-party caucus num-
bering 72 in a chamber of 87 MLAs. Despite outward appearances, news 
leaked that the floor-crossing had created deep tensions among the mem-
bers of the PC caucus, worn as they were by a history of fierce Wildrose 
criticism in the legislature.10 Anger among remaining Wildrose MLAs and 
ordinary party members was palpable. New NDP leader Rachel Notley, who 
had replaced Brian Mason on 18 October, joined Liberal leader Raj Sherman 
and Wildrose MLAs in characterizing the move as a “backroom deal” that 
amounted to a “betrayal of democracy.”11  
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As the Prentice government attempted to come to terms with the new 
fiscal realities, its budget committee commissioned a survey of Albertans 
seeking suggestions for tax and spending changes to help manage the bud-
get shortfall. The survey revealed that on the tax side, 71 per cent favoured 
raising tobacco taxes, 69 per cent corporate taxes, and 58 per cent a gradu-
ated personal tax to replace the single tax rate. Half rejected the reintroduc-
tion of health-care premiums while respondents were about evenly divided 
on implementation of a provincial sales tax. Given its storied place as part 
of the “Alberta Advantage,” this last is perhaps the most remarkable result of 
the survey. On the spending side, respondents wanted to protect front-line 
health care (75 per cent) and education (70 per cent), with around 40 per 
cent favouring infrastructure spending in these areas.12 

In a radio discussion on the budget in early March, Mr. Prentice sug-
gested that Albertans “look in the mirror” for an explanation of the dire 
fiscal circumstances facing the province, sparking widespread condem-
nation for his failure to assign any of the blame to four decades of Tory 
rule. Opposition parties once again blasted the government for being out 
of touch.13 At the same time, and despite the results of the survey, the gov-
ernment rejected the idea of raising corporate taxes, citing advice from 
economists that it would reduce employment. The government introduced 
a budget on 26 March that moved slightly away from the single tax rate 
on income; increased alcohol and tobacco taxes; brought in a new tax to 
support health care; reduced or eliminated planned increases in spending 
across government (with protection for some infrastructure spending in 
healthcare and education); and announced future changes in methods for 
saving resource revenue. 

The wisdom of allowing Wildrose MLAs to join the party took a hit 
when on 28 March three of them, including Danielle Smith, lost PC nom-
ination battles. Then the party’s decision to eliminate Jamie Lall from the 
nomination in Chestermere-Rocky View in favour of former Wildrose 
MLA Bruce McAllister caused an outcry.14 At the same time, and as if to 
highlight the continued vitality of the party, 55 per cent of the 8,738 voting 
Wildrose members elected former federal Conservative MP Brian Jean to 
lead the party.15 Jean promised to campaign on the Alberta Advantage of 
lower taxes. With David Swann having replaced the exiting Raj Sherman as 
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Liberal leader in early February, each of the four major parties had experi-
enced leadership change. Alberta politics was in flux.

On 7 April the government called an early election for 5 May 2015, 
ignoring the fixed-election legislation that scheduled the next election 
between March and May 2016.16 The decision to call an early election was 
widely criticized, not only for ignoring the legislation but because with the 
non-Tory parties competing for second spot, voter turnout would be low.17 
The government’s introduction of a relatively tough budget gave their oppo-
nents, two with recently elected new leaders, the raw materials to argue that 
the four-decade-old regime was out of touch with Albertans: this set the 
course for the subsequent election.

The 2015 Election Campaign
Despite their long dominance, the Tories faced challenging economic con-
ditions and rapid social and political change. Regular turnover in leadership 
and internal tensions, most notably in light of the success of the Wildrose 
to its right, threatened the party. A new leader added another element of 
uncertainty. Despite massively outspending its opponents, a retreat from 
the populism that had sustained it for four decades, coupled with a series of 
damaging events, undercut its support.

The Tories appeared dominant at the start of the campaign. The Liberals 
were on the wane, Wildrose had been decimated by floor-crossings, and the 
fourth-placed New Democrats led by recently elected Rachel Notley held 
just four seats.18 As Table 17.9 makes clear, a recovery in PC fundraising gave 
party members reason for optimism, although the rise of the NDP suggests 
donors had come to see them as a viable challenger to the Tories. 

The 2015 PC budget proposed tax hikes on individuals, an additional 
child supplement for low-income families, and cuts to public-sector em-
ployment. It was aimed squarely at the Wildrose, which had cornered the 
low-tax, small-government policy terrain.19 The Liberal and New Democrat 
platforms both aimed leftward.20 New Democrats emphasized change with 
stability, highlighting Notley as a leader in the mold of Peter Lougheed. 
Only the NDP would “fight for Alberta families.” The floor-crossing was 
held to be evidence that change could not be achieved by voting for a par-
ty—the Wildrose—closely aligned with the Tories.21
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Table 17.9. Electoral Cycle Funding 2012–15 ($)

2012 2013 2014 Q1 2015 CAMPAIGN

PC 2,331,592 2,865,669 5,625,669 825,318 3,373,733

WR 2,793,895 3,074,072 3,085,982 355,091 1,169,470

LIB 478,795 447,826 396,796 110,764 156,048

NDP 864,046 775,152 999,834 406,883 1,635,991

In contrast to the Tories’ proposed budget, major NDP policies were 
consistent with the preferences expressed by Albertans in the government’s 
survey of voters.22 The NDP promised to reverse spending cuts to health care 
and education, fund daycare, introduce a progressive income tax aimed at 
the top 10 per cent of earners, raise corporate taxes, and rethink royalties. 
They promised to balance the budget by 2017 and to scrap a proposed Tory 
health levy while enhancing democratic transparency by banning union 
and corporate donations to political parties and strengthening oversight of 
government.23 

New Democrats managed to capture the populist ground vacated by 
the Tories and forced the PCs to fight a two-front war, the most difficult for 
a centrist party.24 To make matters worse, the PC campaign was tarnished 
by scandals and interventions that only served to make the party and its 
supporters appear entitled and out of touch, while at the same time NDP 
campaign mistakes were overlooked.25 The 23 April leaders’ debate con-
firmed Notley’s appeal, Prentice’s awkwardness, the third-place position of 
the Wildrose, and the irrelevance of the Liberals.26

In a post-election survey conducted by Abacus Research, 93 per cent of 
respondents identified change rather than support for the NDP and “cool-
ing on Jim Prentice” rather than “warming to Rachel Notley” as critical to 
their vote. Sixty-seven per cent felt the leaders’ debate was a crucial moment 
in the campaign, with 58 per cent seeing leadership as generally import-
ant.27 Women favoured the NDP more than men did, as did young over 
older voters, patterns that were reversed for the Tories but less strongly so 
for Wildrose. Voters with more education and city folk also favoured the 
NDP, with Edmonton the heartland of the party’s victory.28 

Sources: “Financial Disclosure” reports from Elections Alberta.
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The collapse of the Tory vote was key to the NDP victory. An over-
whelming majority of New Democrat supporters remained loyal, but only 
49 per cent of Tory voters stuck with the party, with nearly a third of defec-
tors heading to the NDP. Nineteen per cent of those who had supported the 
Wildrose in 2012 moved to the NDP, as did 62 per cent of Liberals. Tellingly, 
55 per cent of non-voters in 2012 chose to support the NDP in 2015.29

While the arrival of Jim Prentice initially boosted the Tories, his han-
dling of the floor-crossing, the budget process, and the decision to call an 
early election cast doubt on his intuitive feel for Alberta politics. This was 
confirmed by the election campaign. The Tories ran an underwhelming 
campaign that failed to reset the widespread sense among voters that is was 
time for a change, while the NDP managed to present a leader and a set of 
policies that played to the populist dynamics of Alberta politics.

The Death of a Dynasty: The End of the Progressive 
Conservative Association of Alberta
In Canada, and in especially Alberta, leaders are important. Alberta politics 
has been described as “leadership politics,”30 and the race for a new leader 
to replace Prentice became a contest to define the party. In this contest, the 
party returned to the leadership convention model that had not been used 
in Alberta since the election of Don Getty as PC leader in 1986. The decision 
to return to a convention, it turned out, was consequential.

Primaries afford more opportunities for outsiders to participate. In 
both 2006 and 2011, the primary model had elected leaders who were not 
the choice of the party elite and were seen as moving the party more to the 
left. In reflecting on his experiences as a leadership candidate in both of 
those races, Ted Morton lamented that the primary “rules have facilitated 
the growth of a second conservative party by pushing disillusioned Blue 
Tories into the Wildrose party.”31 Essentially, the involvement of less “con-
servative” voters, particularly after an inconclusive first ballot, led to the 
election of a leader who was not reflective of the aspirations of many party 
activists. Former leadership candidate and deputy premier Doug Horner 
raised much the same point in discussing these changes to the leadership se-
lection model. As he explained to the CBC in May of 2016, “I think it’s time 
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we stopped electing premiers and started electing the leader of our party.”32 
For many in the party there was dissatisfaction that candidates who were not 
favoured by party regulars were advantaged by primary selections, and that 
such elections “appear to have transformed the PC party into a centre left co-
alition party.”33 The easy victory of Prentice in a more closed primary model 
did little to diminish such concerns. One of the other elements critical to 
understanding the evolution of the Progressive Conservative Party is the 
enhanced importance of candidate organizations in the convention model. 
Leadership conventions place a greater premium on these organizations as 
campaign teams attempt to determine the outcome not by persuading vot-
ers at a convention to support them, but by electing delegates predisposed 
to support them. This battle has been well described as “trench warfare,” 
and the viciousness that accompanied such battles in 1986 was one of the 
reasons the PCs moved to their successful primary model in 1992.34 This 
battle proved dramatically one-sided in 2017.

Reports in the month leading up to the March 2017 leadership race 
suggested that after elections in 80 of 87 constituencies, Kenny had 977 del-
egates and his opponents only 199.35 These numbers proved quite prophetic 
as Jason Kenney, the only candidate favouring a union with the Wildrose, 
was elected with 1,113 of the 1,476 votes cast. Kenney’s organizational dom-
inance could also be seen in candidate expenditures: he spent over $1.5 mil-
lion on the campaign while the total spent by his opponents came in under 
$300,000.

The leadership contest initially attracted a wide range of people with 
elected experience and it appeared there would be a competitive election to 
decide the future of the party. The candidates ranged from PC MLA Sandra 
Jansen, a candidate very much associated with the progressive side of the 
party, and (as we have seen) former federal Conservative cabinet minis-
ter Jason Kenney, a candidate directly associated with social-conservative 
beliefs and a desire to lead the PCs into a merger with the Wildrose that 
could end the splitting of votes many Conservatives credited with electing 
the NDP in 2015. But the race exposed serious internal tensions as to how 
best to proceed. The decision to continue to pursue a centrist strategy was 
quickly eschewed as Kenney rode a steamroller of support into the dele-
gate selection meetings that resulted in the election of a huge majority of 
pro-merger delegates and drove a number of his opponents out of the race. 
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Sandra Jansen not only left the leadership race, but just over a week lat-
er, after claiming to have been harassed by Kenney supporters, she crossed 
to the New Democrats. As Jansen departed, she strongly critiqued the di-
rection in which she saw Kenney taking the PCs, suggesting that “I don’t be-
lieve there has been anything moderate or pragmatic being offered or even 
discussed by the people intent on taking over the Progressive Conservative 
Party of Alberta.”36 Barely two months later, former St. Albert MLA Stephen 
Khan withdrew from the race after also lamenting the desire to destroy 
the venerable PC Party. As he explained, he had been the target of ugly 
attacks; he also stated that he had “entered this race because I believed the 
PC army would show up. But what I’ve seen is that there are more federal 
Conservative/Reformers and Wildrosers who want to tear down and de-
stroy our party than there are PCs who want to save it.”37 Khan endorsed 
Richard Starke, another PC MLA, who continued in the race and who Khan 
described as a “true Progressive Conservative.”38

The battle for the future of the PCs continued with some opponents of 
the potential merger calling on the party’s board in February to disqualify 
Kenney from the race because his intent was to harm the PC brand. A dis-
qualification was not forthcoming, and the race continued to its inevitable 
outcome. Kenney, with the endorsement of former Conservative prime min-
ister Stephen Harper and an incredibly well-financed organization, cruised 
through the delegate selection process, which utilized a first-past-the-post 
method to elect delegates in each constituency. Thus, even a slim plurality 
at the delegate selection meetings could produce a solid swath of Kenney 
delegates, and the two remaining candidates could not stop Kenney from 
turning the March convention into a virtual coronation.39 Kenney scruti-
neers lined the registration desks at the convention, and the floor of the 
convention was solidly in his favour. When Starke in his speech called on 
the party to avoid association with the Wildrose and its social conservatism 
he was booed.40 The Kenney campaign maintained its momentum as inter-
im federal Conservative leader Rona Ambrose seconded his nomination.

With more than 75 per cent of the voting delegates opting for Kenney 
and his merger strategy, the PC Party seemed to be celebrating its demise. 
The party rejected the opportunity to return to the “big tent” politics that 
served it so well for so long and instead emphasized ideological similarities 
with Wildrose, endorsing a strategy to pursue a formal merger with their 
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former opponents. The elected delegates ensured that the Alberta tradition 
of a defeated government never returning to power continued by placing the 
PCs on a path to formal dissolution. A number of prominent Progressive 
Conservatives were uncomfortable with the decision, with former deputy 
premier and leadership candidate Thomas Lukaszuk tearing up his mem-
bership card and party president Katherine O’Neill stepping down from 
her position and speculating about the need for a more moderate option.41 
Kenney’s success in this race, despite perceived opposition from members 
of the party’s executive, were described by some as a “hostile takeover” of 
the PCs.42

The forces calling for the dissolution of the PC Party eventually fulfilled 
Kenney’s goal, and in May they reached an agreement with the Wildrose 
to combine, though with the negative experience of the floor-crossings of 
2014 in mind, the decision was made to allow party members to vote on the 
party’s future. A vote was scheduled for July of 2017 with a simple majority 
needed to move the party along the path to merger. Wildrose rules required 
a 75 per cent vote in favour of the move.43 Prominent federal Conservatives 
such as former prime minister Stephen Harper and former interim leader 
Rona Ambrose spoke out in favour of the merger; the move to unite subse-
quently proved unstoppable. Despite some initial speculation that the unity 
proposals might be defeated, they were overwhelmingly endorsed by mem-
bers of each party. With turnouts below 60 per cent in both cases, 23,466 
of the 24,598 Wildrosers who voted endorsed the merger, as did 25,692 of 
the 27,060 PC members.44 With some rules for participation uncertain, it is 
unclear how many people participated in both parties.

The road was now clear for the final drive: the selection of a leader for 
the new UCP. Some dissent remained. Richard Starke, the runner up to 
Kenney in the March 2017 PC leadership race, refused to join the new party 
and another PC MLA, Rick Fraser, entered the leadership race for the up-
start Alberta Party.45 He was joined by Stephen Mandel, a former Edmonton 
MLA who had served as a cabinet minister under Jim Prentice. Mandel went 
on to win the leadership contest.46 

Former party leaders Jason Kenney and Brian Jean both entered the 
UCP leadership race. Reverting to a primary process, albeit one with a cut-
off date a week before voting opened, Kenney demonstrated that he could 
win in the more open format. More than 100,000 members were eligible to 
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participate and almost 62,000 were registered to vote in the October con-
test. Kenney defeated Jean almost 2 to 1, attracting 35,623 votes to Jean’s 
18,336.47 Interestingly, the votes received by Kenney fell well below the totals 
received by those winning the PC primaries in 1992, 2006, and 2011, sug-
gesting the new party could not quite attract the levels of participation the 
Progressive Conservatives had managed through open primaries. Kenney 
went on to win a December by-election, becoming the first elected MLA for 
the new party. 

Conclusion
Selecting a new leader became a choice among possible futures for the 
Tories. Ending the Progressive Conservative Party was not the only option 
available following its 2015 election defeat. The party decided not to treat 
the defeat as part of a normal political process, as other parties do, and 
attempt to return to power, but rather to catastrophize the loss. Dropping 
the open primary system for leader votes in 2014 and 2017 strengthened the 
hand of the party’s unhappy right wing and weakened the Tories populist 
appeal. The selection of Jason Kenney was an emphatic answer in favour of 
the myth of the inevitable death of party regimes in Alberta and the nar-
rative that the NDP government was an accident caused by vote-splitting 
on the right. The rightward turn this and the merger with the Wildrose 
entailed reverses the logic of the 2012 and 2015 elections. Rather than seeing 
the Wildrose as the major challenger, Kenney and those who voted for him 
fashion the New Democrats as the enemy. Losing a centrist “big tent” party 
such as the Tories is likely to increase the polarization of Alberta politics 
over the coming years.

The view that governing parties that lose office struggle to regain lost 
ground was facilitated by the politics that followed the 2015 election. The 
Tories faced challenges in raising money. The NDP government and the 
Wildrose opposition (still stinging from the floor-crossing) moved quickly 
to end the corporate donations on which the PCs had become dependent. 
Those on the right of the PC Party, unhappy with what they saw as its left-
ward drift over recent elections, viewed unification with the Wildrose as a 
means of recreating the voting bloc that allowed Ralph Klein to win huge 



41717 | Out of the Blue

electoral victories. A new party would be more right wing and skirt the 
historical legacy of no former governing party having ever regained office. 

An examination of voter attitudes in 2008, 2012, and 2015 makes clear 
that moving in this direction was a political choice, not a requirement. 
Voter attitudes reported earlier in this chapter reveal that Albertans are not 
as conservative as many assume.48 Table 17.10 uses responses to attitudinal 
questions reported earlier to construct a scale for six issue areas in which 
1 indicates strong affinity for the matter while 0 equates to no support. It 
displays the clear distance between the NDP and the Wildrose and the cen-
trality of the Tories. Only on the populism scale is there any overlap be-
tween the Wildrose and the NDP. On all other issues, the distance between 
the two parties is striking. Equally striking is the more centrist location 
of PC voters, who almost invariably fall between their two opponents. In 
comparison to the NDP voters, PC voters were more individualistic, less 
supportive of an activist government, less pro-environment, more socially 
conservative, more populist, and more likely to take positions associated 
with Western alienation. In comparison to Wildrose voters, PC supporters 
were less individualistic, more supportive of an activist government, more 
pro-environment, less socially conservative, less populist, and less likely to 
give responses demonstrating Western alienation. This is largely what one 
would expect of a “big tent” party. What this suggests is that space existed 
for the PCs to peel unhappy NDP voters away in a subsequent election. 

In opting for the “unite the right” strategy, Tories chose to destroy the 
most electorally successful party in Canadian history. While there is now 
a clear right-wing alternative to the NDP, the strategy comes with its own 

Table 17.10. Opinion Distribution by Party Supporters 2008–15

ISSUE AREA NDP PC WILDROSE

Individualism .25–.44 .41–.60 .61–.70

Active Government .74–.87 .58–.62 .49–.62

Environment .76–.85 .51–.57 .43–.50

Social Conservatism .14–.19 .21–.40 .34–.60

Populism .59–.80 .66–.79 .78–.89

Western Alienation .42–.71 .50–.75 .74–.81

Sources: NRG Research and Research Now. See endnote 1 for further information.
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challenges. As Abacus Research found, despite the fact that the combined 
2015 vote total of the PCs and the Wildrose eclipsed the NDP, 73 per cent 
of respondents suggested they could support the New Democrats in future 
elections if they performed well.49 In 2012 the PCs secured re-election by 
successful portraying the Wildrose as too far right and out of touch with 
Albertans.50 They attracted a substantial number of voters who in 2008 had 
supported the NDP or the Liberals.51 Many of those who voted PC in 2008, 
2012, and 2015 held positions closer to NDP voters than to Wildrose voters. 
Disillusioned NDP voters from 2015 might well have found moving to the 
PCs in the next election—had the party continued to exist—relatively easy, 
as many did in 2012. A move to the more right-wing UCP may be more 
difficult for these voters to contemplate, even if they are unhappy with the 
NDP government. 

These concerns are reinforced by the refusal of some prominent former 
PC members and MLAs to join the UCP. Of the nine PC MLAs who took 
seats in the Alberta legislature following the 2015 election, one is now an 
NDP cabinet minister, one is a member of the Alberta Party, and another 
remains resolutely apart from the UCP caucus. The loss of a third of the 
caucus and the concerns raised about the policy choices attributed to the 
UCP suggest that combining the PC and Wildrose vote from 2015 is neither 
simple nor inevitable. The success of the UCP’s polarizing strategy depends 
on the structure of the provincial party system, including the positioning of 
the NDP and whether there is a viable centrist party. It will be interesting 
to watch how Alberta political culture responds to these new arrangements.

The challenge for the UCP is to hold on to as many of the more mod-
erate PC voters as possible while also attracting repentant NDP supporters. 
For this to succeed they will need to portray the NDP as an ideologically 
fixated party well out of the province’s mainstream. The Prentice-led PCs 
were, of course, unsuccessful in this approach in 2015. The other option is 
to depict the NDP government as unworthy of re-election because of their 
management of the provincial economy and the absence of a pipeline de-
spite the NDP’s efforts to create “social licence” for oil and gas exports. This 
will to some degree depend on energy prices and economic recovery. Both 
factors are beyond the control of the UCP. 

The NDP will likely respond with a campaign like that waged by the PCs 
against the Wildrose in 2012—that is, by portraying the UCP as promoting 
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values that are inconsistent with those of most Albertans. In pursuit of this 
goal an emphasis on identifying the UCP as the carrier of “social conser-
vatism” will become the priority of the government. It is not clear what the 
outcome of the next election will be, but the party system in Alberta is likely 
to be more polarized if the alternative to the NDP is not a “big tent” party 
such as the Progressive Conservatives. There is no future for “Tories” in 
Alberta.
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Sources: Candidate Summary of Results. Report of the Chief Electoral Officer on the 5 May 
2015 Provincial Election. Edmonton: Chief Electoral Officer, 11 April 2016, 36.
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Appendix 2. Party Votes in the 5 May 2015 Alberta Provincial 
Election (87 seats)

PARTY TOTAL VOTE VOTE (%) SEATS 

AFP 72 0.00% 0

LIB 62,153 4.20% 1

AP 33,221 2.20% 1

SC 834 0.10% 0

CP-A 182 0.00% 0

GPA 7,215 0.50% 0

NDP 604,518 40.60% 54

PC 413,610 27.80% 10

WRP 360,511 24.20% 21

IND  5,932 0.40% 0

Total 1,482,316 100% 87

Voter Turnout (%):	 56.74
Number of Polls	 7141

Sources: “Voter Turnout (1979-2015).” Report of the Chief Electoral Officer on the 5 May 
2015 Provincial Election. Edmonton: Chief Electoral Officer, 11 April 2016, 35–36.
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Appendix 3. Non-Renewable Resource Revenues Tables,  
2005-6 to 2017-18 (current dollars)

Sources: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance, Fiscal Plan Tables, 2005-6 to 2017-18, and 
Alberta Budgets, 2005-6 to 2017-18.
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Appendix 4.A GDP Expenditure-Based, 2005-16
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Appendix 4.B Canadian Provincial Per Capita Expenditure-
Based Spending, 2005-16 
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Appendix 4.C Provincial Population. 2005-17 
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YEAR REVENUES EXPENDITURES SURPLUS/DEFICIT

2007 35,332 33,149 2,183

2008 38,571 37,003 1,568

2009 31,661 36,375 -4,714

2010 33,964 38,712 -4,748

2011 35,589 38,994 -3,405

2012 40,263 41,149 -886

2013 38,612 38,006 (5,209) 606* (1,287)

2014 44,354 40,432 (6,599) 3,922* (2,677)

2015 49,481 48,366 (6181) 1,115* (6,118)

2016 45,015 51,097 -6,082

2017 42,938 54,859 -13,424

* Indicates borrowing from Alberta Sustainability Fund. Withdrawals from the provincial 
stability fund are not included as revenues.

Appendix 5. Alberta Provincial Revenues and Expenditures, 
2007-17 (billions of current dollars)  

Sources: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance, Alberta Provincial Budget 2007-17.
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Appendix 6 Alberta Provicial Government Per Capita Health 
Expenditure, 2008–17 (current dollars)
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Tables.
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Appendix 7. Alberta Provincial Government Health Expenditure, 
2008–17 (millions of current dollars) 

Sources: Canadian Institute of Health information, National Health Expenditure  
Trends Data Tables.

YEAR MILLIONS OF CURRENT 
DOLLARS (2008–17)

PERCENTAGE CHANGE 

2007 12,377.80

2008 13,811.80 11.58525748

2009 14,584.90 5.597387741

2010 16,504.30 13.16018622

2011 16,950 2.700508352

2012 17,839.40 5.24719764

2013 18,508.50 3.750686682

2014 19,211.90 3.800416025

2015 20,077.10 4.503458794

2016 20,825.80 3.729124226

2017 21,711.90 4.254818542
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