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Welcome to our Look Inside
Alberta Election 2019

Friends, colleagues, and partners,
Alberta has a new Premier, but it’s returned to its traditional roots. On behalf of
Enterprise, Pollara, and Macleans, we’re pleased to share our post-election research
report, A Straight Pipeline to Power.
We don’t say that to be glib. For while the province is back to its usual conservative
bent, Albertans’ frustrations about Canada’s failure to build a pipeline to tidewater have
reached new heights. What’s an issue for the chattering classes in Toronto, Vancouver,
or Montreal is Tim Hortons fodder throughout Alberta, where pipelines mean jobs,
prosperity, and respect.
As such, Tuesday’s results will reverberate beyond Alberta. How they will affect the rest
of Canada, and the federal election to come, remains to be seen. But it’s not too soon to
take a deeper look into why Albertans voted how they did, what Albertans were thinking
when they went to vote this week, and how Jason Kenney won.
This in-depth research report explains, thanks to exclusive, quantitative research from
Pollara Strategic Insights and analysis from Enterprise, what happened leading up to the
election, and what it means for the months ahead.
We hope you find this report informative and insightful, and encourage you to share it
with your colleagues.
Thanks for taking the time to read our report.
Sincerely,

Barbara Fox

Chief Executive Officer
Enterprise

Don Guy

Chief Strategist
Pollara Strategic
Insights
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Research Methodology

The following report summarizes key findings from Pollara Strategic Insights’ two
2019 Alberta provincial election polls, conducted from April 8-10, 2019 and April 1214, 2019. For each of these two polls, Pollara Strategic Insights conducted an online
survey among a randomly-selected, reliable sample of N=1,005 Albertans. In order to
accurately analyze the views, drivers, expectations, and demands of the actual electorate
that voted, we have re-based these two polls to only include the N=859 and N=898
decided voters (leaners included) captured in our two polls, respectively. Both datasets
have been weighted according to the actual votes cast and counted (by region) in the
election as of noon on April 17, 2019, as well as the gender and regional distribution of
the Alberta voter population and an estimate of the electorate’s age distribution based
on turnout by age bracket in past Alberta elections. As online surveys are not based
on probability samples, a margin of error cannot be applied. For reference, probability
samples of these sizes would carry margins of error of +3.3%, 19 times out of 20.

POPULAR VOTE TOTALS BY KEY PARTIES

Other

55% 32% 9%
*As of 5 p.m., April 17, 2019.

For more detailed methodology visit pollara.com
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4%
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WHAT HAPPENED

ALBERTA VOTERS’ MOOD AND MOTIVATION

FLY UNITED
With Alberta’s right-leaning parties
(mostly) merged into one, Jason Kenney’s
United Conservative Party just had to run
a competent election campaign and they’d
win. They ran a competent campaign, and
they won.
The End.
While that may have been the
conventional narrative going into the
election, and indeed the result was as
predicted, Election ’19 was actually
more complicated. Rachel Notley’s NDP
government put up a fight – also defying
the expected storyline, which was that
Alberta’s unprecedented experiment with
the New Democrats was certain to be
one-and-done. Ultimately, the majority of
voters concluded that the UCP is a better
bet to re-ignite the provincial economy,
which was the dominant ballot-box issue.

number of people – particularly young
men – at home during the day as
canvassers knocked on doors. Many onthe-ground workers reported their shock
at the fleet of pick-up trucks in driveways,
symptomatic of the 180,000 Albertans
reportedly looking for work.
The downturn in the province’s economic
fortunes clearly weighed heavily on the
provincial psyche.
Kenney and the UCP never strayed
from their commitment to address this
problem. Even as the inevitable mudslinging intensified over the course of the
month-long campaign, the UCP kept their
discipline, relentlessly churning out jobcreation messages. It’s no coincidence
their platform was titled, “Getting Alberta
Back to Work” – the unmissable subtext
being that Notley’s NDP contributed to the
economic backslide.

Our research indicates that economic
worries were by far the most pressing
concern for most voters. Kenney and the
UCP’s almost singular focus on jobs and
the economy – specifically pipelines as a
catalyst to oil sector resurgence – tapped
deeply into the emotion that was driving
voter decisions.

The degree to which Notley’s policies
did in fact impact jobs will be fodder for
political science dissertations for years
to come. But in the spring of 2019, most
voters calculated that the UCP pointed the
way to improvement. In that light, Notley
had no chance — even among voters who
might have liked her personally.

JOBS, JOBS, JOBS, JOBS, JOBS,
JOBS, JOBS, JOBS, JOBS, ETC.

In our polling, when asked to indicate
the main reasons for voting for the UCP,
voters overwhelmingly pointed to it being
the best party for Alberta’s economy
and getting pipelines built (64%) and to

Anecdotally, one of the most telling
images from the campaign was the
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represent Alberta’s interests in negotiations with the federal government (61%). Voters
driven by concerns about jobs, the economy and pipelines – and desires to get tough
with the federal government on these files – largely turned to the UCP during this
election.

Main Reasons for Voting UCP

Only 35% of NDP voters cited the economy and pipelines as reasons for their support.
Half (51%) pointed to the NDP being the best party to represent Albertans of all
backgrounds, with 46% favouring the New Democrats to provide ethical, accountable
government. There was a fear factor to the NDP vote, as opposition to other parties
(37%) was the next most cited reason for voting orange.

Main Reasons for Voting NDP
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If pipelines were driving you to the voting booth in this election, UCP was your bumper
sticker. When Pollara asked Albertans who was most likely to get pipelines built in the
next three-to-four years, 52% picked Kenney, compared to just 24% for Notley. Almost
nine-in-ten UCP voters (86%) felt Kenney was the leader to turn to on pipelines. Far
fewer NDP voters (64%) felt the same about Notley. Pipelines were always going to
frame this election, but Kenney amplified the issue and effectively positioned himself
and his party as the answer to the construction gridlock. Now, he will have to manage
expectations.

Leader Most Likely to Get Pipeline
Construction Started in Next 3-4 Years

A TALE OF ONE CITY
Voter turnout in this election was mammoth, likely fuelled by anger/ frustration on one
side and fear on the other. In this election, 71% of Albertans cast a ballot, a huge
increase from the 57% who voted in the 2015 provincial election.
Geographically, the election largely unfolded along expected boundaries. Many a pundit
has opined that Alberta is basically divided into three parts – Calgary, Edmonton and
Everywhere Else (comprised of rural areas and smaller communities) – and that winning
government requires taking two of the three.
Again, it’s not quite that simple, with the suburban doughnuts around each of the big
cities not so black and white (or blue and orange, as the case may be). An increasingly
diverse population across the province also diminishes the traditional red-neck rural and
“Redmonton” characterizations.
Nevertheless, rural and small-city Alberta did overwhelmingly stay true to its conservative
leanings. And Edmonton remained an NDP stronghold, leaving Calgary and suburbia to
decide the outcome.
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Consistent with Pollara’s election polling throughout the campaign, the UCP put a fresh
coat of blue paint on almost all of Calgary, Greater Calgary, and – surprising to some –
Greater Edmonton on election day, giving Kenney’s UCP their majority government.

NO ARGUMENT HERE
In terms of the campaign itself, few individual moments stood out. The Leaders’ Debate
– always an opportunity, but rarely a turning point – proved to have little-to-no impact.
Just 5% of decided voters reported switching parties because of the event, and even
fewer left (3%) the ranks of the undecided.

Debate Influence
I have not switched my vote, and I am now just as certain or
more certain about my choice

81%

I have not switched my vote, but I am less certain about
my choice

12%

I switched my vote from another party to my
current choice
I was undecided or did not intend to vote before the Debate
and made my current choice mostly because of it

5%
3%

Not only did the debate not change
many opinions, neither did anything else.
Despite the frenetic activities across all
parties, and the increasingly hostile tone
of their discourse, there was no single
incident or comment that captured voters’
attention. Advertising, which started well
before the writ period (see Third Party
analysis, pg. 18) mostly just solidified
voting intentions. Polling showed very
few blips along the way, with the UCP
jumping out in front early and staying there
throughout the campaign. NDP effortsto
paint UCP candidates as intolerant or
worse failed to move the needle – in no
small measure due to Kenney’s discipline
in not taking the bait and never straying
from his economic focus.

ASSUME THE OPPOSITION
There may be no greater gulf than the
short distance between the Government
and Opposition sides of the Legislature,

and surviving NDPers can’t be relishing
the trip across the aisle. But they can
take some consolation in a re-election
campaign that, while it came up short,
was not a total loss.
When Notley’s crew won in 2015, it
was widely considered a fluke – a oncein-a- lifetime confluence of voters fed
up with a decades-long Progressive
Conservative dynasty and the emergence
of the Wildrose Party syphoning (and
splitting) votes on the right. After four
years in power, the thinking went, the
socialist intruders would be so despised
that voters would dispatch them back to
political oblivion.
Well, not quite.
By hanging on to a couple of dozen
seats, the NDP gives Alberta a scenario
that once seemed implausible: a genuine
Opposition — whose caucus has some
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actual experience in government. That
probably seems like small comfort for
NDPers right now, but after a period of
wound-licking, they will notice that they
still have far more influence than they did
pre-2015. History may yet show the NDP
to be a one-hit wonder, but for the next
four years they are alive – and will be
doing plenty of kicking.

RACHEL PROFILING
Given the NDP’s continuing voyage into
uncharted territory – they’ve never been
a former government before – Notley
faces some intriguing decisions. Her
place in history is secure, as Alberta’s
first (and possibly only) NDP Premier.
But she couldn’t overcome the historic
jinx on female First Ministers, joining the
list of women who didn’t win a second
mandate. (Notley is the 12th female
provincial/ territorial Premier, plus Prime
Minister Kim Campbell, to fail to repeat. A
few took over a government mid-mandate
when elected party leader and stayed on
top in the subsequent general election.
British Columbia’s Christy Clark won a
second time but her minority government
was immediately ousted by an NDP/
Green coalition. Thus, no Canadian
woman Premier has ever served two
full terms at the helm – a streak that, to
Notley’s chagrin, remains intact.)
Like her party, Notley emerged from
four years in power somewhat better
off than most would have expected. In a
campaign where Albertans expressed
declining and middling impressions of
the frontrunners, Notley – despite the
baggage that comes with incumbency –
had similar impression ratings as Kenney
among voters, and continued strong
allegiance from her party.
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Considering this ongoing respect for
Notley, the NDP will be in no hurry to
ditch her despite the election loss.
Whether she wants to stick around to
contest the next election is perhaps
the more interesting question. Certainly
Ottawa will beckon, in part spurred by
a sense that her relationship with Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau, good and bad,
helped thwart her ambitions in Alberta.
(And, indeed, there is no love lost for
Trudeau in the province, as we found that
67% of Albertans hold a negative view of
the Prime Minister.)
If she does stay here and the UCP can’t
get any more economic traction than she
did – i.e., the pipelines are still stalled
four years hence – a comeback is not
impossible. After all, nobody thought
she’d win the first time, so why not a
sequel?

KENNEY AND THE JETS
Which brings us to the Premierdesignate. Jason Kenney is on one of
the most spectacular rolls in Canadian
political history. No fewer than five wins
in two years. As recently as 2016, he was
a federal MP languishing in Opposition.
Since then he’s won the former PC Party
leadership, achieved a merger with the
Wildrose, became UCP Leader, won a
by-election in Calgary-Lougheed and
now prevails as Premier.
In our research, more than four-in-ten
Albertans felt that Kenney was taking
the right approach to jobs, the economy,
pipelines, and getting tough with the
federal government. Three-in-ten felt he
was overly focused on these matters –
faint criticism given the dominant theme
of the campaign. Fewer – a third – of
Albertans felt that Notley was taking the

right approach on these issues, but few felt she was too fixated on them. Instead, about
half felt she was too absorbed with opposing issues like social justice, climate change,
the environment, and partnering with the feds. So, Kenney had a distinct edge on the key
ballot questions.

Kenney’s Perceived Issue Positioning

Notley’s Perceived Issue Positioning
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WHAT HAPPENS NEXT
Priorities and expectations

WHAT VOTERS WANT
When testing the UCP campaign platform among Albertans, we found that the
electorate’s most urgent priorities for the new government are Kenney’s proposed
actions to stimulate pipeline construction and the energy sector, including standing up
to the federal government and foreign criticism on these files. Repealing the provincial
carbon tax and fighting any federal version is also a top priority, as well as looking after
seniors and reducing electricity rates.

Voter Prioritization of UCP Campaign Promises: Top Tier

Secondary priorities include the UCP’s campaign planks to negotiate a better deal for
equalization, assist veterans and vulnerable Albertans, reduce surgical wait times, tackle
the opioid epidemic, crack down on crime, reduce red tape, and maintain or increase
health care and education funding.
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Voter Prioritization of UCP Campaign Promises: Secondary Tier

The remaining campaign promises – including such featured planks as the youth job
creation wage/incentive, job creation tax cuts for businesses, and labour law initiatives –
are viewed less urgently by the public.

Voter Prioritization of UCP Campaign Promises: Tertiary Tier
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Voter Prioritization of UCP Campaign Promises: Bottom Tier

Notably, two-thirds of Albertans say they are willing to accept some short-term pain if it
means long-term gain for themselves and the province. As such, Kenney has some room
to work – and to cut. But there are limits: half (52%) of Albertans, including 24% of UCP
voters, are afraid that the UCP will go too far with their cuts to government services and
programs.

If the Kenney UCP Form Government

PROMISING START – THE UCP PLATFORM
“Get pipelines built.” That’s the first promise in the UCP platform. A little vague, sure, but
it will be the measure by which the new government is judged. Kenney knows that. His
new 63-member caucus knows that.
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Forging a path to get there will determine
what other platform promises move to the
top of the priority list.
Number one on the hit list once the
Legislature returns in mid-May: repealing
the carbon tax, derided in the UCP
platform as “the NDP’s $1.4 billion tax
on everything.” Other initiatives likely to
be passed — in Kenney’s words, before
the Calgary Stampede begins in early
July — include proclaiming the Notley
Government’s Bill 12 that allows Alberta
to turn the oil taps off to British Columbia;
reverting to a different minimum wage rate
for younger workers; and repealing the
NDP’s controversial Bill 6, which dealt
with workers’ health and safety on farms
and ranches.

JUSTIN TIME
However quickly, and in whatever order,
the UCP pushes its platform planks,
one certainty is that Kenney is about to
go to war with Ottawa. Prime Minister
Trudeau, of course, has to face the
electorate himself in October’s federal

vote, potentially giving Kenney even more
leverage as the PM tries to implement
a federal climate-change program
amidst vocal opposition in Ontario,
Saskatchewan and now – with Kenney
leading the charge – Alberta.
Kenney’s UCP wasn’t coy about
portraying Trudeau and Notley as too
aligned on the ever-critical issue of unbuilt
pipelines. To wit, this scathing two-for-one
smackdown on page 7 of the platform:
Since the NDP took office, two major
pipeline projects have been abandoned
and two more are hopelessly bogged
down in red tape. At the same time the
NDP failed to fight Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau’s disastrous “No More Pipelines”
Bill C-69, or tanker ban Bill C-48.
That rhetoric isn’t going to stop just
because the provincial election is over.
Indeed, nearly six-in-ten (57%) Albertans
– including eight-in-ten (80%) UCP
voters – want Kenney to do what he can
to contribute to a Trudeau loss in the
upcoming federal election.

Support for UCP Government Getting Tough with Federal Government
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Alberta legislation cancelling the
provincial price on carbon is a given, as
the new government dares the feds to
impose their own. If/when that happens,
Kenney’s second volley will surely be a
lawsuit challenging federal authority to
regulate provincial emissions. (Ontario,
notably, has recently embarked on a
similar court case and Kenney will no
doubt be closely watching – and cheering
on – his pal Ontario Premier Doug Ford.
He’s got plenty of support in that regard,
as half (54%) of Albertans want Kenney
to partner with Ford in getting tough with
the feds on behalf of their respective
provinces.) A third step is expected to
be a return to climate policy based on
charges to large emitters, as well as
carbon sequestration technology.
All of this will only be the first battle in
the fight with Ottawa. The next foray will

be Alberta’s oil sands emissions cap,
a favourite target of Kenney’s and the
centrepiece of Notley’s climate plan – and,
crucially, the very reason Trudeau cited
for approving the Trans-Mountain pipeline,
which he eventually bought.
A referendum on the federal equalization
system is yet another platform missile
aimed at Parliament Hill. And, Kenney
has public support for this approach to
negotiating with the Trudeau Government.
Our polling shows that clear majorities
of Albertans support “taking a page
out of Quebec’s playbook” (55%) and
holding an equalization referendum (59%).
However, only a third (32%) support
holding a separation referendum – which
is still a startlingly high proportion given
the potential implications raised by such
an initiative.

Support for Provincial Referendums

Unafraid to open multiple fronts, Kenney’s gaze can also be expected to turn west in his
pipeline crusade.
Alberta’s brief ban on British Columbia wine is likely to seem minor in the skirmish
to come, in which the referendum on equalization could prove a key weapon along
with turning off the oil taps. Not to “eastern bastards” this time, but refuseniks on the
western coast.

14

THE C-SUITE
Cabinet-making is always a tricky task, with the Premier and advisory team having to
consider geography, gender, ethnicity and other demographic attributes in building an
Executive Committee that reflects the population it now represents.
Based on the list of available MLAs in the UCP caucus, at first glance some of the
key players could include:
•

Leela Aheer (Chestermere-Strathmore), who was Kenney’s Deputy Leader prior
to the election.

•

Nathan Cooper (Olds-Didsbury-Three Hills), who was Interim Leader of the
United Conservative caucus during the leadership race.

•

Mike Ellis (Calgary-West), known as a strong communicator and the party’s main
voice on rural crime issues.

•

Ric McIver (Calgary-Hays), a former cabinet minister in the previous Progressive
Conservative government.

•

Jason Luan (Calgary-Foothills), a former PC MLA who made a successful
comeback in this election.

•

Kaycee Madu (Edmonton-Southwest), the lone UCP member elected in
Edmonton.

•

Jason Nixon (Rimbey-Rocky Mountain House-Sundre), the UCP House Leader
and trusted Kenney confidante.

•

Sonya Savage (Calgary-Northwest), who has extensive experience in the crucial
oil and gas sector.

•

Joseph Schow (Cardston-Siksika), who was a key player on Kenney’s leadership
team.

•

Rebecca Schulz (Calgary-Shaw), considered a rising star in the party.

•

Doug Schweitzer (Calgary-Elbow), a former leadership candidate also seen as a
star.

•

Tyler Shandro (Calgary-Acadia), a lawyer and active party insider.

•

Travis Toews (Grande Prairie-Wapiti), former President of the Canadian
Cattlemen’s Association.

•

Searle Turton (Spruce Grove-Stony Plain), another of the rare UCP MLAs from
the Edmonton area.

•

Glenn van Dijken (Athabasca-Barrhead-Westlock), a well-regarded MLA reelected in a rural riding.

15

LET THERE BE LIGHTS
Another anticipated battleground will be
electricity.
Kenney has pledged to honour existing
contracts with renewable energy
companies, but not to subsidize wind or
solar power moving forward. To keep the
lights on, he proposes keeping coal plants
open beyond 2030, when they are slated
to be shut. Beyond coal, electricity is
likely to be a busy file in his first months if
Kenney keeps a promise to consult off the
bat about whether to keep the switch to
a capacity market or return to an energyonly field.
Kenney has also promised big things
for natural gas producers who, like the
oil patch, depend on access to markets
in Asia for better returns. Coupled
with approvals for new drilling being
streamlined, rules around abandoned wellsites up for grabs, wanting to dramatically
reduce regulations across the board, and
a promise to create a literal ‘war room’ to
take on the green lobby, environmentalists
can expect to join Trudeau firmly in
Kenney’s crosshairs.

GIVING THEM THE BUSINESS
One of the UCP’s key demographics
was small business and Kenney will be
looking for some early goodies to reward
that support. Small businesses won’t
get everything they want, but they’ll get
a chunk, as Kenney confirmed about
lowering the minimum wage for young
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people and introducing more flexibility to
health and safety laws for farms. Rules
will also likely be loosened dealing with
holiday and banked overtime pay for
workers.
On the other side, Kenney can expect
labour pains if he follows through with
a plan to move to P3s – public-private
partnerships – for new infrastructure. A
related fight is in the offing in health care,
when Kenney moves to cancel public
laundry and lab services in favour of
private providers.
Further, Kenney wants to reverse
corporate tax increases and bring back
Alberta’s historical tax advantage. This,
however, also has its challenges. The
UCP platform says the NDP overstated
Alberta’s fiscal health by billions, and
royalty revenue will be affected by
Kenney’s promise to cancel plans to ship
more oil by rail. Depending on what he
sees when he first looks at the books,
some promises may prove more sacred
than others and something may have to
give, either on taxation or spending – or
both. The good news for Kenney is that
nearly seven-in-ten (68%) Albertans –
including 78% of UCP voters – accept
that not all promises may be kept if the
province’s finances are in a different
shape than originally reported. So, voters
may be willing to cut the new Premier
some slack on the smaller-ticket promises,
at least in the short term.

WHY PIPELINES MATTER SO MUCH
Ever since oil was discovered at Leduc Number One, Albertans have been
no strangers to cycles of boom and bust. But the frustration – often bubbling
over into outright rage – many Albertans feel today about endless hurdles
getting a pipeline to Canadian tidewater is because there’s a growing
acknowledgment that this cycle is different.
In the past, Alberta’s energy could always be sold to a needy United States,
but its massive shale oil discoveries have transformed it from largest customer
to largest competitor. This transformation exacerbates the traditional price
differential between West Texas Intermediate and Western Canada Select —
making diversifying markets beyond America all the more imperative.
Albertans know this. And Jason Kenney’s ability to channel their anger at
other Canadians’ opposition to pipelines or ambivalence to their plight was a
large part of his success.
But it’s not success without risk, as the structural change that began on
Rachel Notley’s watch remains and Kenney’s ability to navigate its challenges
represents not only a threat to Alberta’s economy but a threat to the very
fabric of Canada.
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FIRST TIME FOR THIRD PARTIES
One of the influential factors in this election was the role of groups other than political
parties. The NDP changed the rules that governed how much such outsiders could
spend in the months leading up to election day, although this did not stop some Political
Action Committees (PACs) from shaping the ballot question well in advance.
The multi-million-dollar pre-writ promotional campaign launched by Shaping Alberta’s
Future, for example, was one of the most intense efforts and can be credited with
helping cement the jobs/pipeline message that was so central once the election got
underway. It also firmly established the linkages between Notley and Trudeau which,
given Albertans’ well-documented enmity towards the Liberal MP, surely didn’t help her.
Previously, it was left-leaning PACs, usually underpinned by public sector unions, that
dominated the third-party arena. This time it was the right that seemed better organized.
Like Shaping Alberta’s Future, other conservative PACs reinforced the Notley-Trudeau
connection, capitalizing on the PM’s deep unpopularity and failure to get pipeline
construction underway. When Kenney maintained the singular message discipline,
images like this proved impossible for the NDP to escape:

Shaping Alberta’s Future billboard ad

Leftish PACs were also active (promoting images
like the one on the right), but they mostly focused
on social issues, and in an election dominated by
economic concerns and pipeline frustrations they
resonated less.
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Image from an anti-NDP television ad
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On one level, the United
Conservatives winning
Alberta isn’t new. But on
the other, why they won and
what it reveals about how
Albertans see themselves
and the rest of the country
represents change that will
be felt by every Canadian.
Jason Lietaer
President, Enterprise

