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Saskatchewan’s  
Seinfeldian Campaign 
HOW BRAD WALL WON A CAMPAIGN ABOUT NOTHING

Dale Eisler

The Saskatchewan election campaign was a study in 
lack of contrast. Running for and winning his third 
majority, Premier Brad Wall pre-empted the change 
question and defused the devil-you-know cliché with 
the power of personality in a place that likes his type. 

I	n the rich political history of Sas- 
	 katchewan, the re-election of Brad  
	 Wall and his Saskatchewan Party 
to a third majority government on 
April 4 surely ranks as one of the most 
predictable and, in many ways, most 
impressive developments. Where it 
doesn’t measure up as memorable is in 
terms of drama and the clash of big, 
visionary ideas.

Still, the fact that the result surprised 
no one, given polls that consistently 
showed a huge lead in for the Saskatch-
ewan Party, doesn’t diminish the signifi-
cance or scale of Wall’s overwhelming 
election to a third majority govern-

Premier Brad  Wall won re-election in a walk with his Saskatchewan Party taking 51 out of 61 seats in the legislature and 62 per cent of the popular 
vote. Flickr photo
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ment. Wall and the Saskatchewan 
Party steamrolled the Opposition 
New Democratic Party, winning 51 
of 61 seats and more than 62 per cent 
of the vote. Among the NDP roadkill 
was party leader Cam Broten, which 
plunged the NDP into an immediate 
existential crisis. Often considered the 
province’s natural governing party, 
the Saskatchewan NDP has never in 
its history found itself in such a pre-
carious and vulnerable state.

But even acknowledging the scale 
of Wall’s electoral achievement, the 
campaign still had the feel of an 
empty vessel. One couldn’t help but 
get the sense that all concerned were 
going through the motions towards 
an inevitable outcome. It was an elec-
tion without character, even purpose. 
One of those events when you’re left 
asking: What was all that about? The 
short answer is apparently not much, 
other than voters were comfortable 
with Wall and his government, and 
in no mood for a change. For the Sas-
katchewan Party in search of its third 
majority, it doesn’t get any better 
than an election without a defining 
issue to motivate the public. It hasn’t 
often been this way.

Through the decades, Saskatchewan 
has carved out an identity as a prov-
ince where elections are often fought 
over conflicting opinions about fun-
damental policy approaches. It began 
with the election of North America’s 
first democratic socialist government 
in 1944. What followed were elector-
al waves defined by the yin and yang 
of left-right ideological clashes. There 
was the introduction of universal, 
publicly funded Medicare in 1962, 
followed by a dramatic swing to free 
enterprise and private investment; 
then a period of nationalization of 
natural resource development; then a 
pendulum swing to a wave of priva-
tizations, followed by financial con-
solidation and health care reform.

S	ince being first elected in 2007,  
	 Wall has avoided the ideologi- 
	 cal traps that polarized the elec-
toral choices of the past. His Saskatch-
ewan Party government is a coalition 
of former provincial Progressive Con-

servatives and Liberals. While clearly 
positioned as centre-right on the 
province’s political spectrum, in gov-
ernment Wall has largely steered a 
pragmatic course. The result has been 
that no defining issues have emerged 
to either ignite the anxiety of voters 
or arm the NDP with serious weapons 
to attack Wall’s government.

Coupled with that has been, for the 
most part, economic good fortune for 
Saskatchewan during the past decade. 
A diverse natural resource base and 
strong global demand for the prov-
ince’s commodities have amounted 
to a growing economy, low unem-
ployment and a period of steady 
population growth. All of that has al-
lowed Wall a narrative of growth and 
progress, which was the foundation 
for his re-election. The core theme of 
the Saskatchewan Party platform was 
“Keep Saskatchewan Strong.”

Wall is in many ways the quintes-
sential prairie populist. He com-
bines his pragmatic instincts with 
great strength as a communicator 
who speaks the language of average 
people. When you add the fact that 
he inherited from the previous NDP 
government an economy in the early 
stages of its boom, it has been a pow-

erful political combination. So po-
tent that over the years Wall has con-
sistently ranked as the most popular 
premier in Canada.

Not surprisingly then, for the Opposi-
tion New Democrats and Broten, the 
campaign was an uphill struggle. Only 
three years into his leadership, Broten 
more than matched Wall in terms of 
youth, and certainly represented a 
fresh face and generational change for 
the New Democrats. But his lower vis-
ibility and name recognition put him 
at a distinct disadvantage against a 
Premier with a national profile.

The NDP campaign focused largely 
on what it described as the distorted 
priorities and fiscal mismanagement 
of the Wall government. Broten 
argued the Wall government had 
squandered resource wealth during 
the good times, and now, in a period 
of low oil and commodity prices, was 
mired in an operating deficit project-
ed to be more than $500 million. But 
the precise state of the province’s fi-
nances was unclear. The government 
refused to table a budget before the 
election even though the end of the 
province’s fiscal year was March 31.

T	o buttress its argument, the  
	 NDP reeled off a litany of  
	 misdeeds and misspending. 
It argued the Wall government had 
burned through a $1.5 billion rainy 
day fund it inherited from the NDP. 
It pointed to a controversy over a 
complex series of questionable land 
assembly transactions at the gov-
ernment-owned Global Transporta-
tion Hub (GTH) that erupted shortly 
before the campaign. According to 
CBC investigative reports, local land 
owners sold their land to a private in-
vestor from Alberta at below market 
prices, who quickly sold the property 
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for a multi-million dollar profit to lo-
cal investor, who then sold it to the 
GTH at three times the value of the 
government’s own estimates. The 
NDP also attacked the government 
for “wasting” taxpayers’ dollars, from 
$50 million on consultants for cost-
cutting in healthcare that was of little 
value, to $1.5 billion on a carbon cap-
ture initiative with uncertain results.

For the Saskatchewan Party, the 
counter-narrative was simple and 
effective, even if it was backward 
looking and lacked new horizons 
to conquer. The ballot question, 
Wall argued, was whether Saskatch-
ewan should continue on its path of 
growth, or return to the bad old days 
of NDP government when the prov-
ince was best known as an exporter of 
young people to neighbouring Alber-
ta. Even with an economic slowdown 
driven largely by a collapse in oil 
prices, Saskatchewan was not facing 
the full impact of the consequences 
playing out in “NDP Alberta”. A more 

diverse resource base—oil, potash, 
uranium—and a solid agriculture sec-
tor had blunted some of the effects of 
the collapse in oil price on Saskatch-
ewan. What voters sought in uncer-
tain economic times was to take ref-
uge with a tested political hand. Brad 
Wall fit the mood like a glove, asking 
voters rhetorically throughout the 
campaign who they trusted to man-
age the economy through turbulent 
times. On election night, the answer 
could not have been clearer.

What is less certain is the long-term 
future of the premier himself. There 
has been persistent speculation that 
in a year’s time, Wall will let his 
name stand for the leadership of the 
federal Conservative Party and has 
been quietly taking French lessons. 
Wall dismisses the rumours, saying 
he already has the best job in Cana-
da and has no interest in taking the 
plunge into federal politics. Perhaps, 
but people can’t help but notice that 
in recent years, Wall has raised his 

national profile, particularly on is-
sues of energy and equalization. Giv-
en his most recent political conquest, 
the idea of Wall looking for a larger 
stage is not likely to fade away any-
time soon. 

But when the inevitable does come, 
and Wall decides it’s time to leave, 
one thing is certain. In almost every 
respect, Brad Wall is the Saskatch-
ewan Party brand. So much so, that 
for many of its supporters it’s hard for 
them to imagine the party without 
him. Not surprisingly then, they pre-
fer to believe him when he insists that 
he’s not going anywhere soon.   
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