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Unprecedented year in Manitoba politics 

THE pandemic and the economic recession made 2020 a year unlike any other in our 
lifetimes. The repercussions of the two crises were wide-ranging, unpredictable and 
severe. The arrival of the vaccines has led to talk of a return to “normal,” but this is 

simplistic. The crises will cast a long shadow over many aspects of Manitoba society, 
including our political life, for many years to come. 

The crises dominated provincial politics in the past year. Many issues that would 
normally be central to political debate were crowded out on both the wide-ranging, 

societal discussion agenda and the more limited, institutional decision-making agenda 
of government. 

The crises brought stellar actions of generosity and courage by front-line individuals 

in health care and beyond. However, the crises also exposed and worsened the 
vulnerabilities and inequities within society. The disproportionate impacts on 
Indigenous peoples and the tragedies within long-term care homes are two examples 

that come immediately to mind. 

During a crisis, the public expects that normal partisan competition will be largely 
suspended to allow for cross-party co-operation on actions that will mitigate or remove 
the threats. In an ideologically polarized province such as Manitoba, it did not work 

that way. 

After some initial bipartisan co-operation to pass emergency health measures, 
familiar confrontations between the governing Progressive Conservatives and the 

opposition NDP over how big a role the provincial government should play in 
responding to the crises came to dominate political debate. 

In the short term at least, crises can make or break the reputations of politicians, 
especially those leading government. 

Premier Brian Pallister seemed ill-suited to provide leadership during crises that 

required an activist and generous government. There was an obvious clash between 
his long-term commitment to limited government and the urgency to loosen the purse 
strings to support a health-care system (already under strain due to earlier 

downsizing) and to provide financial relief to businesses and individuals facing 
economic hardships. 

Initially, at least, the clash produced a slow, incremental series of policy responses. 

The rush to open the economy apparently contributed to the horrible conditions of the 
second pandemic wave. In political terms, the result was a steep decline in support 
for the premier and, to a lesser extent, his party. 

Throughout the crises, a chorus of voices from health, business, unions, non-profits 

and advocacy groups called for more government help. This provided the opposition 
parties with a strong basis for challenging the government, and they targeted their 

attacks at the premier. But the fact that the Legislature met only five times in the 
spring before resuming for a short session in October/November meant the main 
forum for holding the government accountable was not available to them. Also, they 

had to avoid any appearance of seeking to capitalize politically on the pandemic crisis. 



Crisis messaging must be honest, credible and consistent. As the focal points of media 
attention, party leaders must be empathetic and authentic in presenting their 

messages. 

Pallister had the most to gain or lose because he was constantly in front of the 
cameras, explaining and defending the performance of his government. However, he 

has always been challenged in achieving a strong emotional connection with 
audiences, a shortcoming that was compounded by inconsistent messages, less than 
fulsome information sharing and some communications blunders. 

Circumstances made the traditional messages of the NDP about the need for active 

government more convincing. Wab Kinew was ubiquitous, forceful and persistent in 
blaming the premier, especially for an alleged lack of preparation for a second wave 
that brought Manitoba from the best to the worst in terms of pandemic conditions. 

Liberal Leader Dougald Lamont, with only two other MLAS, used a flurry of news 
releases to criticize the government and to offer ideas for new initiatives. 

While everyone wants an end to the crises, not everyone would benefit from a return 

to normal. Thinking about the future leads to more questions than answers. Will there 
be a public post-mortem on the crises and, if so, what lessons will be learned? Will 
any of the innovations in service delivery and economic relief programs be retained? 

Will declared intentions to deal with tragic long-term care deficiencies, the hardships 
of Indigenous peoples and inadequate sick-leave policies be fulfilled? 

Did the crises produce a permanent shift to the left that will help the NDP? Will Pallister 

retire from politics before the next scheduled election in October 2023, and will the 
PCs choose a less ideological leader? Are Manitobans fed up with polarized politics, 
and does that bode well for the Liberals? 

One certainty for 2021 is that we will not be finished with COVID-19, and the economic 

fallout will last for years to come. 

Paul G. Thomas is professor emeritus of political studies, University of Manitoba. 

 

Premier Brian Pallister awaits the 

Speech from the Throne on Oct. 7 

that opened a short session, which 

limited the ability of the opposition 

to hold the government to account. 
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