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Notice and Disclaimer 

 
This report presents the analysis, questions and opinions of the author, Vivian Krause. 

While the information herein is believed to be accurate and reliable, it is not 

guaranteed to be so. The author makes this report available without warranty of any 

kind. Users of this report should exercise due diligence to ensure the accuracy and 

currency of all information. The information contained herein is subject to change 

without notice, and may become out-dated and may or may not be updated.  

 

The author reserves the right to amend this report on the basis of information received 

after it was initially presented.  No part of this report may be reproduced, stored, 

distributed or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written 

permission of Vivian Krause. 
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Leadnow Wins Award from OPEN for Campaign That Helped to 

Defeat The Harper Government,  

Australia, January of 2016 

 

 

 
Kangaroo Valley, Australia, January of 2016 

 
 

This photo shows Amara Possian, manager, of Leadnow’s Vote Together campaign 

(front row, second from the left) and other members of OPEN in attendance at 

OPEN’s annual meeting, held in Kangaroo Valley, Australia, in January of 2016.  

 

At this meeting in Australia, Leadnow was awarded OPEN’s “Golden OPIE” award for 

Vote Together, Leadnow’s campaign to defeat the Conservative Party of Canada.1 

 

 

 

                                                        

1 Source of photo and information: e-mail sent by OPEN on April 12, 2016. 
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“We ended the year with campaigns that elicited heartfelt outpourings of welcoming 

solidarity with refugees and a Canadian campaign that moved the needle during 

the national election, contributing greatly to the ousting of the  

Conservative Harper government.”2 

 

– Ben Brandzel, Executive Director, OPEN 

OPEN’s Annual Report for 2015 

 

 

 

“OPEN network members connect virtually through thousands of messages  

every month, live web seminars and facilitated learning circles across  

multiple issue and role cohorts. We gather physically at regular global and  

regional summits and through international staff exchanges.  

Over 120 such physical visits have occurred since 2014.”3 

 

 

 

“OPEN is a ‘B2B’ with a very low public profile (ie. Google won’t  
tell you very much), as the political implications of an international association can 

be sensitive in some of the countries  

in which we work.”4 

 
– Ben Brandzel, Executive Director, OPEN 

January 15, 2015 
 

 

 

 
"I can see the Golden Gate from one house and the Washington monument from the 

other. And I spend a lot of time interloping in the affairs of foreign nations."5 

 

- Ben Brandzel, Executive Director, OPEN 

Facebook as of May 29, 2016 

  

                                                        

2 Hard copy available. Sent by OPEN by e-mail. 
3 http://www.the-open.net/#connect 
4 This quote is from a job ad posted by OPEN on …. 
5 https://www.facebook.com/brandzel/about?section=bio&pnref=about 

http://www.the-open.net/#connect
https://www.facebook.com/brandzel/about?section=bio&pnref=about
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October 17, 2015 

Two Days Before Canada’s 2015 Federal Election 

 

 

This photo was uploaded by Ben Brandzel on October 17, 2015, two days before 

Canada’s 2015 federal election.6  Ben Brandzel is top middle. Others not identified.  

 

This photo illustrates the nature of some of the activities that the Citizen Engagement 

Laboratory was supporting at the time of Canada’s 2015 federal election.  The 

inclusion of this photo in this report is not intended to imply that Canada’s 2015 

federal election was the specific subject of the call that was occurring when these 

photos were taken. 

  

                                                        
6 https://www.flickr.com/photos/128995552@N02/21640973823/in/p…9z7d-2S9yZY-2S9y6q-647hFX-

zCCnP7-yYkDyk-4Ewyxz-yYbWEo-zVdBKr 

 	



 

 6 

 

Leadnow In The 2017 B.C. Provincial Election 7 

 

 

Leadnow posted this photo to its Facebook page on May 7, 2017.  

Leadnow wrote on Facebook, “We’ve made 500 calls in the first hour of our Get Out 
The Vote phonebank to help defeat Christy Clark. We have thousands more voters 
to reach in battleground ridings – do you live in or near Vancouver? Can you join us 

tomorrow to help make calls? Sign up here: …” 

 

                                                        
7https://www.facebook.com/leadnowcanada/photos/a.207149739301222.67089.133690159

980514/1733130700036444/?type=3&theater 

https://www.facebook.com/leadnowcanada/photos/a.207149739301222.67089.133690159980514/1733130700036444/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/leadnowcanada/photos/a.207149739301222.67089.133690159980514/1733130700036444/?type=3&theater
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SUMMARY 

 

Leadnow is a Vancouver-based, non-profit society that was created in 2010 with the 

goal of bringing to Canada a model of on-line, political campaigning and movement 

organizing that began in the U.S. behind President Barack Obama. 

During Canada’s 2015 federal election, Leadnow ran a strategic voting initiative called 

Vote Together. Leadnow claims to have defeated 25 Conservative incumbents.1  That’s    
a stretch but in a small number of ridings, it is conceivable that Leadnow had an impact. 

For example,  in Elmswood-Transcona where Leadnow had paid staff and 130 volunteers, 

the Conservative incumbent was defeated by only 61 votes. 

Leadnow presents itself as a thoroughly Canadian “youth-led” organization with a 

modest budget, the brainchild of two university students, Adam Shedletzky and 

Jamie Biggar. But that is not the whole story. 

Leadnow’s original business plan, written in 2010, called for $16 million over ten years. 

Leadnow acknowledges that received seed capital but won’t identify the source. 

At least 17 companies and consultants have provided services to Leadnow, including 

the design of its brand, the creation of its donor base, surveys, polls and report editing.  

One of Leadnow’s original advisors is Ben Brandzel. At the time, Brandzel was the 

director of “Strategic Incubation” at the Citizen Engagement Laboratory (CEL), based 

in Oakland, California. With funding via The Tides Foundation (“Tides”), the CEL began 

in 2008, the same year that Tides began to fund its anti-pipeline, Tar Sands Campaign. 

In 2011, Brandzel came to Canada to help set up Leadnow and has since provided 

behind-the-scenes help. On the basis if these facts it appears that Leadnow was set up 

as part of the CEL’s “Strategic Incubation” program.’ 

One of CEL's fiscally sponsored projects is the Online Progressive Engagement Network 

(OPEN). Ben Brandzel is its director. OPEN describes itself as "a sisterhood of grassroots 

campaigning organizations from around the world." As it appears, the CEL bundled its 

"strategic incubation" projects – including Leadnow -  into OPEN. OPEN’s member 

groups appear to be authentically grassroots outfits but, in fact, some of them, 

including Leadnow, began with help from the CEL. 

Leadnow staff have attended OPEN meetings in New York, London, Germany and 

Australia, photos show. In January of 2016, Leadnow received an award from OPEN    

for its campaign, Vote Together, that helped defeat the Harper government. And yet, 

in all Leadanow’s on-line communication, not one single mention of Leadnow’s 
involvement with OPEN could be found. Why the secrecy if there’s nothing to hide? 

OPEN calls itself as “the people behind the people.”2 OPEN says it is a ‘B2B’ organization 

that intentionally keeps “a very low public profile” because of the sensitive political 

implications of its work. OPEN “helps insights, expertise and collaboration to flow 
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seamlessly across borders,” it says. OPEN gives “special access to best-in-class external 

resources ranging from video production to management coaching.” “Seasoned 

campaign veterans provide expert training and strategic support,” OPEN says.3  

In a job ad that OPEN posted in 2014, OPEN indicates that it anticipated the possibility 

of assisting Leadnow with the production of ads for use during the 2015 federal 

election. OPEN has also advertised to hire staff that could be based in Vancouver.  

From Leadnow's 2010 Business Plan, it is clear that as far back as 2010, Leadnow has 

been focused on defeating the Conservative government. Leadnow's 2010 "Investor 

Package" states that Leadnow intended to "offer tangible support to parties that adopt 

their policies, and use tools like strategic voting to swing elections to reflect Canada's 

progressive majority." Evidently, it stands to reason that the Citizen Engagement 

Laboratory appears to have knowingly supported a foreign organization with a clear, 

multi-million dollar plan to defeat a democratically elected, Canadian government. 

Clearly, this is not what American charitable organizations are supposed to do. 

Initially, Leadnow had a policy that prohibited “international funding.” At some point 

before the spring of 2012, that policy was re-written, records show, and the ban on 

international funding was discontinued. 

Leadnow has received funding from Tides in San Francisco, both directly and indirectly 

through the Sisu Institute, based in Sointula B.C. Neither Leadnow nor Sisu will disclose 

exactly how much of Leadnow’s revenue it receives via Sisu and Tides. For 2015, The 

Sisu Institute reported total revenue of $1.7 million. Of that, roughly $1 million (nearly 

60%) was from the U.S. via Tides in San Francisco. In 2016, Leadnow and the Sisu 

Institute received US$59,041 and US$201,848, respectively, from Tides. 

The most obvious way that Leadnow had an impact in Canada’s 2015 federal election 

was in terms of ‘getting the vote out,’ particularly in certain ridings. The less obvious 

means was by running a hard-hitting, negative campaign on social media against the 

Conservative party, and in particular, against its leader, Stephen Harper. Justin 

Trudeau hardly needed to “go negative” because Leadnow and other third parties -

and much of the media - were doing so, thereby generating a foil of bad press about 

the Prime Minister and the Conservatives, in general. 

To be sure, there is nothing wrong with Leadnow being part of an international network 

of progressive organizations. However, given Leadnow’s influence in Canada’s 2015 

federal election, its electoral reform campaign and activism against important energy 

and pipeline projects, Leadnow’s funding and U.S. support needs to be out in the open. 

 

NOTE: This report was written prior to the provincial election in British Columbia in           

May of 2017. Appendix I provides a summary of highlights of Leadnow’s activities   

during the B.C. provincial election, and key claims made by Leadnow. 
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Introduction 

 

Leadnow calls itself, "an independent advocacy organization that runs 

campaigns on the major issues of our time, engages people in participatory 

decision-making, and organizes in communities across Canada."4 Leadnow says 

that it was founded in 2010 by “a group of young people who cared about a 

wide range of issues and wanted to create a new way for people to participate 

effectively in our democracy.” Two Canadian individuals, Adam Shedletzky and 

Jamie Biggar, are referred to as the “co-founders” of Leadnow. 

In practice, Leadnow is a key organization in the anti-pipeline, The Tar Sands 

Campaign against Alberta oil. Leadnow organized protests against Enbridge’s 
Northern Gateway pipeline in 70 B.C. communities.5 After the National Energy Board 

approved Enbridge’s proposal for Northern Gateway, Leadnow organized a 

campaign specifically targeting 21 Conservative members of parliament.6 Leadnow 

also worked with other groups involved in the Tar Sands Campaign to mobilize more 

than 100,000 people to petition the National Energy Board against Energy East.7 In 

the spring of 2016, Leadnow hired additional staff to scale up its campaign against 

Kinder Morgan’s proposed expansion of the Transmountain pipeline.8 

Leadnow also campaigns against the proposed LNG plants in Squamish and on the 

north coast of B.C., particularly the proposal by Petronas, a Malaysian corporation.9 

Leadnow’s business plan for 2010 – 2013 included a budget for $16 million over ten 

years. Jamie Biggar has said by telephone that what they have actually gone 

through is closer to $10 million. Still, that’s no small operation. 

Since the federal election on October 21, 2015, Leadnow has been asked about its 

funding from The Tides Foundation and its involvement with Tides-funded 

organizations and the Online Progressive Engagement Network (OPEN). Beyond 

initial conversations by telephone with Adam Shedletzky, Jamie Biggar and Ben 

Brandzel, no information has been provided. No replies have been received to 

emails sent since October of 2015. 

In the absence of information from Leadnow and Ben Brandzel, one can get a 

sense of Leadnow’s activities and the history of the organization from a series of 

documents and correspondence that is publicly available on-line: a draft version of 

a Leadnow’s original business plan, e-mails posted to Leadnow's Google Group, job 

ads to hire employees, including staff specifically for the 2015 federal election, and 

some material about a workshop of the Online Progressive Engagement Network 

that Leadnow attended in New York in 2013. The remainder of this report compiles 

and analyzes this publicly available information, along with funding information from 

the U.S. tax returns of the Tides Foundation and other U.S. funders. 



 

 11 

The Early Years (2010 – 2011) 

 

As far back as the spring of 2010, Leadnow had a clear idea of what it wanted to do.      

In an email, Spencer Rasmussen, one of the early members of Leadnow, described his 

vision for Leadnow.10 He wrote, “Leadnow aims to provide politicians with the ideas 

and support necessary to boldly lead Canada into the 21st century.  Our members will 

select which issues they are most concerned about and develop high-level asks and 

detailed policy platforms using a collaborative policy development tool. We will then 

engage political parties to influence their policies, and mobilize voters and volunteers 

to elect a government that is committed to achieving Leadnow objectives.  Our first 

campaign will tackle climate change, with subsequent campaigns selected 

democratically.” Looking back, that’s pretty much exactly what Leadnow has done. 

From the early posts at Leadnow’s website, it is clear that Leadnow methodically laid 

a solid foundation for a powerful movement. The building blocks were there from the 

beginning: A positive vibe, an inclusive, warm welcome to volunteers, teamwork, a 

willingness to listen and openness to advice. They went to the trouble of surveying a 

broad cross-section of Canadians to hear their views. “We’d love to hear your 

thoughts on how to make Leadnow a success!” Shedletzky wrote, early on.11  

The groundwork that Leadnow laid in 2010 and 2011 is impressive. In backyards, 

kitchens, living rooms, coffee shops and college campuses across Canada, 

Leadnow held a week-long event called Turning Point in which Leadnow gathered 

feedback from Canadians about the future that we hope for and the kind of 

country that we want Canada to be.12 More than 3,000 Canadians were involved in 

80 communities, Leadnow reports.13 Indeed, the groundwork that Leadnow did is a 

model of what every political party should do.  

Leadnow’s early staff and volunteers developed a business plan, calling it their 

“Business Opportunity Package.”14 The team also conducted a series of studies to 

inform their vision, set priorities and craft a tag-line for Leadnow. They also wrote a 

manual, “How To Start A Local Chapter.”  

To be expected, fundraising was an early concern. Shedletzky wanted to raise 

“significant funds, mainly from progressive individuals of means.”15 “The main thing 

that I’m bringing to this besides some experience fundraising for non-profits in the 

six-digit range is being our 'sales person,'” Biggar wrote in the fall of 2010. In an 

email, he joked that he might even have to buy some teeth whitening toothpaste.16 

“What about people that could give us somewhere between $1,000 and $5,000?  Is 

there a way that we can get a bunch of them to give us money? Especially a 

balanced bunch with representation across parties?” That’s what Jamie Biggar was 

hoping for. He wanted to create a Founding Funders group and avoid getting 

indebted to any particular political party.17 
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Vision 

 

According to its website, by May of 2010, Leadnow had a vision to “amplify the 

political voices” of its members and build a more progressive Canada. The idea was 

that “citizens from across the country and politicians of all stripes would work 

together” towards:18 

 A safe, healthy and sustainable environment 

• A fair, prosperous and secure economy 

• Just, free and vibrant communities 

• An engaged, empathetic foreign policy 

• A responsive, transparent and democratic government 

Model 

 

From the beginning, Leadnow intended to be a “Canada’s first independent, 

grassroots-focused, overtly political organization” and planned to model itself after 

two large, activist organizations: MoveOn and GetUp. MoveOn is a U.S.-based 

organization. GetUp is an Australian movement that is based in part on MoveOn. 

“Leadnow will learn from and study these organizations, and adapt their model to 

the Canadian context,” it said.19 

 

Leadnow actively sought help to launch the organization. “Play a role in developing 

the next big thing in Canadian politics!” its website said in the spring of 2010. 

Leadnow advertised to find help with:20 

• Brainstorming creative ideas for a viral launch campaign 

• Designing our logo and brand standards 

• Developing a comprehensive business plan 

• Building a website 

• Researching governance structures of similar organizations 

• Developing the information, resources and tools citizens need to help us build 

the movement 

• Reaching out to friends, family and contacts to solicit feedback 

• And much, much more! 



 

 13 

Guiding Principles 

 
From the get-go, Leadnow had a set of guiding principles that are a model for any 

movement. Listed below  in their entirety as they were under development during 

the spring of 2010, here are Leadnow’s original guiding principles. These were 

posted to Leadnow’s website with a note saying, “Please offer suggestions.”21 

 

Be democratic: Our members will steer the direction of the organization, by 

selecting which issues to campaign on, collaboratively developing policy demands 

and participating in national and local volunteer committees. We are a citizen-

driven, grassroots-focused organization. 
 

Be inclusive: We will ensure that all Canadians have an opportunity to get involved 

and make a difference, regardless of time availability, financial resources, location, 

or other constraints. 
 

Develop leaders: We will provide opportunities for people to develop their 

knowledge, skills and activism in order to further Leadnow’s vision. 

 

Be strategic: We will focus on a limited number of issues at any given time, 

dependent on organizational capacity, and speak with one strong, unified set of 

policy demands. 
 

Be informed: We will consider a multiplicity of perspectives and engage a variety of 

voices, including issue-specific policy experts, to ensure that Leadnow policies are 

firmly grounded in research, science and empathy. 
 

Be flexible: We will be completely focused on achieving our members’ objectives. 

We will be open to supporting any political party, and any mix of political parties, in 

order to maximize the probability of achieving campaign objectives. We will also be 

flexible in our tactics, receptive to new and creative ideas to generate support or 

pressure politicians to follow through on their promises. 
 

Focus on our strengths: Stringent election financing laws restrict the ability of third 

parties to influence elections through advertising, so we will develop raw political 

power by facilitating the development of an organized, enthusiastic community of 

volunteers, fundraisers and voters.22 
 

Be reflective: We will be self-critical, understanding that none of us is always right, 

welcoming criticism and always striving for improvement. 
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Focus on Climate Change 

 
Leadnow’s website included a list of “sample Issues our members may choose to 

tackle:” They were:23 

 

• Passing strong climate change legislation (our initial campaign) 

• Parliamentary reform (limiting lobbyist access, changing the rules of the 

Senate, etc.) 

• Post-secondary education reform 

• Protecting our environment 

• Aboriginal rights 

• Creating a more just and equitable economy 

• Whatever issue matters most to you! 

 

As for its first issue, the co-founders of Leadnow were firm. They would begin with an 

initial focus on climate change, and particularly, on “passing strong climate 

change/clean energy legislation.” Among the reasons given for this choice was 

that “launching with an issue already selected will better enable us to have an 

immediate impact on the next federal election.” Evidently, Leadnow calculated its 

moves in function of the 2015 election, even its decision to focus on climate 

change.24 

Companies & Consultants That Claim To Have Provided Services to Leadnow 

 
From the design of Leadnow’s brand to the development of its donor base, website 
and video production, surveys and report editing, at least 17 companies and 

consultants claim to have provided services to Leadnow. These are: 
 

1. Junxion Strategy, Vancouver, B.C./India, developed Leadnow’s brand 25  

2. Engaging Networks, Washington, D.C.  

o promoted Leadnow’s 2011 Vote Social campaign on Twitter 26 

o designed Leadnow’s donations page (2012) 27 

o supported Leadnow’s Stop Maxim Coal Campaign 28,29 

o surveys since 2011 30,31,32,33,34,35  

 

3. Wakatara Digital Industries, Australia – built Leadnow’s original website 36,37,38,39,40 

4. StratCom, Vancouver, B.C. – generated of a base of 1,800 monthly donors 41 

5. NetChange (formerly Communicopia) – Leadnow’s 2011 Vote Social Campaign 42 

6. Ethelo, Vancouver, BC – member surveys since 2011 43,44 
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7. C Street, Toronto, ON  - Leadnow’s VoteTogether website 45 

8. Popular Change, Vancouver, BC – unspecified 46 

9. O’Connell Creative – video for Vote Together, Vote Better & other campaigns 47,48,49  

10. ReImagine PR – Tar Sands Campaign & Every Voter Counts (electoral reform) 50,51 

11. Van City Studios – Vote Together website 52 

12. Lost Metropolis Films, Toronto, ON – Vote Together video(s) 53 

13. Affinity Bridge – unspecified 54 

14. Suzanne Perkins – editing & writing 55 

15. Gen Why Media, Toronto, ON – ReImagine CBC 56 

16. Ryan Baillergeon (Grassriots) - video, brand development, web design 57 

17. Stina Brosn – unspecified 58 

The Design of Leadnow’s Brand 

 
To develop Leadnow’s brand and logo, Adam Shedletzky and Jamie Biggar began 

by working with a volunteer graphic artist in the summer of 2010. After several 

months, that didn’t pan out so a professional communications firm got involved. 
 

From the emails that are posted to Leadnow’s Google Group, it is obvious that 

Shedletzky and Biggar put a lot of thought into the development of Leadnow’s 
brand - and both were fussy about the logo. “We don’t want people to think that 

we’re militant or are a group that will be out on the streets protesting all the time,” 

Shedletzky wrote. One of the draft logos used the silhouette of a group of people.59 

Jamie Biggar wanted to ensure that it represented the diversity of Canadians to 

whom Leadnow hoped to appeal. “Someone overweight, someone in a 

wheelchair, someone older, and someone in a turban sounds like a good call,” 

Jamie Biggar wrote.60  Shedletzky wrote, “If we can include an Aboriginal person 

without being cliche, I'd like to do that as well... like the idea of an older person that 

is slightly hunched over... headscarf/turban is great... maybe a teenager-type with 

a hat... also need to make sure male/female ratio is reasonable.”61 
 

From the beginning, Leadnow aimed to establish itself in Quebec and particularly 

with First Nations. Finding a logo that would work equally in French and English was 

tough. “Canada's symbols are not a winner if we are serious about reaching out in 

Quebec,” wrote Alexandre Vigneault, an early member of Leadnow’s team.62 

In the end, none of the logos designed by the volunteer graphic artist were used 

and in December of 2010, Leadnow turned to Junxion Strategy, a professional firm 
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to develop its brand. Junxion has done work for a wide range of businesses and 

non-profits, including Tides Canada. How and where Leadnow got the funds to hire 

Junxion is an unanswered question. Jamie Biggar has said by telephone that 

Junxion was paid; its brand development services were not provided pro bono.  

 

Junxion developed three brand options for Leadnow, with brand elements and 

brand expressions for each.63 The first was intended to appeal to “more traditional, 

mid-to-older voters, disillusioned partisans and people active in other causes.”  

Another option aimed “to hint at standing up for action, having something to say 

and giving a call to action.” The animating element for this brand option was a 

blow horn. Ironically, this is the same brand element that used by Ezra Levant. 

 

The third brand option developed by Junxion aimed to catch the interest of 

progressive, young, urban females while still appealing to younger males as well. 

The brand expression is “If you want things to change, you’ve got to get in the 

game and play,” and the animating element is the “play” button, also used in the 

logo of People Now.64 Ultimately, this is the brand identity that Leadnow chose and 

has been using ever since.  
 

The Design of Leadnow’s Original Website 
 

Leadnow also received support to develop its original website and to get to the 

point where it had a core group of small donors. According to what he has said on 

Twitter, Leadnow’s original website was developed by Daryl Manning. At the time, 

he was a tech consultant with Wakatara Digital Industries, based in Sydney 

Australia. Manning has also worked for years with the Australian group, GetUp, 

which is part of the Online Progressive Engagement Network.  

Surveys of Voter Intentions 
 

Over the years, Leadnow has conducted numerous surveys in both French and 

English. At least six surveys have been conducted for Leadnow by Engaging 

Networks, based in Washington, D.C.65,66,67,68,69,70   

Leadnow’s survey in the summer of 2013 elicited feedback from 10,000 respondents, 

including detailed comments from 2,500, according to Leadnow.  That’s a huge 

and costly survey, done long before Leadnow was financially independent.  

Several of Leadnow’s surveys were explicitly about voting intentions. Leadnow 

asked questions such as: Which Political Party would be your first choice, if an 

election were held tomorrow? Would you be willing to vote for another party?71           

In a separate survey, Leadnow asked, “Should Stephen Harper have a minority 
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Major Milestones 

 

Since 2010, Leadnow has undertaken a series of activities that, broadly speaking, 

fall into four categories: (1) anti-pipeline activism, (2) preparation for the 2015 

federal election, and (3) development of the Leadnow network, skills training, and 

relationship building, and (4) other activities. For a good chronology of Leadnow’s 
activities, the place to start is Leadnow’s Facebook page, which chronicles much of 

its work.  

Below, here is a list of some of the activities that Leadnow itself has identified as its 

major milestones: 

(Re)generation – Local get-togethers in 75 communities across Canada during 

March of 2011. The learnings from this process were crafted into a Declaration of 

Change that was used by Leadnow to draw the attention of politicians to the 

concerns of the Leadnow community. 

Turning Point – a week of cross-Canada gatherings in September of 2011. These 

gatherings were intended to bring together generations of Canadians to organize 

for change, and send a signal to Ottawa that Canadians were stepping up to 

shape the country’s future. 

Summer Gatherings 2012 – these were organized by Leadnow volunteers to 

connect like-minded Canadians, share stories and prepare to organize a national 

conversation. 

Defend Our Coast – This was a series of 70 protests organized across B.C. against 

pipelines and oil tankers on the B.C. coast 

Level-Up – A ten city tour by Leadnow staff in 2013, offering workshops to develop 

communication and personal leadership skills, provide “action planning,” and 

training for new social media strategies. 

The Campaign Against the Enbridge 21 (Members of Parliament) 

Our Moment – A live-streamed discussion held in November 2013 to share 

Leadnow’s plans for the 2015 federal election and beyond. 

Connect - February 27 - March 9, 2014, 80 events across Canada to create a shared 

vision for change and build a foundation for action in the 2015 election and beyond. 

Vote Together – Leadnow’s strategic voting initiative during Canada’s 2015 federal 

election. 

Vote Better – Leadnow’s campaign for electoral reform 
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Leadnow in The Anti-Pipeline, Tar Sands Campaign 

 

Created in 2008 by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, the William & Flora Hewlett Foundation, 

and The Tides Foundation, the anti-pipeline Tar Sands Campaign aims to stop the growth 

of the Alberta oil industry by blocking access to overseas markets. When this campaign 

first came to light in 2010, the motivation of the funders was not entirely clear. But now it is.  

 

According to Michael Marx who has been the director of the Tar Sands Campaign since 

it began, “From the very beginning, the campaign strategy was to land-lock the tar sands so 

their crude could not reach the international market where it could fetch a high price per 

barrel.”72 Michael Marx is employed at CorpEthics, an organization that calls itself “the 

Switzerland of NGOs (non-profit organizations.”  

 

“CorpEthics has typically been contracted to be the donor advisor for one or more 

foundations who have deposited their funds into the Tides or New Venture Fund,” 

CorpEthics says at its web-site, adding, “Our responsibility is to recruit groups into the 

campaign, determine their role and necessary funding level, solicit and review their 

grant proposals, obtain final approval from the original granting foundations if required, 

and coordinate with the re-granting fund.” Indeed, The Tar Sands Campaign is a 

professionally staged show. This is not an amateur, grassroots effort by unpaid, volunteers. 

 

The Tar Sands Campaign is no small operation. Between 2009 and 2015, Tides USA alone 

has made more than 400 payments totaling $35 million in support of this campaign.73 It is 

important to note that since 2012, the top-funded organization involved in the Tar Sands 

Campaign has been the Sisu Institute which funds Leadnow, at least in part. This indicates 

that Sisu Instiute is one of if not the most important unit in the Tar Sands Campaign.  

 

Another behind-the-scenes advisor to the Tar Sands Campaign is Jason Mogus who runs 

NetChange, a consulting firm based on Saltspring Island. According to his LinkedIn profie, 

Mr. Mogus is a senior advisor to The Tar Sands Campaign. NetChange provides ghost-

writing and other communications services to at least 60 environmental and First Nations 

groups involved in the Tar Sands Campaign.74 As shown below, Mr. Mogus says at his web-

site that this campaign “supported a movement-wide effort to defeat Stephen Harper as 

Prime Minister in 2015.”75  

 

In light of Mr. Marx and Mr. Mogus’s unambiguous admissions, it is clear that the concerted 

effort of Tides-funded environmental groups to defeat the Conservative Party of Canada 

was part and parcel of the Tar Sands Campaign to land-lock oil sands crude within North 

America, continuing the U.S. monopoly and keep Canada over a barrel.  
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Tar Sands Campaign Aims to “Land-lock” Crude Oil From the Oil Sands 

Within North America and Keep Canada From Getting  

Higher Prices on International Markets 8 
 

 

 

Tar Sands Campaign Claims Credit for Defeating Harper Government 9 

 

 

                                                        
8 https://corpethics.org/the-tar-sands-campaign/ 
9 http://netchange.co/casestudies/thetarsands 
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Activism Against Pipelines & Major Energy Projects 

 

Up until the end of 2015, most of Leadnow’s “off-line” activities were related to one 

of two issues: anti-pipeline activism, or election preparations and campaigning 

against Conservatives. After the election, Leadnow shifted to electoral reform.   

According to its website, Leadnow has conducted nearly 50 on-line campaigns. 

Combined, these campaigns have garnered more than one million on-line 

signatures.  Judging by the number of on-line signatures that it garnered, Leadnow’s 
most popular campaign, by far, was against Bill C-51, referred to as the Crime Bill.  

The issue about which Leadnow has conducted more campaigns than any other 

issue is against the pipelines that are essential for exporting Alberta oil to overseas 

markets: Enbridge’s Northern Gateway pipeline, Kinder Morgan’s proposal to 

expand its Transmountain pipeline, and TransCanada’s Energy East pipeline.  Of the 

1.1 million signatures that Leadnow gathered by June of 2016, 131,000 were for 

pipeline, energy and climate-related campaigns.   

While Leadnow campaigns more intensely against pipelines than on any other issue, 

it is interesting to note the weak response that Leadnow gets to its pleas for 

signatures on anti-pipeline petitions. The largest number of signatures that Leadnow 

has achieved for an anti-pipeline campaign is less than 24,000. In comparison, 

Leadnow got more than 46,000 signatures for a healthcare related on-line 

campaign, and more than 90,000 Canadians to pledged to participate in its 

strategic voting campaign. The conclusion seems to be that Leadnow’s pipeline 

opposition, despite all the activism by Leadnow and other groups, its not as popular 

with Canadians as one might think. 

government after the next federal election, would you support the NDP, Greens 

and Liberals cooperating to form government? 76 
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Top 20 Campaigns by Leadnow 

 

 

Leadnow has conducted at least 50 campaigns that generated 1.1 million on-line 
signatures.  

 

Source: Compiled from Leadnow’s website as of June 17, 2016.  
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Top Energy-Related Campaigns by Leadnow 

 

Of the 1.1 million signatures that Leadnow has generated with its on-line campaigns, 
roughly 10 percent have been energy and/or pipeline-related. 

 

 

 

 

Source: Compiled from Leadnow’s website as of August 30, 2016. 
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Leadnow and The Citizen Engagement Laboratory 

 

Leadnow portrays itself as a thoroughly Canadian “youth-led” organization, the 

brainchild of two university students, Adam Shedletzky and Jamie Biggar. But that is 

not the whole story. 

By the fall of 2011, Leadnow had a diverse roster of advisors with ties to the federal 

Liberals, the N.D.P., the Green Party, and even to the Conservative party, Leadnow 

says.77 Leadnow had an advisor from Tides Canada, Ross McGregor, and advice 

was also coming from Ben Brandzel, an American specialist at on-line campaigning.  

Ben Branzel has worked with MoveOn, Avaaz and Organizing for America, which 

worked to build support for the policies and initiatives of President Barack Obama. 

Brandzel also directed the new media campaigns for President Obama during the 

health reform campaign of 2009/2010. Prior to that, Brandzel worked on John 

Edwards’ campaign for the leadership of the U.S. Democrats.78  

Ben Brandzel's early involvement with Leadnow is significant because he was 

simultaneously employed by a U.S. organization called the Citizen Engagement 

Laboratory (CEL), based in Oakland, California. Brandzel was Director of “Strategic 

Incubation,” beginning in January of 2011.79 

Until some point in 2013, Leadnow’s web-site acknowledged Brandzel as an 

“advisor” but didn’t mention his employment by the CEL nor that Leadnow is part of 

Brandzel’s program at the CEL, the Online Progressive Engagement Network 

(“OPEN”) (www.the-open.net).80  

Ben Brandzel has said that his work with the CEL was "helping conceive, build and launch 

new progressive online organizing initiatives in the U.S. and around the globe."81 

In his Facebook profile, Brandzel says, "I can see the Golden Gate from one house 

and the Washington monument from the other. And I spend a lot of time interloping 

in the affairs of foreign nations."82 

In OPEN’s Annual Report for 2015, Ben Brandzel claims credit for contributing greatly 

to ousting the Conservative Party of Canada. In the report’s Executive Summary 

(shown on the next page), Brandzel writes, “We ended the year with campaigns 

that elicited heartfelt outpourings of welcoming solidarity with refugees and a 

Canadian campaign that moved the needle during the national election, 

contributing greatly to the ousting of the conservative Harper government.” 

The CEL refers to itself as “the people behind the people.”83,84 “Our 30+ strong team 

is dedicated to providing best in class technology, finance, operations, fundraising 

and strategic support to the organizations we serve,” CEL says.  

  

http://www.the-open.net/
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Source: The 2015 Annual Report of the Online Progressive Engagement Network. 

 
The CEL describes itself as “a home for people and projects working to shift culture 
and transform society.”85 “We support, start, and connect individuals and 
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organizations that use technology-fueled approaches to support social justice 
causes,” it says.86 

 
Of course, there's nothing wrong with Leadnow being part of the Citizen Engagement 

Laboratory's international network of progressive organizations. But given Leadnow’s 
influence in the 2015 federal election and its ambitious campaign for electoral reform, 
Leadnow’s funding and U.S. connections need to be out in the open. 

 
Brandzel, Shedletzky and Biggar have been contacted for clarification about 

Leadnow’s funding and in-kind support from the CEL. Biggar has said by phone that 
OPEN doesn't fund Leadnow. It’s the other way around, he says. Leadnow pays 
OPEN for the services that OPEN provides to Leadnow.  Other than that, Leadnow 

hasn't answered questions about in-kind support from OPEN. 

 
On Twitter, Brandzel says that he came to Canada to work with Leadnow in June of 

2011, staying at a farmhouse near Toronto and planting tomatoes with Leadnow.87,88 
This means that Brandzel was around when Leadnow began. 

 
Brandzel’s project, the Online Progressive Engagement Network, goes by the 
acronym “OPEN” and yet it is anything but that. OPEN’s web-site was password-

protected until May of 2016. Until then, the only publicly available, on-line  
information that OPEN provided was a one-sentence description of itself as   

"a sisterhood of grassroots campaigning organizations from around the world." 
 

OPEN's original, one-page web-site had a photograph of the representatives of its 

member organizations, including four individuals from Leadnow: Jamie Biggar, Julia 

Pope, Ryan Baillargeon and Matthew Carroll. That photo was taken in January of 

2013 at a retreat held in New York with staff from the CEL and the Rockefeller 

Brothers Fund. According to the retreat's handbook, its goal was to create  “lasting 

relationships” between the participating organizations and “creative explorations” 

to increase the effectiveness of people-powered campaigns.89 Leadnow staff also 

attended  a CEL retreat in Cambridge, England, in January of 2015. 

At OPEN’s annual summit for 2016, held in Australia, OPEN received an award,              

a Golden Opie for “best proactive campaign,” for Leadnow’s Vote Together 

campaign during the 2015 federal election. OPEN recognized Leadnow for having 

“over-performed on its promise to contribute significantly to voting out one of the 

worst governments in Canadian history.”90 

To some extent, OPEN is a politically active organization but this is not overt. In one of 

its documents, OPEN refers to itself as “a B2B organization with “a very low public 

profile,” adding, “this is intentional, as the political implications of an international 

association can be sensitive in some of the countries in which we work.”91 Not only  
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the involvement of foreign parties in Canadian elections is sensitive, in some 

circumstances, it is illegal. Canadian law restricts third parties from using foreign 

contributions, both cash and in-kind. 

 

OPEN reports that its founding members, including Leadnow, engage over 15 million 

individual activists, averaging “one out of every nine voters in the federal elections 

in their respective nations.”92 OPEN’s member organizations operate in the U.S., 

Australia, the U.K., Germany and Canada. OPEN also has operations in India, where 

Ben Brandzel, is based. 

 

In a job ad posted in 2014, OPEN advertised to hire a Network Architect. In 

describing the type of person that OPEN sought to hire, the job ad says, "You see 

connections. You vaguely remember that amazing GetUp election ad from two 

years ago and you won't rest until you track down the woman who made it, 

because this year Leadnow needs something similar and they need to understand 

how it happened."93 This comment indicates the types of activities that OPEN 

anticipated conducting, including possibly helping Leadnow with its election ads 

during the 2015 campaign. Whether OPEN created ads for Leadnow or not, is an 

unanswered question. Leadnow has been asked this question and has not replied. 

OPEN has stated in some of its literature that the issues about which it is concerned 

include economic inequality, net neutrality, LGBT rights, workers rights and health 

care. Indeed, all of these are worthy causes. But for 2015 and 2016, OPEN's two top 

priorities are trade and climate (read: the campaign against fossil fuels). This 

comment raises questions about why OPEN priorities these two issues and whether, 

to some degree, OPEN uses social issues to camouflage its campaigns against 

international trade agreements and fossil fuels. Indeed, Leadnow has actively 

campaigned against the Trans-Pacific Partnership, as it did intensively against the 

Foreign Investment Promotion and Protection Agreement (FIPA).94,95 

Services Provided by OPEN & The Citizen Engagement Laboratory 

 

According to its website, the CEL provides three types of services: Acceleration 

Services, Engagement Consulting, and Innovation Labs.96  Modeling itself as a 

“business incubator,” the CEL provides “technology, online organizing strategy, back 

office support, and seed funding.”97 As part of the “Acceleration Services” that it 

provides, the CEL employs a “roster” of full-time and part-time strategists “to ensure 

that Accelerated organizations are being well served.”  This program provides day-to-

day guidance and coaching. 

 

At the time that Ben Brandzel came to Canada and worked with Leadnow, he was 

CEL’s “Director of Strategic Incubation.”98 His position has also been referred to as 
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Director of Incubation and International Programs.99 Late in 2012, Brandzel shifted 

from being an employee of CEL to being contracted as the director of OPEN.  

When Brandzel’s employment status with the CEL changed, he wrote the job 

description for the hiring of his replacement. This job ad provides a glimpse of what 

Brandzel was paid to do as part of his job during the period when he came to 

Canada and spent time with Leadnow in June of 2011. According to this job 

description, the role filled by Ben Brandzel involved the ability “to advise organizations 

on every stage of the campaign arc, from big picture strategy and messaging to picking the hot 

moments and creating compelling, creative asks, to executing the email, web, and social network 

components of each tactic, all while maintaining healthy, strong relationships with grassroots 

supporters over time.” 

Ben Brandzel provides coaching on how to write emails.100 According to an email 

sent by OPEN on April 12, 2016, OPEN is developing phone calling tools that are 

specifically for its member organizations to use during national elections.101 In 

describing the role that he held, Brandzel writes, “you’re on hand to help our 

Accelerated groups with the roller coaster ride of multi-issue, rapid response 

campaigning. That’s everything from staffing plans, to campaign strategy, to mass 

mail alerts, to offline event coordination, to social network strategies. This is mostly 

about feedback and support, but will also periodically include rolling up your 

sleeves and executing directly.”102 Given that Brandzel had this job when he came 

to Canada in 2011, it makes sense to ask whether the services that Brandzel 

provided to Leadnow included “executing directly.” If so, what does that mean? 

OPEN provides its member organizations with basic financial management protocols 

and “surge capacity,” in the early days of their development, it says.103 Open        

“helps insights, expertise and collaboration to flow seamlessly across borders,” it says,    

adding that this helps new organizations to “launch and thrive in record time.”104  

Again, that’s precisely what Leadnow has done. 

 

The CEL also has a technology team that does “back-end infrastructure” for its 

partner websites. CEL “builds the tools and interfaces between activists and the 

wider public,” it says. Whether CEL provides tech support to Leadnow is an 

unanswered question. 

From the beginning Leadnow has been up-front that it wanted to bring to Canada 

the type of political organizing that was pioneered in the U.S. by MoveOn and 

Avaaz. But in all of Leadnow's on-line literature, not one single mention could be 

found of Leadnow's participation in Ben Brandzel's project with the CEL. 

In May of 2016, OPEN revised its website, providing substantially more information. 

OPEN now provides information about members of the OPEN team, and what it calls 

“The OPEN Way.” OPEN also provides examples of case studies of the type of work 

that its members do.105  
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Leadnow’s Strategy: Seizing “Crisistunities” 
 

Taking a look at Leadnow’s business plan and how it has operated, Ben Brandzel’s 
influence is obvious. According to its original business plan, Leadnow’s strategy is to 

seize "crisistunities," an idea that is attributed to Brandzel in the New York Times and 

elsewhere.106,107 A crisistunity is a crisis that becomes an opportunity (also spelled 

crisitunity and crisatunity). 

Leadnow’s draft Business Plan for 2010-2013 explains that Leadnow aims to seize 

crisistunities in order to earn traditional media coverage that then provides the fuel 

that campaigns require. “We will ‘chase the energy’ by running many campaigns 

with the expectation that a few will take off,” the plan says, adding, “…when we hit 
important crisistunities, Leadnow will channel citizen attention effectively, and our 

member base has the potential to grow by tens or hundreds of thousands within a 

few weeks.” The phrase “chase the energy” is also one that is attributed to Brandzel. 

In his manifesto, The 8-Fold Path,” he talks about how OPEN’s member organizations 

“chase the energy,” looking for major change moments to build partnerships with 

allied groups, exerting pressure on politicians without becoming beholden to any 

particular party.”108 

Indeed, the 2015 federal election was a major “crisistunity” for Leadnow as its 

membership doubled to more than half a million and 90,000 individuals pledged to 

join its strategic voting initiative. Another "crisistunity" that Leadnow fomented was 

the robocall controversy that unfolded after the 2011 election campaign. According 

to Elections Canada, Leadnow generated 96 percent of the communications about 

robocalls (39,350 of more than 40,000 communications received).109,110 

 

Capture Diffuse Online Energy to Create “Outside Power” 

 

Leadnow’s strategy is to use on-line activism in order to influence elections, and  

between elections, to pressure politicians in act in accordance with Leadnow’s agenda.  

Leadnow refers to this as creating and using “raw political power.”        

Leadnow explained in one of its very first web-pages, “stringent election financing laws 

restrict the ability of third parties to influence elections through advertising, so we will 

develop raw political power by facilitating the development of an organized, 

enthusiastic community of volunteers, fundraisers and voters.”111  Evidently, as far back 

as May of 2010 – even before the 2011 federal election - Leadnow was aware of 

Canadian law that restricts the financing of third party advertising during federal 

elections and appears to have been designed to respect (or to get around) these 

laws by developing “raw political power.”  
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In the words of Ben Brandzel, the strategy of OPEN’s member organizations, 

including Leadnow, consists of “capturing diffuse on-line energy, channeling it into 

mass action and using that action to pressure politicians.”112  In a tweet, Brandzel 

refers to this as  “not polyannaish sweet talk on the inside but mass grassroots power 

on the outside.”113  

OPEN says that its member organizations, “pursue an outside power theory of change, 

which primarily relies on the collective force of large-scale citizen participation to 

move public and private sector decision-makers towards just outcomes. This is 

distinguished from an inside access theory of change, which relies on a special set of 

inside actors to win change through elite channels,” OPEN says.114 

In a Prezi presentation, posted on-line, Leadnow describes how its work falls into 

three main streams: 1) Rapid Response Campaigns, 2) Connecting in Communities, 

and 3) Long term Organizing.115  Leadnow’s Community Organizing Work consists of 

building a network of Community Action Teams, including a Community Action 

Lead, a Media Lead, a Social Media Lead and a Data Lead. 

In order to break the status quo, Leadnow aims to organize, campaign and engage 

Canadians. In one of its diagrams, Leadnow identifies two factors that it considers to 

be making government less accountable: 1) narrow self interest, and 2) the energy 

industry.116 “With the Harper conservatives, its been clear for years that its been the 

oil and gas companies that have been setting the agenda,” Leadnow says. That is 

a view that seems to underlie many of Leadnow’s actions. 

In the fall of 2013, Leadnow developed a plan called Our Moment, designed to 

build a well-supported, on-the-ground organizing network that would not only 

influence the 2015 election but would also push for change after the election. 

Leadnow describes this work as falling into three phases:117 

o Phase 1 was to create and share a potential plan for influencing the 2015 

federal election, with the Leadnow community and collectively refine the 

strategy and choose tactics, including the identification of issues that would 

resonate enough to get-the-vote-out, and target ridings. Phase 1 also 

included seeking out trusted advisors to review the plan, and fundraising.  

 

o Phase 2 was to consist of the launch of organizing activities for the 2015 

federal election campaign, including the formation and capacity building of 

Community Action Teams to organize in their communities, and to promote 

vote pledging and cooperative voting. 

 

o Phase 3 was to be Leadnow’s post-election work to bring about electoral 

reform, abolish the first-past-the-post system of voting, and usher in a new era 

of forming government based on proportional representation. 
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Short-term & Long-term Campaigns and Big-Picture Conversations 

 

In a diagram from 2012, Leadnow describes its work in terms of three categories: 

Short-term campaigns, Long-term campaigns, and Big Picture Conversations.118 As 

an example of a short-term campaign, Leadnow cites its efforts to stop the passage 

of a crime-related bill introduced by the Conservative government, Bill C-51. 

Leadnow’s two big picture conversations, according to its literature, are about             

1) Deep Democracy, and 2) A New Economy for Canada.   

In practice, what this appears to mean is that Leadnow can receive funding for one 

campaign while it runs along-side another campaign. This is an important 

consideration, particularly because Leadnow abandoned its original policy against 

funding from outside Canada. Leadnow’s New Economy campaign and its anti-

pipeline activism are funded, at least in part, by the Tides Foundation, based in       

San Francisco. What this means is that at the same time that Leadnow was funding 

an expensive federal election campaign, it was also running U.S.-funded anti-

pipeline activism. How Leadnow separated the expenditures of its election and anti-

pipeline campaigns, if it did, is another unanswered question. 

In 2013, The Tides Foundation contributed at least $25,000 to Leadnow’s New Economy 

Campaign, through the Sisu Institute. From a covering letter on the payment of       

these funds, it is clear that the gist of Leadnow’s New Economy campaign is to get 

Canadians away from thinking of the development of the oil sands as a major driver       

of Canada’s economy. Put another way, the goal of this campaign is tantamount       

to undermining the economic argument for oil sands development. 

 

Figure Produced by Leadnow to Illustrate Its Three Types of Campaigns 119 
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Leadnow In Canada’s 2011 Federal Elections 

 

Even as a very young organization, Leadnow was active in the 2011 federal election. 

Archived pages of Leadnow’s website show that Leadnow ran a “get-the-vote-out” 

initiative called Vote Social, an effort that was “inspired” if not conducted with two 

other organizations, OpenMedia and Project Democracy.  None of them registered as 

third parties. Whereas Leadnow and OpenMedia did register as third parties for the 

2015 election, NetChange (Formerly Communicopia) did not. Vote Social encouraged 

people to vote with their friends and family, making it a social event.120  

According to Leadnow, Vote Social was coordinated byJason Mogus, the principal  

of NetChange.  Following the 2011 election, the collaboration between Leadnow and 

other groups was described by Jason Mogus in a blog post titled, “Creating network 

effects with collaborative campaigns,” he wrote: 

 

“This week’s Canadian election was shaping up as a once in a generation game changer. Some 

surprisingly creative social media campaigns - driven by a few smart new players – were making 

an impact on the nightly news and with large swaths of voters, especially youth. I decided to 

reach out to the leaders of these groups to see if we could find ways to increase their impact. The 

pitch was to collaborate publicly and behind the scenes to show up as a united and organized 

movement. And to create a powerful content network through shared key messaging and 

activities that would drive more traffic to everyone's sites and, most importantly, the voting booth. 

Near the end of our first call, an idea emerged: if someone created a one page voting site, 

helping (especially new) people to vote and tell their friends about it, with light, non-partisan  and 

positive messaging, everyone would get behind it. So, working with an amazing team of 

volunteers, we came up with joint messaging – "protecting democracy and cooperation" - built a 

website – VoteSocial.ca - and pushed it through our networks. 

 

What happened next will be debated by bigger minds than mine, but for what we set out to 

do I think we pulled off some magic. Engagement from the partners was unlike anything I’ve 

seen. We quickly implemented the joint messaging, linking to each other and to VoteSocial.ca. 

The newly famous ShitHarperDid.ca folks mentioned it on CTV News. OpenMedia.ca messaged 

their 500K supporters, twice, about our call to action and in other media like this CBS.com, 

Avaaz.org pushed Project Democracy as their primary action to their 500K supporters. 

Leadnow promoted the idea as its main message for the entire final week.  

 

By 10 AM Canada had already surpassed its typical volume of tweets on an election day. The 

traffic to Project Democracy hit over one million page views. The VoteSocial message was RT’d 

many thousands of times by supporters, celebrities like Margaret Atwood (170K followers), and 

even NGO’s and businesses who typically stay out of politics. 

 

In the end voter turnout was up 3%, reversing a seven year trend. Did we cause all this to 

happen? Of course not. Did we help grow the wave that was already cresting? Yep. Do we 

have an emerging plan to convert those "weak tie" supporters into community leaders 

engaged in movement building over the long-haul? You betcha.”121 
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Leadnow in Canada’s 2015 Federal Election 

 

In fundraising materials from 2011, from even before that year’s election, Leadnow 

said that it would offer “tangible support to parties that adopt their policies, and use 

tools like strategic voting to swing elections.”122  Five years down the road, that's 

exactly what Leadnow did, or tried to do. 

Leadnow claims that during the course of its election activities, Leadnow mobilized 

more than a half a million Canadians, including nearly 6,000 on-the-ground 

volunteers who logged 50,000 conversations with voters in their ridings.123 Just to train 

its volunteers, Leadnow held 1,400 events. Leadnow had staff in 11 ridings and teams 

of volunteers in 45 ridings, it reports.124   

Leadnow’s strategy was to “unite the vote,” riding by riding, creating blocks of votes 

and then steering them to whichever candidate was most likely to defeat the 

Conservative incumbent, according to polls conducted by Leadnow.    

Leadnow generated at least 200 media stories, it says, including a flattering feature 

in a much coveted spot in international media: The Friday issue of The New York 

Times on the last weekend before the federal election.125 For an organization that 

had only been around for five years, that was an extraordinary occurrence. 

To its credit, shortly after the election, Leadnow published a fairly candid report on 

Vote Together, providing revealing statistics about the scope of its activities, what 

went well and what didn’t.  In this report, titled Defeating Harper, Leadnow explains 

how it worked in 29 ridings. In 11 ridings that Leadnow describes as its “targeted 

ridings,” Leadnow had a strong on-the-ground presence. Voter turn-out in these 

ridings was 70.7 percent, 1.6 percent higher than the national average. That is 

equivalent to getting more than 12,000 additional voters to the polls, according to 

Leadnow. 

Leadnow calls its work “people-powered change” but there’s a lot more than 

volunteers and voters that went into it. As Leadnow’s Flickr account shows, for 

nearly 12 months before the election, Leadnow had paid staff actively organizing 

and hosting meetings across Canada. They also had a lot of purple swag: purple 

monogrammed water bottles, purple clipboards and t-shirts by the hundreds, purple 

table cloths, banners, buttons, and even purple monogrammed bullhorns. Leadnow 

also travelled extensively and had professional photographers and videographers. 

Leadnow also conducted 57 polls across 37 ridings.126 All that costs money. 

Leadnow reports that it raised more than $100,000 from 3,000 donors in order to pay 

for its polling. But where did Leadnow get the funds to pay for the staff who worked 

full-time on its election campaign? 

Leadnow supported a particular candidate in 29 ridings. In all but one of these 

ridings, Leadnow campaigned to oust the Conservative incumbent. In one riding, 
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Leadnow campaigned in favour of the incumbent, N.D.P. candidate, Fin Donnelly. 

In all but four of the 28 ridings where Leadnow aimed to defeat the Conservative 

incumbent, that candidate was defeated. In 19 ridings, the Conservative 

incumbent was defeated by more than 5,000 votes, a substantial margin that it 

would not make sense to attribute entirely to Leadnow 

Leadnow had a significant ground game with a mix of online and offline tactics to 

get the vote out: canvassing door-to-door, phoning, delivering letters to key 

contacts, texting, and sending recorded voice messages. Leadnow advertised on 

Facebook and distributed more than 74,000 flyers, it says. Leadnow also 

encouraged its supporters to volunteer on the candidates’ campaign, it says. In 

some ridings, Leadnow leveraged its National Call Team, using volunteers from 

outside the riding.  

Leadnow claims to have helped to defeat 24 Conservative incumbents.127 That’s a 

stretch but in a few ridings, it is conceivable that Leadnow had a decisive  impact.  

For example: 

o In Elmswood-Transcona, the Conservative incumbent, Lawrence Toet, was 

defeated by merely 61 votes. That was the narrowest win in all of Canada. 

With paid staff and 130 volunteers in this riding, Leadnow had more than 

6,000 conversations with voters and got 1,674 individuals to pledge to vote for 

the Leadnow-supported candidate who ousted Lawrence Toet. 

o In the Kootenay-Columbia riding in southeastern B.C., the N.D.P. candidate, 

supported by Leadnow, was successful in defeating the Conservative 

incumbent by 282 votes. Wayne Stetski, new to federal politics, defeated 

David Wilks. Leadnow had more than 1,000 vote pledges in this riding, more 

than three times Stetski’s margin of victory. 

In Calgary Centre, Leadnow may also have had an impact. However, this is not as 

evident as in the two ridings mentioned above. In Calgary Centre, 962 individuals 

pledged to vote in favour of the Leadnow-recommended candidate. The 

Conservative incumbent, Joan Crockatt, was defeated by 750 votes. Leadnow had 

a few dozen volunteers on its team, none of whom were from the riding, it says. 

In Eglington-Lawrence, the riding of former Finance Minister, Joe Oliver, Leadnow 

marshaled a substantial presence in favor of the winning candidate, Liberal Marco 

Mendecino who defeated the Honourable Joe Oliver, by 3,490 votes. Leadnow 

volunteers had 5,600 conversations with voters and collected 1,600 vote pledges in 

this riding. As in Calgary Centre, Leadnow says that the vast majority of its team 

(more than 80 percent), was from outside the riding. 

At Leadnow, election campaign preparations began early.128 More than a year 

ahead of the election, Leadnow advertised to hire a communications strategist and 

in May of 2015, Leadnow advertised to hire at least four full-time staff for six months 
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in Vancouver, Winnipeg and South Eastern Ontario.129  "You'll be joining a team to 

build an organizing model that combines large-scale citizen engagement and 

smart, strategic campaigning underscored by a commitment to continual 

improvement through sophisticated testing and analytics," Leadnow explained in 

one of its job ads for hiring election campaign staff.130 By its own admission, there 

was nothing amateur about Leadnow’s approach. 

In the Manitoba riding of Elmswood-Transcona, Leadnow reported to Elections 

Canada that it spent $5,194, including a mere $197 for staff.131,132 That figure is 

surprising given that Leadnow advertised to hire a full-time election organizer for six 

months, specifically for that riding. 

On the one hand, it might be tempting to make the argument that Leadnow made 

the difference between the Liberal win of a majority vs. a minority government. If 

the Conservatives hadn’t been defeated the 24 ridings where Leadnow was active, 

the Liberals would not have a majority government.  But the fact is that, some 

Conservative incumbents were defeated by more than 10,000 votes and would 

likely have lost even in the absence of Leadnow. It could also be argued that if 

Leadnow hadn’t supported nine N.D.P. who defeated Liberal candidates, the 

Liberals might have had an even larger majority. 

Ironically, in Vancouver-Granville, Leadnow’s flagship riding, the Leadnow-

supported candidate came third. In this riding, Leadnow had paid staff for two 

years (since October of 2013). With more than 450 volunteers working in this riding, 

Leadnow had nearly 17,000 conversations with voters, getting 5,432 to pledge 

support for Leadnow’s plan. But in the end, the Liberal candidate, Jody Wilson-

Raybould won by more than 9,000 votes. Leadnow supported the NDP candidate, 

Mira Oreck, and was accused of favouritism and bias because she is a personal 

friend of Leadnow’s executive director. In its report, Leadnow acknowledges, “We 

got it wrong.” To its credit, Leadnow’s discusses the mistakes that were made and 

identifies lessons for the future. 

The Leadnow Voters Initiative Society 

 
In February of 2013, Leadnow opened a separate organization called the Leadnow 

Voters Initiative Society. On August 8, 2015, Leadnow informed the B.C. Register of 

Companies that it intended to dissolve that society and on September 24 of 2015, 

right in the middle of the federal election campaign, Leadnow did just that.133,134 

 

If Leadnow had run its strategic voting initiative as a separate entity, Leadnow 

would have no trouble separating its election spending from other programs.         

As a matter of fact, that’s exactly what Leadnow began to do but then 

discontinued this society. 
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Leadnow Claims Credit For Defeating 25 Conservative Incumbents 10 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
10 This image was included in a tweet from Leadnow, sent October 21, 2015. 

https://twitter.com/Leadnowca/status/656910429315342340 
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Parallels Between Leadnow and Organizing For America 

 

From Leadnow’s Facebook page and its Twitter feed, it is clear that Leadnow took 
aim at the former Prime Minister of Canada, portraying him constantly in a negative 

light. Leadnow referred to Stephen Harper as “slimy,” said that his rhetoric was 
“racist,” that his decade in power was “a disaster” for Canada.135,136,137 In contrast, 

Justin Trudeau and his government are consistently portrayed in a positive light, 
both before and since the election. Leadnow pressures the Trudeau government 
but its criticism, if any, is soft. 

 
It could be tempting to assume that Leadnow is an operative of the Liberal Party of 

Canada. But no clear evidence of that has been found. Rather, Leadnow saw the 
election as an “organizing opportunity” to achieve its goal of regime change, no 
matter which party ultimately got into power.  

 
Since the election, Leadnow has come to play a role in Canada that is somewhat 
parallel to that of Organizing for America in the U.S. Indeed, this is not surprising 

given that Ben Brandzel has a long history with Organizing for America. Leadnow 
helps to create a context of public opinion and provides cover for initiatives that 

eventually are taken on by the Trudeau government, particularly with regards to 
restricting the Canadian oil and gas industry. 
 

A Tweet By Leadnow, December 3, 2015 138 
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Who Funds Leadnow? 

 

Initially, Leadnow said that it was "entirely comprised of volunteers."139 “We are stay-at-

home mothers, dedicated climate activists, social entrepreneurs and esteemed 

business people,” Leadnow said of itself in 2010.  “Our launch has been funded 

through personal savings, family and about 15 founding donors who have mostly 

given around $100,” Leadnow explained at its web-site in March of 2011.140 As for how 

its initial funds were spent, Leadnow said, “Right now, to a combination of technology, 

design work, organizer honorariums, and helping feed Adam and Jamie.”141 

But according to Leadnow's draft business plan for 2010-2013, Leadnow had seed 

capital and had used it to hire Jamie Biggar as its executive director during 2010. 

Furthermore, according to Leadnow’s original plan, it expected to need seed 

funding for at least four years.142 “This timeline begins on October 1st, 2010. The   

FOUR-year countdown begins once the campaign platform is built and the initial 

staff are hired,” Leadnow’s original Business Plan says (capitalization as per the 

original).  Evidently, during the 2011 federal election, Leadnow was far from 

financially independent, if its original plans held. Jamie Biggar has acknowledged 

by telephone that from the start, Leadnow had a donor whom he declines to 

identify.  

One of Leadnow’s fundraising documents includes a table that summarizes what 

Leadnow could deliver in terms of "returns to seed capital investment." Leadnow 

presented a range of scenarios. For $100,000 Leadnow could hire one executive 

director. For $1 million to $1.5 million, Leadnow could hire six staff, do a "full national 

launch" and go for two to three years. 

In its early years, Leadnow made a point of saying that it is wholly Canadian.       

"We rely entirely on individual donations from Canadians," Leadnow said in 2011. 

“We have a strict donor policy that prohibits corporate, government or international 

funding and the exchange of donations for influence,” Leadnow’s website said as 

of October 2011.143 At some point between October of 2011 and February of 2012, 

the words “international funding” in that sentence, were removed. Leadnow’s 
policy against foreign funding must have changed because during 2013, if not 

earlier, Leadnow was receiving U.S. funds from The Tides Foundation in San 

Francisco, California. 

Even from the very beginning, it seems as if Leadnow may have had or anticipated 

having foreign connections and was aware that they were a potential liability. Its 

draft business plan from 2010 mentions that Leadnow would need to protect itself 

from “attacks that it is a narrow or foreign interest.”144 

Leadnow's draft business plan includes a budget which notes that the figures provided 

are in Canadian dollars, a peculiar detail unless the document was intended for non-
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Canadian readers. One possibility is that the Canadian currency designation may 

have been included because Jamie Biggar sought fundraising advice from a friend’s 
aunt who works at a U.S. university.145  Another possibility is that funds were specified in 

U.S. dollars because even from the beginning, Leadnow anticipated receiving funding 

from the U.S.  

Funds From The Tides Foundaation & The Sisu Instiute 

 
U.S. tax returns show that in 2014, Tides paid at least US$78,546 directly to Leadnow. 

No payment from Tides to Leadnow is reported for 2015. In 2016, Tides paid 

US$59,041 directly to Leadnow.  

Tides has also funded Leadnow indirectly through the Sisu Institute Society. Created 

in 2011, the Sisu Institute is based in Sointula, B.C. and run by Jennifer Lash, the long-

time, former executive director of Living Oceans Society. Sisu has received at least 

US$1.4 million (2012 – 2015) from Tides, tax returns say. 

During 2013 Tides paid Sisu US$25,000 towards Leadnow’s New Economy campaign, 

according to a covering letter on a payment. Tides funded Leadnow specifically 

"to generate on-line campaigning, grassroots organizing, and public events designed to 

foster a national conversation about a Canada that is not driven by tar sands development 

which will encourage policy reform to protect the climate and the environment.” Indeed, 

Leadnow has been doing what it has been funded to do by Tides. 

Tides also funds behind-the-scenes support to unspecified beneficiaries. For example, 

in 2012 Tides paid the Sisu Institute to provide “communications support, strategy 

meetings, facilitation training, and travel” for unspecified campaigning. 

 

Leadnow’s Donor Base Created by STRATCOM 

In an interview in October of 2015, Leadnow said that it has "more than 2,000 monthly 

donors."146 But where did Leadnow get those donors? Strategic Communications 

(“STRATCOM”), a private company says that over the course of a year-long program, it 

made contact with 17,444 potential donors to Leadnow, and recruited 1,838 donors.147  

What this means is that a roughly 90 percent of Leadnow's donor base was developed 

by STRATCOM. This is significant because STRATCOM began with funds from the 

Endswell Foundation, one of the charities in the Tides network. Endswell's president, Joel 

Solomon, has a long history as a paid employee and former board chairman of Tides. 

Leadnow is also listed as a client of NetChange. Like STRATCOM, NetChange also got 

started with funds via Joel Solomon. NetChange is also funded by the New Venture 

Fund, based in Washington, D.C., and has also received funding from Tides Canada 

through the Charitable Impact Foundation.148 



 

 39 

The Sisu Institute 

 

Since 2011, The Sisu Institute has had total revenue of $4.6 million. Of that, 99.7% was 

from foundations and exchange gain. In 2015, The Tides Foundation paid the Sisu 

Institute $795,355, tax returns show. That’s equivalent to roughly CAN$ 1 million, 

nearly 60 percent of Sisu’s total revenue for 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: 

For 

2011, 

the 

only 

reported expenditure was -$44.080 for travel expenses. 
Source: Compiled from unaudited financial statements provided by The Sisu Institute. 
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U.S. Funds Paid Via The Tides Foundation to Canadian Organizations Involved 

In The Anti-Pipeline Tar Sands Campaign (2012 – 2015) 

Between 2009 and 2014, Tides made more than 400 payments totaling nearly  

US$-35 million to organizations involved in the Tar Sands Campaign in Canada,  

the U.S. and Europe.  

 

Since 2012, the top-funded organization in The Tar Sands Campaign has been  

The Sisu Institute, paid US$ 722,213 (2012 – 2015). In addition to that, in 20115   

Sisu was paid $700,000 for “Canada’s Road To Paris: Changing The Narrative.”  

 



 

 41 

Who Funds the Citizen Engagement Laboratory? 

 

The funding of the Citizen Engagement Laboratory (“CEL”) is a relevant matter 

because Leadnow is a member of one of its programs, OPEN. 

The CEL has been partially funded by The Tides Foundation, based in San 

Francisco, (“Tides USA”) since 2008. That’s the same year that Tides launched 

the anti-pipeline Tar Sands Campaign against Alberta oil. Since then, Tides 

USA has provided the CEL with at least US$1.7 million (2010-2014) for various 

programs. 

Most but not all of the CEL's funding from Tides has been for election-related 

initiatives. Initially, Tides funded the CEL through the League of Young Voters. 

In fact, the CEL began in 2008 as a fiscally-sponsored project of the League of 

Young Voters. The League provided US$364,000 and Tides accounted for at 

least two thirds of that.  

In 2009 and 2010, the League of Young Voters provided roughly $1.2 million for 

a fiscally sponsored project, tax returns say, but the name of this project is not 

reported in the League's tax returns. Presumably, that project was the CEL, as 

the League does not appear to have had any other fiscally sponsored 

projects at the time. Tides has continued to fund both the CEL and the League 

of Young Voters but in recent years, the CEL has been funded through a third 

organization, The New Organizing Institute. 

According to analysis of information from the U.S. Foundation Center, the CEL's 

biggest funders are The Susan Thompson Buffett Foundation, created by the wife of 

Warren Buffet ($4.5 million), The Tides Foundation ($1.7 million), George Soros’ Open 

Society Institute ($1.3 million), The Ford Foundation ($950,000) and The William & 

Flora Hewlett Foundation ($740,000).  

Few of the grants to the CEL are specifically ear-marked for OPEN. In fact, the only 

donor that seems to have consistently funded OPEN is the Rockefeller Brothers Fund 

which provided at least US$262,000, including US$57,000 in the fall of 2015.149 Along 

with the Ford Foundation and the Arca Foundation, the Rockefeller Brothers Fund 

also funded the week-long retreat held in New York in 2013, which was attended by 

four staff persons from Leadnow.150  
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Funds From The Tides Foundation For The Citizen Engagement Laboratory 

 

Between 2003 and 2014, Tides paid at least US$-28. Million towards the Citizen 
Engagement Laboratory. These funds were paid through the League of Young 

Voters, the New Organizing Institute and other organizations, tax returns show. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In less than five years, Leadnow has grown into an influential  yet relatively unknown 

player in Canadian politics. Leadnow’s get-the-vote-out efforts are one of many 

factors in Canada’s 2015 federal election and may have contributed somewhat to 

the Liberals win of a majority government. 

 

To any organization that seeks to build a movement, it is worth studying Leadnow’s 
approach to networking and team building.Leadnow built itself on a web of five 

intertwined networks: an organizing network, an amplify network, a training network, 

a donor network and a creative network. According to Leadnow’s election 
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campaign plans, it ran its ground campaign with community teams that each 

included four sub-teams, each with its own leader: an action leader, a media 

leader, a social media leader and a data leader.  

  

Leadnow says that it was founded in 2010 by “a group of young people” and  

portrays itself as thoroughly Canadian. “We rely entirely on individual donations from 

Canadians,” Leadnow said.11 But in 2012, Leadnow discontinued its policy against 

international funding. “We launched on a shoe string budget,” Leadnow said. But as 

this report has shown, that is not the whole story.  Leadnow had seed capital from an 

undisclosed source and a ten-year, $16 million dollar plan to defeat the Conservative 

Party of Canada and permanently change how Canadians elect their government.  

 

Since it began, Leadnow has been advised by by Ben Brandzel, the Director of 

Strategic Incubation at the Citizen Engagement Laboratory, (“CEL”) based in 

Oakland California. Leadnow is part of the Online Progressive Engagement Network 

(“OPEN”), a fiscally sponsored program of the CEL. As it appears, Leadnow began 

as a project of the “Strategic Incubation” program of this U.S. organization. 

 

OPEN provides its member organizations with “special access to best-in-class 

external resources ranging from video production to management coaching.”151 

OPEN’s members “connect virtually through thousands of messages every month,” 

and live web seminars.” OPEN’s member groups “gather physically at regular global 

and regional summits and through international staff exchanges.”  Indeed, 

Leadnow staff have attended OPEN meetings in New York, England, Germany and 

Australia, photos show. 

 

In June of 2016, Leadnow staff travelled to Australia and were “participating and 

troubleshooting,” in Australia’s federal election.152 Ben Brandzel, OPEN’s executive 

director, has described this as “a perfect case study” of how OPEN works.153 

 

Since 2012, the CEL’s annual revenue has sky-rocketed to a high of US$17 million,      

tax returns show. Evidently, the CEL is home to a global powerhouse of election 

campaigning, and part of it is Leadnow. 

 

Make no mistake about it, Leadnow has a right to be part of an international 

network of progressive organizations. That’s not a problem. But given Leadnow’s 
involvement in Canadian and Australian federal elections, given Leadnow’s 
campaigns against major energy projects and its campaign for electoral reform, 

Leadnow’s U.S. funding and support needs to be out in the open. That’s fair. 

 

                                                        
11 https://web.archive.org/web/20111206233243/http://www.Leadnow.ca/en/donate 
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“Stopping Harper,” Part of Leadnow’s “2016 Transformation Plan” 12 

 

                                                        
12 https://prezi.com/wcfc-wgfpgat/Leadnows-2016-transformation-plan/ 
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“Stopping Harper, An Organizing Opportunity” 13 

 

                                                        
13 https://prezi.com/wcfc-wgfpgat/Leadnows-2016-transformation-plan/ 
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Leadnow’s 2016 Transformation Plan (Published in 2013) 14 

 

                                                        
14 https://prezi.com/wcfc-wgfpgat/Leadnows-2016-transformation-plan/ 
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Leadnow’s 2016 Transformation Plan (Published in 2013) 15

                                                        
15 https://prezi.com/wcfc-wgfpgat/Leadnows-2016-transformation-plan/ 
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Leadnow’s 2016 Transformation Plan (Published in 2013) 16 

 

                                                        
16 https://prezi.com/wcfc-wgfpgat/Leadnows-2016-transformation-plan/ 
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“One of the Best Organizing Opportunities We Will Ever Have” 17 

 

                                                        
17 https://prezi.com/__vrnxid_ebs/Leadnow-2-year-strategy-gut-check/ 
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“We Can Grow Our Campaigning Community Through Opposition” 18 

 

                                                        
18 https://prezi.com/__vrnxid_ebs/Leadnow-2-year-strategy-gut-check/ 
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Materials Produced By Leadnow 19 

 

 

                                                        
19 https://prezi.com/seue2_isj9jm/our-moment-looking-to-2015-and-beyond/ 
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Materials Produced By Leadnow 20 

 

                                                        
20 https://prezi.com/seue2_isj9jm/our-moment-looking-to-2015-and-beyond/ 
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Appendix I 

 

Leadnow in the 2017 B.C. Election 

 
 

This section provides a summary of key claims made by Leadnow in its e-mails to 
subscribers in relation to the provincial election in British Columbia in May of 2017.  A 

limited amount of additional commentary is also provided below. 
 
April 5, 2017 - “The Liberals have two massive weaknesses,” Leadnow told its 

subscribers in one of its first e-mails that was specific to the B.C. election. “If they 
can't keep a lid on the political donation scandal, or if progressives vote in huge 

numbers, the BC Liberals are toast,” Leadnow predicted in early April. In hindsight, 

Leadnow was quite correct.  
 

Asking its e-mail subscribers whether Leadnow should launch a campaign to help 
unseat Christy Clark, Leadnow staged its campaign as if it had received a mandate 

to do so from its on-line community. But the fact is, the beginnings of Leadnow’s 
campaign against the B.C. Liberals were in the works long ahead of the election. 
 

“As an independent organization that’s not affiliated with any one political party, 
we can reach voters who might tune out when they hear from political parties. And 
that means we can have a huge impact,” Leadnow noted. Leadnow’s status as a 

third party also means that it can say and do things that the other political parties 
don’t have to be accountable for, like run vile ads. 

 
“We’ve already done research into the key battleground ridings, and mapped out 
a plan to reach the key voters who will decide whether or not Christy Clark’s Liberal 

win again,” Leadnow admitted, adding, “If enough Leadnow members are on 
board, we can launch a hard- hitting campaign to blow the lid of the BC Liberals’ 
political donations scandal, and help make sure voters show up in droves.” 
 
April 7, 2017 - “I can’t believe these numbers. More than 4875 people have already 

weighed in on our BC election survey,” Leadnow told its e-mail subscribers. A day 
later, the number of replies was 6,878 and 97 percent supported the idea that 

Leadnow should help oust Christy Clark, or so Leadnow says.  
 

“Its on.” Leadnow announced, three days later on April 10, 2017. 

 
Leadnow is no dummy. On the contrary, the insights revealed in Leadnow’s 
election-related e-mails indicate that Leadnow is anything but a novice 

organization. “Studies have found that one of the most effective ways to boost 
turnout in elections is to show voters that lots of other people are excited about the 

election, and planning to vote,” Leadnow told its subscribers, explaining that this 
why Leadnow wanted to get as many signatures as possible on a pledge to vote to 
oust Christy Clark. “If thousands of us sign, we can show that there’s momentum for 
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change this election, and inspire even more voters to join us at the polls,” Leadnow 
added, promising to work “around-the-clock to get the vote out.”  

 

April 9, 2017 - Leadnow reported that in four days (between April 5 and 9), more 

than 4,875 people had responded to its election survey about whether Leadnow 
should launch a “major campaign.” 
 

April 10, 2017 - Leadnow asked its members to sign a vote pledge. “This is just the 
first step in our election campaign,” Leadnow sayd. “In the next days, we’ll share 

plans for a hard-hitting ad campaign to keep the spotlight on Christy Clark’s 
scandalous relationship with her big-money donors. And in the last weeks of the 
election, we’ll work around the clock to get out the vote.” 

 

April 12, 2017 - Leadnow announced plans to run hard-hitting radio ads. “If we raise 
$10,000 we can blanket radio ads across key battleground ridings and keep the 

focus on Christy Clark's shady donations scandal.  
 

“The election could come down to a few battleground ridings in the suburbs of 
Vancouver, where commuters  spend hours every day stuck in traffic listening to the 
radio. Your ads will reach thousands of voters every day, and in ridings with razor-

think margins, that could make all the difference.”   
 

”If we can raise $10,000 in the next week, your hard-hitting radio ad will be heard 
almost 2 million times by the voters who will decide if Christy Clark wins or loses on 
May 9.”  

 
April 18, 2017 - “We’ll be able to flood the airwaves in the key ridings that could cost 

the BC Liberals the election. But we only have until 9 am this Thursday to reach our 
target, otherwise the radio station will give the radio slots to someone else. “Your 
ads will reach thousands of voters every day, and in ridings with razor-thin margins, 

that could make all the difference.” 
 
April 22, 2017 - Leadnow announced that 413 members of its community had 

chipped in to pay for the radio ads. “Together, we’re blowing the lid off of Christy 
Clark’s political donation scandal, with a powerful ad that will be heard 1,800,000 

times and will make key voters think twice about supporting the BC Liberals.” Again, 
Leadnow noted that it was targeting “key ridings in Vancouver’s suburbs – ridings 
where commuters spend hours every day stuck in traffic listening to the radio.” 

Leadnow predicted, “In these tight races, your ad could tip the scales and cost the 
BC Liberals seats they can’t afford to lose.” What role Leadnow’s ad actually played 

is hard to know, but one thing is certain: in the end, the outcome of B.C.’s election 
did come down to a handful of tight races, just as Leadnow and others had 
predicted. 

 
It is important to note that by its own admission, Leadnow’s radio ad was “designed 

for suburban voters who might support the BC Liberals.”  
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April 25, 2017 - Leadnow again warned, “if progressive voters stay home on election 
day, Christy Clark wins again.” But Leadnow was not about to let that happen. 

”We’ve got a plan to foil Christy Clark’s cynical strategy with a massive get-out-the-
vote campaign – but we need to raise $6,000,” Leadnow explained, adding, 

“Research shows that direct one-on-one contact is the surest way to boost turnout. 
We’ve already sketched out a plan to contact thousands of key voters, and we’ve 
even recruited a team of volunteer leaders to help…” 

 
“We’re ready to launch a big get-out-the-vote campaign to reach voters through 

text messages, phone calls and social media,” Leadnow announced. 
 
May 1, 2017 – Again emphasizing its Get-The-Vote-Out message, Leadnow warned, 

“It could all come down to whether progressive voters turn out to vote or stay home 

on May 9th.” 
 

Accusing Christy Clark of “voter suppression tactics,” Leadnow announced that it 
would launch a phoning campaign to reach “thousands” of key voters.  “On 

Sunday and Monday (two days before the election), dozens of Leadnow volunteers 
will be getting together to make phone calls and get out the vote. Phone calls have 
been proven to boost voter turnout, and together we can reach hundreds – even 

thousands – of key voters.  We’ll be targeting our calls to battleground ridings where 
just a handful of additional votes could be all it takes to defeat the BC Liberal 

candidate.”  
 
No publicly available information could be found about which “battleground 

ridings” Leadnow targeted.  
 

“Just a handful of people making calls could ad up to hundreds of voter contacts in 
a short time,” Leadnow told its supporters. 
 

May 4, 2017 - “We whipped up a hard-hitting social media campaign designed to 
shine a spotlight on Christy Clark’s scandalous corporate donations and convince 
undecided voters not to support the BC Liberals,” Leadnow told its on-line 

community. 
  

Time was of the essence. “… if we’re going to stop Christy Clark’s comeback we 
need to reach thousands of voters this weekend, when undecided voters will be 
making up their minds about who to support.... We can reach 1,000 voters in 

battleground ridings for just $5. IF we raise at least $4,000 in the next 48 hours, we’ll 
flood Facebook with your ad this weekend,” Leadnow claimed. 

 
“We’ve already tested 20 different ads to find the message that resonates most. 
We’ve got the winning ad ready to go, we just need to raise the money to run the 

ads. For just $5 you can help reach more than 1,000 voters,” Leadnow told its e-mail 
subscribers. 

 
May 6, 2017 – With “Final Push” in its subject line, Leadnow sent out an e-mail that 
said, “Amazing! 70 of you have already signed up to make phone calls to get out 
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the vote.” “If five more volunteers join tomorrow’s phone bank, we’ll be on track to 
call almost 4,000 key voters in battle ground ridings to make sure they’ve got a plan 

to vote. Can you join in our Phone Party tomorrow?” 
 

“Leadnow is uniquely positioned to tip the scales against Christy Clark because we 
have thousands of supporters living in battleground ridings.” 
 

”With barely a week to go until the BC election, the latest polls show a right race. It 
could all come down to whether progressive voters turn out to vote or stay home on 

May 9th.” 
 
May 9, 2017 - On election day, Leadnow boasted that “thousands of Leadnow 

members are voting today,” Leadnow encouraged its members to remind family 

and friends to vote. “Study after study has shown that a reminder from a friend is 
one of the most effective ways to get out the vote. In addition to voting, can you 

take a minute to forward this e-mail to your friends and family to remind them to 
vote today?" 

 
Leadnow didn’t stop when the election results came in.  
 

May 11, 2017 – Immediately after the election, Leadnow began to work hard to 
establish the idea that some sort of collaboration between the Green Party and the 

NDP was both popular and legitimate.  
 
“In the last 24 hours almost 8,500 people have signed the petition calling on the NDP 

and the Greens to cooperate on issues like electoral reform, stopping Kinder 
Morgan and getting big money out of politics – after a historic election left Christy 

Clark with a minority government (for now). 
 
“The next 48 hours will set the tone for what’s possible,” Leadnow observed. 

 
Predicting how the political parties would react, Leadnow explained to its members, 
“Christy Clark will try to frame cooperation between the NDP and the Greens as a 

“backroom deal” in a desperate attempt to retain power. That’s why it’s so 
important that we demonstrate public support for cooperation now, before the BC 

Liberals can sabotage it. Plus, after exchanging attacks during the election, the NDP 
and Greens may be wary about working together,” Leadnow saw. “If we want to 
Greens and the NDP to work together, we need to act now, before the parties 

finalize their strategies.” 
 

May 11, 2017 – Leadnow told its e-mail subscribers, “The next 24 hours are critical 
and will shape the tone for what’s possible. A massive petition could convince 
Horgan and Weaver to put their differences aside and work together to move our 

shared values forward…” 
 

May 17, 2017 – Leadnow claimed to have 15,000 signatures on its petition to get the 
Green Party and the NDP to work together.  “Together, we can capture the 
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attention of party leaders and ram home the message that cooperation between 
NDP and Greens is legitimate, and the publicly strongly support it.” 

 
“We’re already organizing an event at the BC legislature where we’ll deliver your 

15,000 signatures in front of a frenzy of news cameras that will blast the cooperation 
message across the province. We’re also planning a phoning action to encourage 
Leadnow supporters who voted for the three Green MLAs to call and ask them to 

support cooperation with the NDP. A hard-hitting ad in The Times will round out this 
strategy, amplify your message, and make support for cooperation impossible to 

ignore.” 
 
May 19, 2017 – Leadnow appealed to its members to donate ”to get  hard-hitting 

ad in the Times to make public support for Green-NDP cooperation a message that 

can’t be ignored.” 
 

“We need to counter Clark’s attempt to hold onto power by jamming the airwaves 
with public support for cooperation. Imaging Horgan and Weaver opening the 

Times on Tuesday morning to see a crowdfunded ad recognizing their shared values 
and calling on them to cooperate for a better B.C. Then, imagine decision-makers 
turning on the TV that same day to a story covering our 15,000 plus petition, 

reminding them that a majority of British Columbians want change – all the while 
Green MLAs are receiving phone calls from their voters asking them to cooperate 

with the NDP. This is a powerful strategy, and one that can work.”   
 
May 22, 2017 - “A massive show of public support for cooperation could be the 

tipping point to get NDP Leader John Horgan and Green Party Leader Andew 
Weaver to work together – but we need to make the petition huge before Tuesday. 

Sign the petition now!” 
 
“We can counter Clark’s bogus narrative with a massive petition calling for 

cooperation – and delivering it in front of a frenzy of TV news cameras. Over 15,000 
people have already signed, but we need to make this petition huge before 
tomorrow’s petition delivery.” 

 
May 25, 2017 – “If we flood social media with support for cooperation between the 

NDP and the Green, we can convince them to work together. Will you take a 
Cooperate for BC selfie now? Take Action Now!”  
 

“Will you take a Cooperate for BC selfie today? Its super easy: just download and 
print the template, write in what issue you want the NDP and Greens to work 

together on, take a photo of yourself with your sign, and post it to facebook or 
twitter. Click here to see the instructions and download the sign.” 
 

(Leadnow’s Co-operate for BC Selfie campaign was a bust). 
 

“On Tuesday, we delivered your petition with over 25,000 signatures calling for 
cooperation to BC Green MLA-elect Sonia Furnstenau and BC NDP MLA Carole 
James. Along with our coalition partners, the Union of BC Indian Chiefs, BC Health 



 

 59 

Coalition, the $10 a day Childcare Campian, Stand.Earth, Force of Nature, One 
Cowichan and The Rolling Justice Bus Against Site C, we stood in front of a swarm of 

video cameras and reporters and make sure your message was heard loud and 
clear.” 

 
May 24, 2017 – Leadnow claimed it was “Under Attack” by a group of 
Conservatives who filed complaints with Elections Canada. Leadnow rejected 

allegations that it used foreign funds for its 2015 federal election campaign. “We 
want to be clear: the allegations are false. No foreign money was used in our 2015 

election campaign,” Leadnow said. Leadnow went on to explain its funding but 
side-stepped the question of whether Leadnow receives U.S. funding indirectly via 
the Sisu Institute.  

 

Leadnow told its e-mail subscribers, “The real story behind out funding model is 
simple: Leadnow is 75% funded by individuals donors – people like you who chip in 

when you can to help make a difference on issues you care about.  The average 
donation to Leadnow is $19, and we have over 2,600 monthly donors who help 

keep the lights on.  The remaining 25% of our funding comes from vetted like-
minded organizations and donors for specific campaigns that are aligned with our 
community’s top-ranked priorities. These include things like rising to the challenge of 

the international climate crisis. In 2015, less than 17% came from international 
collaboration on some of the biggest challenges of our times, including on climate.” 

 
May 29, 2017 – Leadnow took credit for forcing the Green Party and the NDP to 
work together. In an e-mail to subscribers, Leadnow wrote, “The Green Party 

negotiated with both parties, and experts were speculating that they would back 
the BC Liberals. But the Leadnow community sprang into action, creating a massive 

groundswell of support for Green-NDP cooperation that the parties couldn’t 
ignore…. More than 25,000 of you signed petitions calling on the Greens and NDP to 
work together. Hundreds of you chipped in to amplify the message with a full-page 

ad in Victoria’s top newspaper. Last week, we delivered your signatures in front of a 
frenzy of reporters, making headlines across the province.” 
 

Leadnow concluded, “From helping defeat Stephen Harper’s Conservatives in the 
2015 election, to helping hold Christy Clark’s BC Liberals to a minority, and 

convincing the NDP and the Greens to work together to form government, the 
Leadnow community is helping to change the political landscape in this country…” 
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Appendix II 

 

Correspondence With Leadnow, OPEN and Leadnow’s Lawyer 

 
This section offers a chronological list of communications with Leadnow and with 

Ben Brandzel, OPEN’s Executive Director, regarding Leadnow’s funding, activities 
and in-kind support from OPEN. 

 
Background 

 

June 16, 2012 – Sent a letter to Mr. Ross McMillan (cc to Ms. Jodi Whyte), outlining a 
long list of questions about Tides Canada’s funding and activities. One of the 

questions was whether Tides Canada was funding Leadnow or any of the individuals 

involved with Leadnow. Specifically, I asked whether Tides funded Leadnow as part 
of its program called “Inner Activist, a program to help activists “be radically more 

effective.” See page 21 of the letter posted online.21 No reply received. 
 

Correspondence Directly With Leadnow and Ben Brandzel at OPEN 

 
October 13, 2015 – Posted on Twitter an excerpt of a payment from The Tides 

Foundation to Leadnow via the Sisu Institute.154 
 
October 14, 2015 – Via Twitter, requested Leadnow to post its financial statements at 

its web-site for Leadnow’s Voter Initiative Society.155 Amara Possian replied the same 
day to say that Leadnow Voters Initiative Society had been dissolved and that 

Leadnow had posted its financials for 2013 and 2014 at its web-site.156,157 

 
October 15, 2015 – Tweeted excerpts of Leadnow’s financial statements for 2013 

and 2014, noting that Leadnow’s total revenue had tripled between 2012 and 
2014.158 Also tweeted a link to an article by StratCom, explaining how it helped 

Leadnow develop its donor base.159  
 
October 15, 2015 – Wrote to Ben Brandzel, Executive Director of OPEN, to inquire via 

e-mail about OPEN and Leadnow’s involvement with OPEN. No reply received. 
 

October 12, 2016 – Called Ben Brandzel via telephone and left a voice-mail 
message at (781) 258-6154. Sent an e-mail to the address (brandzel@gmail.com) 

provided by Mr. Brandzel on his automated voice mail, inquiring about OPEN's 

funding and activities, and in particular, about the involvement of OPEN in 
Canada's 2015 federal election. No reply received. 
 

October 17, 2016 – Tweeted again that Leadnow claims to have >2,000 supporters 
and that it got at least 1,838 of them via Stratcom, a company started by Tides via 

Joel Solomon.160  Tweeted an excerpt of a job ad posted by Leadnow in which 

                                                        
21 http://fairquestions.typepad.com/files/vivian-tidescan-16june2012.pdf 

mailto:brandzel@gmail.com)
http://fairquestions.typepad.com/files/vivian-tidescan-16june2012.pdf
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Leadnow acknowledges that it had “major donors” for its 2015 election 
campaign.161  

 
October 18, 2015 - Spoke briefly with Adam Shedletzky as he was headed out to 

brunch with his family. Reached him at (647) 213-6591. Mr. Shedletzky promised to 
return my call later that same day. He didn’t. 
 

October 18, 2015 – E-mailed Jamie Biggar, requesting opportunity to speak with him 
about “the original seed capital that LeadNow obtained and the donors that 

helped you get started back in 2010, 2011 & 2012.” Also forwarded my e-mail to 
Adam Shedletzky. No reply. 
 

February 29, 2016 - Spoke with Jamie Biggar at length by telephone. Reached him 

at (778) 847-8205. Explained my questions about Leadnow’s original funding and 
whether Leadnow was created as part of the “Strategic Incubation” program of the 

Citizen Engagement Laboratory in Oakland, California. Mr. Biggar promised to 
consult with other board members and get back to me with answers to my 

questions. He did not. 
 
March 1, 2016 - Following up on the phone call of the previous day, I e-mailed Mr. 

Biggar a list of questions about 1) Financial Statements for Leadnow for 2015, 2) 
Grants & Major Donations ($465,758), 3) Funding from the Sisu Institute Society, 4) 

Seed Capital/Anonymous Donor back in 2010, 5) Ben Brandzel and the Citizen 
Engagement Laboratory, 6) Staff hired for the federal election campaign, 7) 
Funding from Tides during 2015.  

 
March 4, 2016 - E-mailed Jamie Biggar to ask what sort of timeframe would be feasible 

for him to reply to my question of March 1, 2016. Also e-mailed Adam Shedletzky. No 
reply. 
 

March 29, 2016 - E-mailed both Jamie Biggar and Adam Shedletzky requesting a 
reply to my questions of March 1 by the end of the week, April 4, 2016. No reply. 
 

March 29, 2016 - E-mailed Mr. Adam Shedletszky, forwarding the questions sent to 
Mr. Jamie Biggar on March 1, 2016. Requested a reply. None received. 

 
August 11, 2016 - Left voice mail messages and sent e-mails to both Adam 
Shedletzky and Jamie Biggar, re-iterating my questions about Leadnow’s original 

donor and funding. No reply. 
 

September 14, 2016 – Via Twitter, asked Jamie Biggar and Amara Possian to post 
Leadnow’s financial statements for 2015.162 
 

October 11, 2016 - Sent a detailed letter by e-mail to both Jamie Biggar and Adam 
Shedletzky with cc to Mr. Ben Brandzel, Executive Director of the Online Progressive 

Engagement Network. Requested a reply within a week, by October 18, 2016.  No 
reply received. 
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October 11 & 12, 2016 – Asked Amara Possian via Twitter whether Leadnow had 
received the 22-page letter that I sent to her the previous day. Ms. Possian replied 

“Yep” via Twitter. Her tweet was later deleted.163 
 

October 17, 2016 - Further to my e-mail of October 11, 2016, I sent a follow-up e-mail  
to Jamie Biggar, Adam Shedletzky, Ben Brandzel, Lyndsay Poaps and Amara Possian. 
No reply received. 

 
October 18, 2016 – Via Twitter, asked Amara Possian about OPEn, the U.S.-funded 

network that Leadnow is part of. Asked, “Why no mention of Leadnow’s 
involvement with OPEN?”164 No reply.  
 

October 24, 2016 – Tweeted a link to my article about Leadnow and other groups, 

“The Great Green Election Machine,” in Alberta Oil magazine.165 Tweeted it again 
on Nov. 1 and Nov. 22, 2016.166,167 

 
October 31, 2016 – Tweeted to Leadnow, asking whether they had any comment 

on my article, “The Great Green Election Machine.”168 No response noted. 
 
April 10, 2017 – Noting that Leadnow was getting involved in the B.C. election, 

asked Leadnow via Twitter to post its financial statements for 2016 at its web-site.169 
No response noted. 

 
April 12, 2017 – Sent an e-mail to Leadnow (Jolan Bailey, Jamie Biggar & Amara 
Possian) to request a copy of Leadnow’s financial statements for 2016. No reply 

received. 
 

April 22, 2017 – Via Twitter, asked Leadnow, for the second time, to post its financial 
statements for 2016 at its web-site.170 No response noted. 
 

April 24, 2017 – Via Twitter, asked Leadnow, for the third time, to post its financial 
statements for 2016 at its web-site.171 No response received. 
 

May 24, 2017 – Tweeted links to information in the federal government’s database 
showing that Leadnow has 24 registered lobbyists and received $8,433 from federal 

government sources in 2016.172,173  
 
May 31, 2017 – E-mailed Ms. Poaps a copy of the entire submission that I made to 

Canada Elections on May 24, 2017. My e-mail concluded, “If I have presented 
anything in the attached report that is factually incorrect, or if I have missed any 

important points, please let me know. If I do not hear from you during the course of 
this week, I will assume that you do not dispute any of the information or points that I 
have raised in the attached document.” 

 
Also e-mailed Lyndsay Poaps, Executive Director of Leadnow, requesting copies of 

Leadnow’s financial statements for 2016. No reply received as of June 21, 2017. 
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June 2, 2017 – Received a letter from Mark C. Underhill, legal counsel for Leadnow. 
Mr. Underhill alleged that my report, sent May 31, 2017 was “replete with errors.”Mr. 

Underhill provided two examples of what he considered were “glaring inaccuracies. 
Neither of the examples he provided were, in fact, inaccuracies.  

 
June 5, 2017 – I sent a letter to Mark Underhill with 32 pages of screengrabs and 
other evidence to show him that neither of the two “inaccuracies” that he alleged 

in his letter of June 5, 2017 were, in fact, inaccuracies. 
 

June 7, 2017 – Received a second letter from Mark Underhill. None of the issues 
raised in my letter of June 5, 2017 were addressed. 
 

Mr. Underhill stated, “Leadnow does not intend to detail the errors contained in your 

report. To be clear, you should not assume that Leadnow agrees with the content of 
your report or is “refusing to comment”. Leadnow has already made full and 

complete disclosure to the Office of the Commissioner of Canada Elections, and will 
address any further inquiries from that office if it becomes necessary to do so.”  
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