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Not so long ago, when someone asked you what sort of business 
you were in, the answer was fairly straightforward. Today, this 
basic question gets a much more considered response from the 
leaders I speak with. Technology is enabling disruption in ways 
that few of us ever imagined, and digital change is breaking down 
boundaries between geographies and industry sectors, prompting 
many CEOs to reevaluate the businesses they are in – and the new 
businesses they are looking to get into.

As organizations rethink what their futures might hold, I find 
that conversations about technological advancements also lead 
to comments about the changing business needs, talent pools and 
capabilities required today. To compete, companies are having 
to look in new places – different geographies, industries and 
demographics – for new ideas.

Many organizations are now looking at new ways to bring 
that innovative gene to their businesses, including creating 
partnerships and alliances. Here at PwC, our alliance with Google 
is an example of how we are partnering with others to disrupt 
ourselves and assist our clients in finding new ways to work.

In this issue of Up front magazine, Canadian executives and 
experts talk about how they’re looking beyond their walls as a 
strategic response to reshaping the future of their companies. I’d 
like to thank everyone who shared their time and stories. To our 
readers – enjoy, and give us your feedback. 
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Bill McFarland

CEO and Senior Partner,  
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The modern-day CFO

PRESENTED BY SPONSORED BY

2015 Recipient of Canada’s 
CFO of the Year™ Award 

Dean McCann
EVP and Chief Financial Offi cer, 
Canadian Tire Corporation, Ltd.

Nominations for the 2016 CFO of the Year Award are 
now open. Please visit www.cfoy.ca for more details.

“ Dean has helped move the company in new directions in order to create 
value for Canadian Tire’s investors and employees.  We commend him for 
ensuring the strength of such a valued Canadian company and extend our 
most heartfelt congratulations to Dean, who has proven himself to be an 
innovative and progressive leader.”

 Tahir Ayub, Managing Partner, Markets and Industries, PwC Canada.

DM161696_Pg01-46_PWC_WINTER_2015.indd   1 15-11-16   12:04 PM



 Up front Winter 2015 3

Up front

Publisher
Tahir Ayub

Managing Partner, Markets and Industries, PwC Canada 
 
Editors
Nick Rockel

The Globe and Mail

Robert MacKay

PwC Canada

Contributors
Paula Arab, Chris Atchison, Tahir Ayub, Sal Bianco, 
Martin Bernier, Chris Bolin, Joon Chan,  
Adam Crutchfield, Leanne Delap, Elisabeth Finch, 
Jennifer D. Foster, Tim Fraser, Donald Gagné,  
Rafal Gerszak, David Israelson, Marjo Johne, 
Christopher Korchin, Joel Kranc, Mike Lalich,  
James Martin, Bill McFarland, Alain Michaud, 
Christinne Muschi, Amanda Palmer,  
Minas Panagiotakis, Catherine Peacock, William 
Platt, Anicka Quin, Susan Smith, Roberta Staley,  
Steven Tanzi, Francis Vachon, Brooke Valentine

PwC
Bill McFarland

CEO and Senior Partner, PwC Canada

Nicole Chesman

Program Manager, Up front

Kelly Nicoll

Creative Lead, Design, PwC Canada

Globe Edge

Teena Poirier

Director, Content Marketing Group

Sean Stanleigh

Managing Editor, Globe Content Studio

Simon Beck

Senior Editor, Custom Content Group

Lauren Heintzman

Art Director

Liz Massicotte

Program Manager, Globe Edge

Isabelle Cabral

Production Co-ordinator, The Globe and Mail

Cover photo
Christinne Muschi  

Up front magazine is designed and produced by The Globe and Mail 
Custom Content Group on behalf of PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. 
All correspondence: 
PwC Tower Attention: Robert Mackay 
18 York Street, Suite 2600 
Toronto, Ont. M5J 0B2 
upfrontmagazine@ca.pwc.com 
upfront.pwc.com

Printing and Pre-press by DM Digital+1 
© 2015 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, an Ontario limited liability 
partnership. All rights reserved. PwC refers to the Canadian member 
firm, and may sometimes refer to the PwC network. Each member 
firm is a separate legal entity. Please see www.pwc.com/structure for  
further details. 
PwC Canada helps organizations and individuals create the value 
they’re looking for. More than 6,500 partners and staff in offices 
across the country are committed to delivering quality in assurance, 
tax, consulting and deals services. PwC Canada is a member of the 
PwC network of firms with close to 195,000 people in 157 countries. 
Find out more by visiting us at www.pwc.com/ca.

6 A woman’s place
Corporate director Suzanne 
Labarge makes the case for 
gender diversity on boards

26 The power  
of balance
William Platt, Deals Partner, 
PwC Canada

32 The FX factor
Brooke Valentine, Partner, 
PwC Corporate Finance

42 The upside of down
Adam Crutchfield, Consulting 
Partner, PwC Canada; Steven 
Tanzi, Consulting and Deals 
Partner, PwC Canada

Insights
Analysis and insight from respected professionals

End game
44 After a long captivity in Somalia, Amanda Lindhout 
looked past her ordeal by creating a foundation that changes 
lives in the troubled African country

 Up front Winter 2015 3

DM161696_Pg02-27_PWC_WINTER_2015.indd   3 15-11-17   11:50 AM

2 Up front Winter 2015

Up front Winter 2015 In this issue

Over the past year, the Canadian economy 
has been hit hard as energy prices and the 
loonie head to new lows. Yet Canadian 
businesses soldier on, continually finding 
innovative ways to create value for an 
ever-widening group of stakeholders.

One way they’re doing this is through 
partnerships, transactions, strategic 
investments and collaborative business 
models, according to our 18th Annual 
Global CEO Survey. In fact, 80 per cent of 
Canadian executives expected to enter 
some sort of strategic alliance or joint 
venture in 2015.

During the past few months, 
we’ve talked to business leaders 
from across the country about 
how their recent deals play into 
their overall strategy. Some of 
the most interesting stories have 
come from the mid-sized private 
companies that make up the 
backbone of our economy. In 
this issue of Up front magazine, 
we’ve published a few of 
these conversations, together 
with insights from our own 
experience.

Enjoy.
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Do you think diversity is becoming more 
important now that globalization and technology 
are forcing companies to be more agile and less 
traditional in order to survive?
Yes, it’s very important in today’s changing world 
to bring more perspectives to the table. But I’m not 
sure that women alone are part of that perspective. 
You’re looking at a broad range of skills for where 
you think your strategy’s going because the 
composition of your board needs to reflect your 
strategic direction. Gender diversity is really only 
one part of the kind of diversity you’re now looking 
for. It’s really making sure that you have diversity 

How do organizations benefit from having more 
women on their boards?
There are a number of benefits. One is that it 
changes, in a very subtle way, the dialogue of the 
board. There’s something about a group of men 
versus a mixed group just in terms of the language, 
the conversation, the focus. 

It will be interesting to see how this changes as 
there are more women on boards, but right now, I 
would say the women who are on boards quite often 
have been one of few women at their level in their 
organizations, and they have learned to live with 
being an outsider. So they are actually far more 
prepared to ask the hard questions. And the men 
on that board are really glad that they’re doing it 
because, although they know the questions should 
be asked, they’re not prepared to rattle the cage. 
So I think sometimes what you get is a dialogue on 
different issues because women don’t feel they have 
to be part of the cozy little group.

What kind of hard questions are we talking about? 
There are hard questions that have to be asked all 
the time that nobody wants to ask, and I’m 
thinking of ones particularly around CEOs. I can 
think of an example of a board that I was on, 
where nobody liked the CEO, and they kept talking 
about him being no good. Finally, I said, “We have 
to either give him endorsement so he can do his 
job or we’ve got to say we’re getting rid of him.” 
Everybody knew it was the right question, but 
nobody wanted to be the one to put it on the table. 
It’s group dynamics. There are very few men I 
know on boards who are prepared to be the person 
who will ask that hard question.

in all elements, whether it be, in some cases, racial 
or international. 

But by far, the biggest thing for a board to take a 
look at is do you really have the all the right set of 
skills? And secondly, can a person work within the 
board effectively? The dynamics of the board are 
quite often what makes it effective or ineffective. 
Having diversity within an effective board makes it a 
very effective board.  Uf

For the full conversation with Suzanne Labarge, visit 
upfront.pwc.com.

As a director of several large corporations, Suzanne Labarge has found that women on boards are more 
prepared than their male counterparts to ask tough questions.

Insights| Talent

Having diversity 
within an effective 
board makes it a very 
effective board.
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A woman’s place
Corporate director Suzanne Labarge makes the case for gender diversity on boards

By Susan Smith

Insights | Talent
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A woman’s place
Corporate director Suzanne Labarge makes the case for gender diversity on boards

By Susan Smith

Suzanne Labarge knows what it’s like to be a female 
director in a male-dominated corporate world. The 
former Vice-Chair and Chief Risk Officer of Royal 
Bank of Canada sits on the boards of Coca-Cola 
Enterprises and Irish insurance company XL Group 
plc, and she is Chancellor of McMaster University in 
Hamilton, Ont. Labarge has also served as a director 
of Deutsche Bank AG and U.S. aluminum product 
maker Novelis Inc. Labarge spoke with Up front at 
the National Club in Toronto about the importance  
of gender diversity at the board level.

Why are governments so concerned about having 
more gender diversity on corporate boards?
I think it’s complete frustration on the part of 
governments that, despite all the steps they’ve 
taken, they have not seen women rise up in the 
corporate world. And there seems to be a view that 
if you put more women on boards, they will act as a 
catalyst for moving women up within corporations.

Why are boards moving so slowly on gender 
diversity?
Because there’s no diversity at the corporate level. It 
ends up being the chicken and the egg. Having been 
on search committees for women on boards, you’re 
normally looking for somebody who’s either been on 
a board or has been in situations where they’ve had 
exposure to a board and know how a board should 
work. And the problem is, we’re seeing very little at 
that level still in corporations, which means that in a 
lot of cases, people have reached out to what I would 
call non-corporate areas, which works for some 
industries but not quite as well in other places.

So some industries are moving more slowly than 
others?
It’s hard to say. I’m lucky I’m on boards where there 
is a fair amount of gender diversification. I would 
think that some of the big manufacturers find it 
harder if they’re looking for industry expertise for 
pure manufacturing.

Why is it important to start at the top?
Boards, if they are doing their job properly, are 
involved in succession planning. They can drive 
succession planning below the CEO level, down to the 
operating level, which is where the next generation of 
leaders is coming from. They can ask to see people at 
the board level and see how they perform. 

If you’ve only got men on the board, they tend 
to revert to “Let’s talk operations only,” because 
they like it. I think the idea may be that if you get 
diversification, women will have more of a tendency 
to try to look at succession planning and to get the 
board to discuss it from a different perspective than 
they currently do. 

Do women tend to think more strategically?
I know a lot of women who are purely operational, 
but they are more conscious of the fact that 
succession planning is where the women are going 
to come from. And if they are committed to diversity 
– and I have to say I’m not sure all women are – they 
will push that element as they look at it, without 
giving up the fact that what you still want is top-
quality people to be in whatever job you choose.

Are you in favour of quotas?
Looking at diversity, no, I don’t like quotas at all. I’ve 
been in worlds where there are quotas. I think the 
Norwegians started it off … and there were a group 
of women known as the Golden Legs because they 
were on 25 boards. You end up with a small pool to 
choose from … so you may not get what you want.

How do you go about getting more women to be 
considered for board positions? 
It’s the terms of reference we give to headhunters or 
the nominating committees themselves, so that 
as recommendations come forward, women and 
minorities are always on the list. We say, “Tell us 
what’s out there, and then we’ll take a look and see 
whether there’s a fit or not.” Trying to get the fit is 
quite often very difficult, but those are things that 
are always considered. 

In a lot of cases you might say, “We are really 
focusing on only women this time – give us a list 
of all the women you can find, so we can look at 
the pool of women.” And there’s been some very 
conscious decisions in the boards that I’m on to say, 
“The next director or the one after has to be female.” 
It’s much easier to do in a bottling company like 
Coca-Cola, because it’s also a marketing company, 
than it is in the financial services world, where you 
need a very different and much more stringent set of 
skills to be comfortable on the board. 

Insights | Talent
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You cannot duplicate 
the joy of going to a 
movie with the crowd.“ ”

 Up front Winter 2015 9
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Neil Campbell

Owner, President and Chief Executive 

Officer, Landmark Cinemas of Canada
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The show 
must go on
By investing in the latest technology and focusing on customer service, 
Landmark Cinemas Owner, President and CEO Neil Campbell gives movie 
fans an experience they can’t duplicate at home 

By Paula Arab

As Neil Campbell sees it, films are the “language of 
the world” because audiences everywhere watch the 
same Hollywood hits. “I call movies milestones in 
people’s lives,” adds the Owner, President and Chief 
Executive Officer of Landmark Cinemas of Canada 
Inc., who recently took his grandchildren to the 30th-
anniversary screening of Ghostbusters. “Where were 
you when you saw your first Star Wars? You probably 
know the exact theatre.”

For the head of Calgary-based Landmark, the 
country’s second-largest cinema chain, going to the 
movies also plays a vital social role. “Most people’s 
first date is in a theatre setting because it’s safe, 
there’s lots of people, and it’s fun,” Campbell says. 
“It’s got all the right ingredients for the first date.”

Campbell believes that movie lovers of all ages will 
keep flocking to theatres, even in the era of Netflix, 
HBO and video on demand. Ever-improving technology, 
from vast high-resolution screens to immersive sound, 
attracts viewers by providing an experience they can’t 
get in their living rooms. At the same time, Landmark is 
making its theatres in communities across Canada more 
comfortable and enhancing presentation.

Thanks to a major acquisition, the company is 
well positioned to keep filmgoers happy. In 2013, 
Landmark purchased 20 theatres from Stellarton, 
N.S.-based Empire Co. Ltd. It paid about $55-million 
to triple its number of screens – the total now stands 
at 312 – and to grow from a regional chain to a 
national player with a footprint in Ontario. As a 
result, attendance at Landmark theatres has swelled 
from three million guests a year to 10 million, and the 
company has about 1,500 staff where it previously 
employed 500.

The leaders

Neil Campbell

Owner, President and Chief Executive 

Officer, Landmark Cinemas of Canada
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I love going to the movies. I know I can watch great 

shows like Game of Thrones on HBO or binge through 

an entire Netflix series on my iPad. However, there’ll 

always be something special about seeing a new release 

in the theatre as soon as it comes out. I suppose it 

comes down to the experience and, perhaps more 

important, sharing that experience with your loved ones, 

a few friends or even the entire audience. Star Wars: 

Return of the Jedi is the first movie I went to see at a 

theatre, and it was an experience I will never forget!

As Neil Campbell of Landmark Cinemas explains, 

because the cinemas have little control of their actual 

product, their relevance as a business very much depends 

on their ability to deliver an outstanding experience.

So while the larger entertainment and media 

industry wrestles with the complexities of an “always-

on” world, delivering tailored content to customers 

wherever, whenever and however they choose, it’s 

comforting to know that we can still take a few hours 

off and go see a movie.

In conversation with Neil Campbell 

Joon Chan is the Assurance Leader 

for PwC Calgary’s Private Company 

Services Practice. He has diverse 

experience working with clients in 

a wide range of industries including 

entertainment and technology. Joon 

brings his energy and enthusiasm to 

help his clients solve their complex 

problems.

Beyond digital

Empowered consumers seek out tailored, 
inspiring content experiences that 
transcend platforms and can be shared.
Amid the proliferation of digital content 
and access options, people are readily 
engaging with experiences they can’t get 
elsewhere. Hence the enduring appeal of 
shared, real-life experiences like cinema, 
live concerts and sporting events – all of 
which have not just survived the growth 
of digital and social media but have been 
reenergized by it.

INSIGHTS ONLINE

Global Entertainment and Media Outlook 2015–2019 

(PwC, 2015)

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/outlook  

PwC insight

As Campbell points out, enjoying a film at the 
cinema today is about so much more than just 
watching it on a big screen. Take Auro 11.1, which 
he describes as “surround sound on steroids.” For 
example, a helicopter flying across the screen might 
produce a sound that starts above your left shoulder, 
travels over your head and veers off to your right.

The minimum sound standard for Landmark is 
Dolby Surround 7.1, “which is beautiful surround 
sound,” Campbell says. “That is what you would find 
in the most modern theatre anywhere in the world.”

In a highly competitive business, comfort and 
good value are two other priorities for Landmark. 
In July 2015, the company became the first cinema 
operator in Canada to offer fully reclining leather 
seats when it installed them at its refurbished 
theatre in London, Ont. 

“There are other competitors in London,” 
Campbell relates. “We said, ‘What would make it 
that you want to come to this theatre as opposed to 
the other theatres? We’re going to give you the first-
class experience, but we’re only going to charge you 
regular prices to get it.’”

To accommodate the new chairs, which stretch 
out to 1.8 metres, Landmark reduced seating by 
60 per cent. Although every seat in the house is a 

recliner, patrons still pay the standard ticket price 
of $10.99. All chairs are reserved, which helps 
concession stand sales because it removes the stress 
of rushing to buy snacks without losing your seat.

“The VIPs in Landmark’s world are our guests,” 
Campbell says. “Everybody is a VIP, so everybody 
should be able to go and enjoy these luxury recliners.”

The results have been “very strong,” he adds. 
“You can’t stand still in our business,” Campbell says 
of the pressure to keep innovating. “More people 
are coming, more people are going more often, 
and they’re telling their friends because it is such a 
premier experience.”

In the wake of its 2013 deal with Empire, 
Landmark has plans to expand further. “Going 
forward, we are looking for opportunities to grow 
through building and acquisitions,” Campbell says. 
“We’re going to be financially prudent, but we do 
want to grow.”

As Landmark expands, it must pick its spots 
carefully. “You want to have the best possible movie-
going experience in keeping with the size of the 
community,” Campbell explains. “You need a city to 
generate revenue at this level,” he says of the Calgary 
Extra theatre. “That doesn’t mean Landmark can’t be 
right-sized in specific communities.”  Uf

theatre, who cares? I’ll get to see it really quickly on 
the next platform.’”

Campbell has faith that the movie-theatre 
industry will keep growing despite online and at-
home competition. “People don’t want to cocoon 
and spend their lives at home,” he insists, sitting in 
a leather rocker at Landmark’s luxury Extra theatre 
in Calgary. “Why do we have restaurants? You have 
a kitchen? You cannot duplicate the joy of going to 
a movie with the crowd. You share the laughter, the 
suspense, the sorrow, the scary screaming scenes 
with a group of people.

“Comedies are always funnier with a crowd,” 
Campbell observes. “You are always more afraid if 
the room is on edge and someone screams.” 

When they join that crowd, audiences also reap 
the benefits of the latest technology. The Calgary 
theatre is one of Landmark’s four Extra venues, 
which feature premium large format (PLF) screens, 
deluxe seating and superior sound systems. The 
company’s ultimate PLF is its one Xtreme auditorium 
in West Kelowna, B.C. Equipped with a wall-to-wall, 
wraparound screen and wide rocker chairs, it’s also 
the first Canadian theatre to feature Barco’s Auro 
11.1 3-D immersive sound.

The leaders The leaders
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All about Landmark Cinemas

As Landmark Cinemas turns 50 this 

year, the Calgary-based movie-theatre 

operator has much to celebrate. 

Founded in 1965, Landmark began its 

life as a small, regional motion-picture 

exhibitor. In 2013, the acquisition of  

20 theatres from competitor Empire 

Co. made Landmark Canada’s number 

two cinema chain and the 11th largest 

in North America.

Landmark owns 46 theatres with 

a total of 312 screens in British 

Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, 

Manitoba, Ontario and the Yukon. Its 

assets include five IMAX venues, four 

Extra auditoriums with premium large 

format (PLF) screens and one Xtreme 

cinema, featuring an extra-large 

screen. 

“At the end of the day, the customer is 

the biggest beneficiary of technology,” 

says Owner, President and CEO Neil 

Campbell. “The presentation is now 

perfect.”

Landmark intends to keep growing 

within Canada. “I absolutely want it 

to be a better company, known as 

the company with the best customer 

service, the best movie-going 

experience,” Campbell says. 

The deal closed ahead of a sluggish year for 
Hollywood that saw a decline in revenue and 
attendance. But Campbell, who succeeded Brian 
McIntosh as President and CEO following the 
Empire takeover, is optimistic. “It’s been a challenge 
because 2014 was not a great year for the industry,” 
he says. “We got through that, and 2015 has shown 
market increases back to what we are traditionally 
used to.” Campbell thinks “2015 could end up being 
the biggest year ever in our industry,” largely due to 
blockbusters such as Jurassic World and the much-
anticipated December release of Star Wars: Episode 
VII – The Force Awakens. 

Still, Landmark must contend with shrinking 
release windows – the time between a movie’s 
theatrical release and when it becomes available 
on other platforms. For the past six years, the 
window has stood at about four months, notes 
Campbell, who started out as a theatre manager in 
Weyburn, Sask., and worked in movie distribution 
before stepping down as Managing Director at 
Sony Pictures Releasing Canada in 2001 to become 
Landmark’s Chief Operating Officer. 

“We fight hard to maintain that window because 
we don’t want the public to think, ‘If I miss it in the 

theatre, who cares? I’ll get to see it really quickly on 
the next platform.’”

Campbell has faith that the movie-theatre 
industry will keep growing despite online and at-
home competition. “People don’t want to cocoon 
and spend their lives at home,” he insists, sitting in 
a leather rocker at Landmark’s luxury Extra theatre 
in Calgary. “Why do we have restaurants? You have 
a kitchen? You cannot duplicate the joy of going to 
a movie with the crowd. You share the laughter, the 
suspense, the sorrow, the scary screaming scenes 
with a group of people.

“Comedies are always funnier with a crowd,” 
Campbell observes. “You are always more afraid if 
the room is on edge and someone screams.” 

When they join that crowd, audiences also reap 
the benefits of the latest technology. The Calgary 
theatre is one of Landmark’s four Extra venues, 
which feature premium large format (PLF) screens, 
deluxe seating and superior sound systems. The 
company’s ultimate PLF is its one Xtreme auditorium 
in West Kelowna, B.C. Equipped with a wall-to-wall, 
wraparound screen and wide rocker chairs, it’s also 
the first Canadian theatre to feature Barco’s Auro 
11.1 3-D immersive sound.

Neil Campbell in the concession area of Calgary’s Landmark Cinemas 10 Shawnessy.
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All about Canam Group

The largest fabricator of steel 

components in North America, Canam 

Group began as Canam Steel Works in 

small-town Saint-Gédéon, Que., in the 

early 1960s, manufacturing a modest 

2,000 tons of joists in its first full year 

of operation, thanks to the efforts of a 

dozen or so seasonal assemblers and 

welders. At the time, the company’s 

sole customer base was in New 

England. Marcel Dutil, who still serves 

as Chairman of the Board, took over 

the reins from his father, co-founder 

Roger Dutil, in 1963, and launched a 

transportation division, Manac Inc., in 

1966 to provide an integrated means 

to deliver its products.

Publicly traded since 1984, Canam 

Group now operates 22 plants in 

Canada and the U.S., with a total 

annual production capacity of 808,000 

tons. It’s involved in projects as 

diverse as the Rogers Place stadium 

in Edmonton and the new Champlain 

Bridge in Montreal. In addition to 

manufacturing, the company offers 

design and installation services through 

three specialized divisions, Canam-

Buildings, Canam-Heavy and Canam-

Bridges, and pursues joint ventures 

in emerging markets around the 

world through its Canam International 

partnership management division.

Says President and CEO Marc Dutil 

(grandson of Roger Dutil and son of 

Marcel Dutil), who joined the business 

in 1989 and has held his current roles 

since 2012: “I don’t want Canam to 

be known as a steel company; I want 

Canam to be known as a company 

that’s able to accompany you in your 

construction project that you can trust.”

Today, though, Dutil not only manages the 
needs of his customers and his enterprise, but also 
the expectations of shareholders. Whereas, in his 
father’s words, “we did what the customer told us to 
do” back in the day, he now must listen to investors 
and business partners too – parties that may 
question overly aggressive moves. 

But Dutil points out that his main focus 
remains on the company itself. “Our duty in risk 
management is to our own corporation,” he says. 
“I’m not the portfolio manager for investors. The 
shareholder has the ability to manage his risks 
through his portfolio; so a little Canam, a little 
Bombardier, a little GM, a little Apple.” His goal 
with investors is not to “sell” Canam, but rather to 
“explain” it and show why it’s attractive over the 
long term, through good years and bad.

The relationship with business partners is more 
critical, according to Dutil. “Investors are born, but 

suppliers, financial partners, insurance companies 
– there’s a whole ecosystem around Canam that we 
benefit from,” he says. “A steel mill that accepts to 
work with us when times are tough? Listen, they 
have a stake in the company.”

Dutil feels that such notions of trust and continuity 
are necessary for successful collaborative projects. 
But in a hypercompetitive, bottom line-obsessed 
industry, he thinks they’re often lacking. For him, the 
vogue of prioritizing risk management above all else 
tends to poison the collaborative environment and, 
in many cases, undermine the projects themselves. 
“What I’ve been witnessing is project teams, whose 
ultimate goal should be the successful delivery of 
a project, behaving to protect themselves against 
others,” Dutil says. “There’s a rampart mentality 
– you’re always protecting yourself. And the 
management of risk ends up with the party with the 
least sophistication holding the ball.”

If you have a history of having 
respectful relationships, then you 
get the right players on your team.

Canam Group’s many international projects include New York state’s Haverstraw Marina yacht club, whose restaurant 
is shown here.
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Forging 
partnerships

“We’ll never be perfect, but we are the result of the 
risks we’ve taken, not the result of the risks we’ve 
not taken,” says Marc Dutil, President and Chief 
Executive Officer of Canam Group Inc. Founded 
by Dutil’s grandparents in 1961, the company has 
grown from a tiny but plucky single-plant operation 
in rural Quebec into the leading supplier of 
structural steel on the continent, with an expanding 
presence in emerging markets and nearly 4,100 
employees worldwide. If you’ve strolled through the 
new Whitney Museum of American Art building in 
New York, caught a Toronto Raptors game at the Air 
Canada Centre or driven over the Pitt River Bridge 
in Port Coquitlam, B.C., you’ve witnessed the types 
of high-profile collaborative projects that Canam, 
based in Saint-Georges, Que., is known for.

But the company’s way of doing business has 
evolved over a half-century as it’s moved from a family 
operation to a publicly traded corporation. Dutil says 
that his father, Marcel, whose legendary drive led to 
Canam’s steady expansion and made him something 
of a folk hero in Quebec business circles, “went double 
or nothing a few times in his life, because double was 
more and nothing was not so bad.”

Canam Group, North America’s top 
fabricator of steel components, rose 
to prominence in an era when going 
it alone was a risky but viable model. 
Today, for President and CEO Marc 
Dutil, large-scale projects are all 
about collaboration 

By Christopher Korchin
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Capital projects represent a significant, even 

transformational, level of investment. They’re big, 

complex and fraught with risk. For asset-intensive 

organizations – such as those in the energy and 

utilities sectors – and for governments responsible 

for infrastructure developments, success depends on 

managing those risks.

Yet as Canam Group’s Marc Dutil explains, the 

myriad organizations working on these massive 

projects must look beyond their individual risks and 

adopt a truly collaborative approach to achieving 

clients’ goals. It’s only by circumventing self-interest, 

Dutil says, that networks can work together to resolve 

issues and mitigate risk.

It seems to us that this refreshingly simple idea 

could be equally relevant to teams working on much 

smaller projects too.

In conversation with Marc Dutil 

Martin Bernier is the Assurance 

Leader for Quebec at PwC Canada. 

Martin leads PwC’s Director Program 

in Quebec and is a member of the 

Canadian Assurance Executive 

Committee and the PwC Quebec 

leadership team.

Donald Gagné is an Assurance 

Partner in the Quebec City office at 

PwC Canada. Donald has more than 

18 years’ experience serving public 

and private companies with Canadian 

and international operations. 

Throughout his career, he has 

helped clients grow, often through 

acquisitions and public offerings.

PwC insight

“They sat everybody around the table and said, 
‘This is a team: You’re my structural guy; you’re 
my general contractor; you’re my creative team; 
you’re the architect; you’re the engineer. Here’s 
my budget, and collectively, if you allow me to do 
better than my budget, you will share. I picked you 
because of your reputations: You won’t lose money, 
but you will only make a profit if the project is 
successful.’” This approach not only circumvents 
pervasive self-interest, it also means that “as you 
work out issues, you tend not to isolate yourself,” 
adds Dutil.

He also sees hope in the growing public-private 
partnership model, arguing that it can provide a 
kind of intrinsic oversight and quality assurance. 
“If you have a history of having respectful 
relationships, then you get the right players on 

your team,” Dutil says. “P3 rewards the strength of 
the teams that are assembled.”

Successfully navigating such a challenging 
industry is a source of pride for Canam Group. Since 
participating in the construction of Boston’s new 
TD Garden, for instance, the company has been 
involved in 65 other stadium and arena projects.

But perhaps Dutil’s greatest contribution to 
business will be the École d’Entrepreneurship de 
Beauce, a Saint-Georges-based training ground 
and think-tank for aspiring and established 
entrepreneurs that he founded in 2010 and where 
he teaches risk management. The school’s motto, 
“Donner au suivant” (“Pay it forward”), tells you 
everything you need to know about his belief in 
continuity and his desire to improve the prevailing 
business culture.  Uf

Investors Group Field, home of the Canadian Football League’s Winnipeg Blue Bombers, is one of 
Canam’s more than 65 stadium and arena projects.
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Infrastructure: building tomorrow

The rise of megacities in emerging and developed markets – 
reflecting shifting economic and demographic trends – will create 
enormous need for new infrastructure. Worldwide, infrastructure 

spending is projected to grow from $4-trillion per year in 2012 
to more than $9-trillion annually by 2025. Overall, close to 
$78-trillion is expected to be spent globally between 2014 and 2025.

INSIGHTS ONLINE

Capital projects and infrastructure spending: Outlook to 2025 (PwC, 2015) | Download the full report | www.pwc.com/cpi-outlook2025

He maintains that if there’s trust, “you’re all in. You 
don’t restrict where you go; you share fully – even 
the bad ideas.” But again, the process is fraught with 
suspicion. “Today, we can’t possibly sell a job without 
legal going through it 10 times, without arguing with 
the other side, without looking at their insurance 
coverage, without looking at their retainage, all the 
things that could go bad, the liquidated damages 
… all this vocabulary that doesn’t lead to successful 
projects.” When owners, general contractors, 
suppliers, tradespeople and financial backers are 
looking to extract the maximum value from a project 
at the expense of their colleagues, all pretence of a 
genuine partnership reaching for a common goal is 
lost. “Most desire for collaboration is collaboration 
with a small c, not a big C,” Dutil says.

He also points out that in the construction 
world, compromising on quality always carries 
consequences, ranging from the merely embarrassing 
and expensive – such as the problem with windows 
falling from the John Hancock Tower in Boston in the 
1970s – to the tragic, with the collapse of the Quebec 
Bridge due to engineering flaws, causing the deaths 
of 75 workers in 1907. Clearly, risk management has 
to start with public safety.

Low front-end investment is also a warning sign 
for Dutil that a project is headed for trouble. “On 
most projects that go well, people are willing to 
spend money upfront,” he says. “I would say give 
more money to your professionals – the engineers 
and architects. The quality of their work will make 
everybody else’s job easier.” 

Likewise, Dutil believes that awarding contracts 
to the lowest bidder or seeking price reductions 
from trusted partners has a corrosive effect on any 
collaboration. “On $1.2-billion in sales last year, 
we made $29-million in profit. That’s 2.4 per cent. 
So, for every $1,000 of something we sell, we make 
$24. Do you think we should make $20, maybe 
$19? That would mean cutting our price by less 
than 1 per cent.” 

Similarly, in dealing with Canam’s own suppliers, 
he says, “When we know these guys are really good 
at what they do and I trust them, why would we 
want to extract a last pint of blood from them?”

Dutil mentions one recent example of a healthier 
approach to a multipartner collaboration, a project 
for a major American entertainment company. 

The new East River Bridge (above) in Sheet Harbour, N.S., uses Canam steel components, as will Montreal’s new Champlain Bridge (right).
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Five key infrastructure sectors

2. Utilities
• Power generation 
• Electricity transmission 

and distribution

• Gas
• Water

• Telecoms

4. Transport
• Rail
• Roads
• Airports
• Ports

5. Social
• Hospitals
• Schools

1. Extraction
• Oil and gas  
• Other extraction

(coal, metals
minerals)

3. Manufacturing
• Petroleum refining 
• Chemical
• Heavy metals
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Left: Halifax, home base of private equity firm 
SeaFort Capital. Above: SeaFort’s portfolio 
companies include A.W. Leil Cranes & Equipment, 
Nova Scotia’s largest crane operator.

The price is right

In 2014, the nation’s private equity firms invested a 
record total of $41.2-billion in 296 deals, the 
Canadian Venture Capital & Private Equity 
Association (CVCA) reports. About 40 per cent 
of those transactions were valued at less than 
$25-million, according to Seattle-based research 
firm PitchBook Data, Inc. Deals in the $25-million 
to $500-million range made up almost 48 per cent. 
“The proliferation of small, family-owned businesses 
in the country offers plenty of opportunities for local 
PE firms to cut deals in the lower middle market,” 
PitchBook states in its Canada PE Breakdown report 
for the first half of 2015.

As the baby boomers look for opportunities to 
exit their businesses, expect more entrepreneurs 
to seek out private equity. In the Canadian portion 
of PwC’s 2014 Family Business Survey, 27 per cent 
of respondents said they were planning to sell to 
another company, private equity investors or the 
management team. 

“A lot of quality, established businesses are 
going to change hands in the next 10 to 15 years,” 
reckons SeaFort’s Normandeau. “We thought 
the pricing would be fair, and the quality of the 
businesses is high.”

SeaFort and its peers are a discerning group. 
“These funds tend to do a huge amount of due 
diligence before they invest, and they get actively 
involved in the companies they invest in,” says 
Douglas Cumming, Professor of Finance and 
Entrepreneurship at York University’s Schulich 
School of Business. Their strategic administrative 
advice and their ability to provide networks for 
businesses are crucial, Cumming adds.

“[Private equity firms] drastically improve 
a company’s chances for success,” he says. “It 
is often the case that backing from a private 
equity firm will increase things like research and 
development spending, getting patents, growth 
and the creation of jobs.”

For Michael Woollatt, Chief Executive Officer 
of the Toronto-based CVCA, which has 55 private 
equity members, it comes down to knowledge 
and experience: “Private equity firms bring smart 
money, intelligence and history that management 
doesn’t necessarily have or at least can complement 
what management does have.”

A platform for growth

Launched in 2012, SeaFort specializes in what it 
calls “old economy” Canadian businesses such 
as manufacturers and equipment services 
providers. The firm targets companies with annual 
earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation 
and amortization (EBITDA) in the $4-million to 
$10-million range.

SeaFort, which has closed four major deals, 
likes to turn its acquisitions into industry-specific 
platforms. For example, besides Cooper Equipment, 
the firm owns Dartmouth-based A.W. Leil Cranes 
& Equipment, Nova Scotia’s largest crane operator; 
it’s growing this business through mergers with 
smaller players.

President Normandeau, a lawyer who previously 
served as Chief Executive Officer of Halifax-based 
value investment firm Clarke Inc., explains that 
SeaFort will often shore up areas that aren’t part 
of a company’s core business but are vital to its 
growth plans. That includes helping with financial 
reporting and cash management, as well as 
establishing relationships with banks. “We often 
find that small and medium-sized businesses don’t 
have good reporting systems, so we’ll sit down and 
agree what the key performance indicators are and 
give them a good IT platform,” Normandeau says.

Capital gains

Cooper Equipment was so well run when SeaFort 
arrived on the scene that the best thing to do was 
provide capital and get out of its way, remembers 
Normandeau. SeaFort also granted access to its 
information technology and finance resources 
and offered support at the board level. The 2013 
deal left CEO Darryl Cooper and President Doug 
Dougherty with a significant minority stake in 
Cooper Equipment. Cooper and Dougherty also 
serve as directors, though SeaFort owners and 
management make up most of the board.

The results have been impressive. Between 2012 
and 2014, Cooper Equipment’s annual revenue 
climbed from $10.9-million to $25-million; 
the company now employs 110 people, versus 
45 before the deal. The purchase of two other 
rental businesses helped drive this rapid growth, 
Dougherty says. For 2015, Cooper Equipment 
expects to post $35-million in revenue.

When it comes to working with family-run 
companies, SeaFort has an ace up its sleeve. The 
fact that the firm’s backers include two prominent 
East Coast families resonated with Cooper, 
Normandeau says: “It was a strategic advantage 
for us to point to the culture and history of [the] 
shareholder group.” 

Atlantic Canada has its unique character, but as 
Nikki Robar, PwC’s Atlantic Deals Leader, is quick 
to note, investment decisions made by the region’s 
venture capital firms and founding families aren’t 
confined by local loyalty. “To be clear, these investors 

are looking for deals that make good business sense 
and align with their strategy, wherever they may find 
them,” she says. “If they can find them in their own 
backyard, well, that’s just a bonus to the investors 
and most certainly to the region.”

Although SeaFort’s old-economy focus may reflect 
the strength of the firm’s founding principals, other 
Atlantic Canadian investors lean toward much 
newer industries. “Take what’s happening in New 
Brunswick,” says Jeff Dawson, Vice-President with 
PwC’s Atlantic Corporate Finance Practice. “There’s 
been a couple of very successful exits in the tech 
space [Radian6 Technologies, Inc. and Q1 Labs 
Inc.], which allows a portion of that money to be 
reinvested into the regional economy, in particular 
to finance the next wave of technology-focused 
startups in Atlantic Canada. Atlantic Canadians who 
have had success here in the region are often quick 
to pay it forward.”   Uf

A lot of quality, established 
businesses are going to change 
hands in the next 10 to 15 years.
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Private 
partners
In search of growth capital, small and mid-sized 
Canadian companies are teaming up with private equity 
firms such as Halifax-based SeaFort Capital 

By Joel Kranc

For Cooper Equipment Rentals Ltd., it was a chance 
to build something bigger. The family-owned and 
operated company, which serves the construction 
industry in the Greater Toronto Area, was founded 
in 1972 by Gordon Cooper. Chief Executive Officer 
Darryl Cooper, Gordon’s son, purchased his father’s 
shares in 2003; six years later, he brought in Doug 
Dougherty, a former private equity (PE) veteran, as 
President and an equal partner to grow the business.

As Dougherty recalls, Toronto-headquartered 
Cooper Equipment wanted to expand but didn’t 
think “shareholder loans or leasing of equipment 
was the best way to optimize [its] capital 
structure.” The company engaged an investment 
bank to help it find a strategic ally. That move led to 
talks with Halifax-based private equity firm SeaFort 
Capital, which bought a majority stake in Cooper 
Equipment in mid-2013. The rental company is now 

on track to more than triple its annual revenue, 
partly thanks to two acquisitions.

Cooper Equipment is one of a growing number of 
smaller Canadian businesses that are joining forces 
with private equity firms to harness their capital 
and expertise. For entrepreneurs keen to retain 
some ownership or to exit the company they built, 
private equity can be a viable option. 

“You had two principals in this company with 
energy and knowledge,” says Rob Normandeau, 
President of SeaFort, whose founding investors, 
board of directors and shareholders include 
members of Atlantic Canada’s McCain and Sobey 
families. “They knew there was an opportunity to 
grow it but needed a capital partner that would 
give them not only access to money but support, 
direction and specialized services. It was based on 
those needs and goals that we became involved.”
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City builder
As Mayor of British Columbia’s second-largest municipality, Linda Hepner must 
balance economic development with the demands of a young and growing citizenry

By Roberta Staley

For many people, the din of construction – 
hammering, welding and drilling – outside their 
windows is cause for stress. For Mayor Linda 
Hepner, such noises infiltrating her sixth-floor office 
at Surrey City Hall are welcome – the soundtrack of 
the fastest-growing metropolis in British Columbia. 
“I certainly expected growth, but the phenomenon 
that we see today is really exciting to me,” she says.

Less than a year into the job, Hepner is 
confronting the infrastructure challenges that 
come with the arrival of 1,000 new residents 
each month. Three decades ago, when she began 
working in administration in the Surrey City 
Manager’s office, the municipality’s population was 
142,000. Today, it’s 520,000. By 2021, Surrey is 
expected to surpass nearby Vancouver, becoming 
B.C.’s largest urban centre.

The influx consists mainly of young families 
drawn by Surrey’s low land costs compared to 
Vancouver and other neighbouring cities, Hepner 
says. Mindful of the pressure that this rapid 
population growth puts on services ranging 
from transit to recreation to healthcare, the city 
is pushing ahead with plans to ensure that its 
infrastructure keeps pace. In some cases, this means 
turning to innovative funding models to get the job 
done. Such efforts dovetail with a strategy to attract 
more businesses to Surrey so residents can work 
where they live. 

A new $2.14-billion, electrically powered light rail 
transit (LRT) system tops the list of infrastructure 
priorities. The proposed 27-kilometre line would 
connect Surrey’s Newton, Guildford, Fleetwood 
and Clayton town centres, Kwantlen Polytechnic 

University, the local outpost of Simon Fraser 
University and the City of Langley to the east. This 
ambitious project is a major expense for Surrey, 
which, like other B.C. municipalities, is forbidden by 
provincial law to run a deficit. Transit improvements 
will not be funded through property taxes, Hepner 
vows. The city is still sourcing its portion of the 
LRT project’s total cost “with interested parties,” 
she says. Surrey will continue to work with the 
provincial and federal governments on funding; in 
September 2015, it received a federal pledge of up to 
$700-million.

Other must-haves include limited-stop articulated 
buses to help decrease the number of cars on 
roadways and to link LRT stops. The goal is to have 
220,000 Surreyites living and working within a 
five-minute walk of a transit connection point, 
Hepner says. Another priority is tackling congestion 
on major thoroughfares by widening roads to fix 
bottlenecks and accommodate more automobiles 
and bicycles, as well as improving sidewalks. 

For Hepner, who expects that better transit will 
lure new businesses, efficiency is key to urban 
centres; people must be moved quickly and in a 
way that “shapes growth and provides opportunity 
for densification and development.” Surrey, whose 
316-square-kilometre footprint makes it the largest 
municipality by area in Metro Vancouver, is shifting 
from single-family to multifamily housing. The city’s 
Official Community Plan calls for higher-density 
residential and commercial development in its six 
town centres and along frequent transit corridors. 
Increased density will result in more efficient 
delivery of services, Hepner says. 
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I certainly expected 
growth, but the 
phenomenon that 
we see today is really 
exciting to me.
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“I certainly expected “I certainly expected 

”exciting to me.”exciting to me.

Linda Hepner

Mayor of Surrey, B.C.
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All about the City of Surrey’s 
Innovation Boulevard

Innovation Boulevard is hard to miss: 

Covering 2.5 square kilometres, it 

encompasses the Surrey campus 

of Simon Fraser University, Surrey 

Memorial Hospital and the area in 

between. This partnership with the 

Fraser Health Authority, postsecondary 

institutions, more than 180 health-

related businesses and 45 health 

technology companies is turning 

Surrey City Centre into a world-class 

high-tech cluster.

Mayor Linda Hepner, who co-chairs 

Innovation Boulevard with SFU 

neuroscientist Ryan D’Arcy, says it 

aims to find business-led solutions to 

challenges in the healthcare system. 

The project also seeks to advance the 

commercialization of technology by 

helping companies grow and attracting 

top clinicians and researchers.

The healthcare hub is concentrating on 

three main technology areas: medical 

devices, independent living and 

digital health. It has eight “embedded 

labs” in facilities such as retirement 

complexes, Hepner says. Take the 

Innovation Centre for Healthy Aging, a 

collaboration involving SFU, the British 

Columbia Institute of Technology and 

Retirement Concepts, the province’s 

largest private provider of seniors’ 

care. Based at Guildford Seniors 

Village, the centre is developing 

miniature hydraulic lifts to help retirees 

get in and out of bathtubs.

Earlier this year, Western Economic 

Diversification Canada announced 

$3.6-million in federal funding for 

Innovation Boulevard’s ImageTech 

Lab at Surrey Memorial Hospital. The 

lab’s magnetoencephalography (MEG) 

and whole-body magnetic resonance 

imaging (MRI) machines will make 

it Western Canada’s leader in brain 

imaging.

Over the next five years, Innovation 

Boulevard will also benefit from 

$36.6-million in funding from Ottawa’s 

Networks of Centres of Excellence 

for SFU, which is working with the 

University of Toronto to advance aging 

and technology research. 

The benefits of transportation improvements also 
include lower pollution, explains the Mayor, who 
says shrinking the city’s carbon footprint is crucial. 
Surrey’s new organics biofuel facility, set to open 
in 2017, will feature a closed-loop, fully integrated 
waste-management system that generates 
renewable natural gas to fuel waste-collection and 
operations-service vehicles. The city estimates that 
this plant will reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 
40,000 tonnes annually. Surrey has structured the 
project as a public-private partnership that will 
see consortium Iris Solutions design, build, partly 
finance, maintain and run it.

The city is also bolstering its recreational 
infrastructure to meet young families’ needs. Projects 
include the $32.8-million, Bing Thom Architects-
designed Guildford Aquatic Centre, the Grandview 
Heights Aquatic Centre, a soccer centre of excellence, 
and a contemporary arts space and gallery in 
South Surrey. “We have a broader vision of a large 
performing arts centre in the city,” Hepner says. 

Also in the works: a multipurpose recreation 
centre and library in the Clayton neighbourhood, 
an expansion of the Surrey Museum and a new 
Cloverdale Arena for hockey, skating and curling. 
“All of those capital expenditures are challenges that 
I have to meet,” Hepner notes.

Surrey’s youthful population is key to its prosperity, 
she contends. The city has the youngest population 
of all Metro Vancouver municipalities, according to 
Canada’s 2011 Census, with 26 per cent of residents 
19 years of age and younger. “It’s an advantage as we 
have the workforce that will be needed in the future,” 
Hepner says. “By extension, it becomes very attractive 
to business.” 

Surrey is being proactive when it comes to 
creating an environment where businesses can 
flourish. Its Economic Diversification Strategy has 
four main objectives: to boost the ratio of local 
jobs to residents from 0.7 to 1; to create more 
balanced tax revenue by shifting from 70 per cent 
residential and 30 per cent business to a 60/40 mix; 
to foster a resilient knowledge-based economy; 
and to build a globally competitive and connected 
city. Surrey is focusing on five sectors identified 
as high-growth opportunities: health technology, 
clean technology, agricultural innovation, creative 
industries and advanced manufacturing. (The 
city is home to companies with expertise in 
satellite communications, robotics, 3-D simulation 
technology, and aerospace systems and subsystems.) 

Left: Set to open in 2017, Surrey’s new organics bio-
fuel facility will feature a closed-loop, fully integrated 
waste-management system. Above: Surrey City Hall.
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Great cities think 
alike
PwC’s Cities of Opportunity report 
analyzes the trajectory of 30 urban centres 
around the world, all capitals of finance, 
commerce and culture, to explore what 
makes cities function best. We’ve identified 
the fundamentals of a well-balanced city: 
forward-looking tools such as education 
and technology, quality of life and the 
ability to pay the bills for it all. 

INSIGHTS ONLINE

Cities of Opportunity 6 (PwC, 2014)

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/us/en/

cities-of-opportunity.html

Urbanization, the new normal in Canadian real estate 

markets, is blurring the lines between residential 

and commercial developments and putting pressure 

on public services and civic infrastructure. This is 

a particular challenge for municipal governments 

that shoulder much of the responsibility for building 

and caring for Canada’s most vibrant and rapidly 

expanding communities. 

Linda Hepner, Mayor of Surrey, B.C.’s fastest-

growing municipality, knows this first-hand. As 

Hepner explains, part of the solution lies in creating 

a resilient, knowledge-based economy. For Surrey, 

this includes attracting businesses, creating jobs and 

building a globally competitive and connected city. 

These priorities align with those we’ve seen among 

the most progressive “Cities of Opportunity,” where a 

combination of education, technology and openness 

to the world have contributed to successful urban 

communities. 

In conversation with Linda Hepner 

Catherine Peacock is a Managing 

Director in PwC’s Vancouver office. 

She has more than 25 years’ 

experience advising clients on the 

procurement of major infrastructure 

projects in Canada, the U.S. and  

the U.K.

PwC insight

All of this planning seems to be working. A study 
released in June by Vancouver City Savings Credit 
Union named Surrey the top Metro Vancouver 
destination for starting a small business, citing its 
growing population and relatively low operating 
costs. This year, the city was also named one of 
the world’s Top 7 Intelligent Communities by the 
Intelligent Community Forum, a New York-based 
think-tank. And in 2014, Surrey received an Open 
for Business Award from British Columbia’s Small 
Business Roundtable. 

For Hepner, success shows in the numbers. 
Every year, according to City of Surrey statistics, 
an average of 2,000 new companies set up shop 
in the municipality, which has the second-lowest 
business tax rate in the Lower Mainland after West 
Vancouver, she says. 

Although she’s served three terms as City 
Councillor, Hepner admits that her new role has 
been a “learning curve” as she confronts high crime 
rates, congested streets, a dearth of rental housing 
and long hospital wait times. Meeting the health 
needs of this growing city is especially challenging. 
In 2013, the emergency department at Surrey 
Memorial Hospital was expanded, but an increase 
in patients quickly pushed it to capacity, according 
to the Fraser Health Authority. On the healthcare 
front, Surrey is developing solutions through the 
Innovation Boulevard project. (See page 20.) 

So far, Hepner’s biggest disappointment 
during her first mandate was the firm “No” she 
received from regional voters in July 2015 in the 
Transportation and Transit Plebiscite soliciting 
support for a Metro Vancouver Congestion 
Improvement Tax. This would have hiked the 
provincial sales tax within Metro Vancouver by 
0.5 per cent, boosting the region’s transit and 
transportation budget by $7.7-billion. Part of the 
money was earmarked for replacement of the 
antiquated Pattullo Bridge, which links Surrey to 
Vancouver and other Lower Mainland centres. The 
improvement tax would also have funded LRT lines 
and enhanced bus and HandyDART services.

When it comes to affordable rental housing, 
Surrey faces the same shortage as neighbouring 
municipalities: “There’s going to be an urgent 
need for rental accommodations,” Hepner admits. 
However, Surrey’s densification strategy could help 
solve the problem by spurring more residential 
condominium development.

Hepner must support growth and attract 
business, while nurturing a sense of community and 
ensuring that quality of life isn’t compromised. The 
Mayor knows that the decisions she makes today 
will help to shape the Surrey of tomorrow. “It’s a 
challenge to make sure that what you are doing is 
going to serve the city well in the future,” Hepner 
says. “It’s always at the top of my mind.”  Uf

Intellectual capital 
79%

Cost
45%

Economic clout
47%

  

Sustainability
51%

Health, safety 
and security

73%

Technology 
readiness 

76%

Home is where education, technology, 
health and safety are

Why we live where we do:
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In each of our sectors,  
we have huge competitors 
that are significantly 
bigger than us, so we try 
to talk and listen to our 
customers and salespeople 
about what’s trending in 
order to compete.

The leaders

“
”order to compete.”order to compete.

Ron McArthur

President, Napoleon Group  

of Companies
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For Ron McArthur, President of leading grill, fireplace and furnace maker 
Napoleon, strategic planning, measured expansion and a commitment to 
quality are central to the company’s global success

By Chris Atchison 

It reads like a cautionary MBA case study: A family-
owned business in a highly commoditized industry 
not only decides to continue manufacturing in 
Canada but to expand its domestic operations by 25 
per cent, despite ever-present economic headwinds.

But that’s exactly what the Napoleon Group of 
Companies, which makes high-end outdoor grills, 
fireplaces, furnaces and air conditioners, did when 
management recently added a 260,000-square-
foot logistics centre at the company’s Barrie, Ont., 
headquarters. Some would say the move was born 
of loyalty to a community that welcomed Napoleon 
Founders Wolfgang and Ingrid Schroeter – who 
emigrated from Germany to Canada separately in 
their early 20s, before they married – with open 
arms. Other observers might call it a big strategic 
mistake. “This makes sense to us,” Napoleon 
President Ron McArthur says. “Our commitment to 
Canada is entrenched here.”

The investment in the Canadian market has 
been substantial. The logistics facility cost several 
million dollars to build, and roughly 80 per cent 
of Napoleon’s products are made domestically. 
This despite the fact that the company operates a 
factory in Guangzhou, China, and a distribution 
warehouse and manufacturing facility in Kentucky 
– places where labour costs and taxes are far lower. 
Napoleon also owns a large distribution centre in 
the Netherlands to ship product into the European 

market. In other words, moving operations to a more 
cost-effective manufacturing environment to boost 
the company’s bottom line would be a relative breeze. 

But an unflinching commitment to manufacturing 
in Canada and an embrace of counterintuitive 
entrepreneurial thinking have been hallmarks of 
the Schroeters’ success. When the Great Recession 
of 2008-09 ravaged the U.S. economy, for example, 
Napoleon ramped up investment south of the 
border just as other Canadian companies fled for the 
familiar confines of home. 

“The Schroeters saw the recession as a reason to 
advance in the U.S. marketplace,” McArthur says. 
“In fact, we put more sales representatives on the 
street in the U.S. Sometimes it’s that entrepreneurial 
style and gut feel that just say, ‘This makes sense.’” 
The move paid off: Napoleon now enjoys a growing 
share of the hotly competitive U.S. market.

Similarly, industry insiders may have thought 
management had lost the plot when Napoleon 
announced a move into the hypercommoditized 
heating, ventilating and air-conditioning (HVAC) 
market in the late 1990s. What the naysayers didn’t 
predict was that the company would create a high-
quality product that would eventually earn it a chunk 
of the North American HVAC market. “All of our 
products are designed to be aspirational, yet within 
reach,” McArthur notes. “We’re not focused on volume 
because we refuse to jeopardize product quality.”

Hot 
commodity

The leaders
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All about the Napoleon Group  
of Companies

The Napoleon Group of Companies 

was founded by Wolfgang and 

Ingrid Schroeter in 1980, as a sister 

company to Wolf Steel, the couple’s 

steel-product business. Since 

launching as a maker of wood stoves, 

Barrie, Ont.-based Napoleon has 

diversified its offerings, adding gas 

stoves for outdoor and indoor use to 

complement its wood fireplace line, 

along with outdoor grills and gas 

furnaces, to its impressive lineup of 

high-quality products. Company-

wide expansion has averaged 15 per 

cent annually, and the Schroeters, 

who are still actively involved in the 

business, have made careful strategic 

decisions to take it global. Napoleon 

now employs some 1,230 people 

at facilities in Canada, the U.S., the 

Netherlands and China. 

As President Ron McArthur explains, 

being a family-owned Canadian 

company that focuses on product 

quality above all else offers Napoleon 

a distinct competitive advantage 

on the world stage. “Canada has a 

very good international reputation,” 

McArthur says. “When we say we’re in 

the gas furnace or gas and wood stove 

business, for example, we have a great 

degree of respect because it’s darn cold 

in Canada. If anyone should know how 

to manufacture a wood or gas stove or 

a furnace, it’s a Canadian company.” 

Napoleon associates have pride and 

passion when it comes to quality, 

McArthur adds. “That permeates the 

organization. If your associates have 

that degree of care, it allows us to 

produce a pretty interesting product.”

Then there’s management’s deep-seated 
commitment to the company’s core values: trust, 
integrity and a people-first approach to business. 
Case in point: Napoleon has a strict no-layoff policy 
for full-time workers, one it has never violated. 
Associates are paid at market-value wages and 
enjoy generous benefit packages, but it’s the 
familial culture that keeps them fully engaged, 
with strong tenure throughout the organization. 
As part of their training, associates are taught 
to put quality above all else. They learn that 
Napoleon products are designed to be functional, 
aesthetically pleasing and, most important, 
durable. Perhaps that’s why lifting the hood of a 
Napoleon grill is a feat of strength. As McArthur 
puts it, “We’re often accused of over-engineering 
our products. They tell us we should lighten up our 
steel, but that’s not going to happen.” 

There’s no doubt that Napoleon is a Canadian 
manufacturing success story in a sector decimated 
by factors ranging from the high cost of the loonie 
over the past half-decade to the sweeping impact 
of globalization. Those hurdles aside, the company 
has managed year-over-year growth rates of more 
than 15 per cent for the past three fiscal years and 
has kept bolstering its employee head count, which 
tops 1,230 worldwide. Napoleon products are now 
available in 21 countries. 

But being fiercely patriotic and treating staff well 
can only take a manufacturer so far. What elusive 
managerial formula has Napoleon tapped en route 
to becoming a global player in the cutthroat grill, 
fireplace and HVAC markets? 

It starts with strict quality control, according to 
McArthur. When Napoleon expanded to China, 
for example, management resisted the temptation 
to outsource production. Instead, they invested in 
their own plant and appointed a general manager 
who had worked for Napoleon in Canada to run 
its Chinese operations, then carefully recruited a 
local management team that included quality HR, 
accounting, finance and engineering associates. 

“Our general manager understands our culture as a 
company and the Canadian mindset,” McArthur says. 
“He’s a tremendous asset to ensure we have the right 
culture in our Guangzhou facility.” Also, Napoleon 
executives visit the company’s global facilities 
every quarter to ensure operational and cultural 
consistency. “If you get the right people driving the 
bus, you can go anywhere,” McArthur says.

Napoleon’s executive team is constantly 
looking for innovative ways to manufacture more 
efficiently, while developing new products that 
will satisfy consumers’ changing tastes. When 
McArthur joined three years ago – with the task 
of doubling the company’s size and working with 

The leaders

Napoleon, which makes about 80 per cent of its outdoor grills and other products in Canada, encourages 
its associates to put quality first.
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the second generation of Schroeters, led by sons 
Chris and Stephen – they hired a full executive 
team, including a vice-president finance and 
vice-president operations. They also separated 
the formerly unified sales force into distinct 
divisions, with responsibilities for the company’s 
three main product categories. The move helped 
to minimize seasonal product cycle downtime and 
improved delivery of real-time customer feedback 
to Napoleon’s research and development teams. “In 
each of our sectors, we have huge competitors that 
are significantly bigger than us, so we try to talk and 
listen to our customers and salespeople about what’s 
trending in order to compete,” McArthur says. 

That’s how management learned of an emerging 
consumer preference for sleek and modern built-in 
linear gas fireplaces with larger flame profiles. 
With that knowledge in hand, Napoleon’s designers 
quickly tweaked the 2014-15 fireplace lines to reflect 
the sales team’s critical market research. 

McArthur, who has experience running 
both private and public companies, points to 
family ownership and the ability to make rapid-
fire strategic decisions – expanding facilities, 
making capital investments and investing in new 
product lines – as the keys to Napoleon’s success. 
The stability of family ownership also ensures 
managerial continuity and measured growth 
without the pressure to expand too quickly, a 
move that could upset Napoleon’s skilfully crafted 
company culture. “We have nice market share in 
Canada on fireplaces and grills,” McArthur stresses. 
“There’s huge potential in North America and 
Europe, and that’s enough on our plate. You don’t 
want to push the growth thermometer.” 

And though McArthur is the first to recognize 
Napoleon’s wins, he’s also happy to fly under the 
industry radar – at least as far as his much larger 
competitors are concerned. “We’re quietly humble 
because everyone underestimates how big we are, 
and we’re quite comfortable with that,” he says. 
“We’ve always been that way, and that’s what we’ll 
continue to do.”  Uf

In a recent survey, we learned that although virtually 

all Canadian private company owners plan to grow 

their business in the years to come, very few – about 

20 per cent – are professionalizing their management 

teams. We found this particularly surprising, given the 

level of managerial sophistication needed to succeed 

in today’s complex and competitive marketplace. 

The Napoleon Group of Companies is a rare 

exception. In 2012, Founders Wolfgang and Ingrid 

Schroeter brought in seasoned executive Ron 

McArthur as President to guide the company’s 

expansion and work with the second generation of 

Schroeters. As McArthur points out, this continuity 

of leadership, together with employee engagement 

and an uncompromising commitment to quality, has 

helped the company grow while staying true to its 

Canadian roots. 

In conversation with Ron McArthur 

Sal Bianco is a Partner working in 

PwC’s Toronto office. He specializes in 

the consumer and industrial products 

and services industry, focusing on 

public and large private companies. 

Sal provides guidance on acquisitions, 

divestitures, and initial and secondary public offerings. He 

also has significant experience in financial due diligence, 

cross-border debt offerings and financial reporting. 

PwC insight

A focus on recruiting

Staff recruitment remains the top challenge for Canadian businesses. This issue is 
compounded for family companies that struggle to meet market expectations for 
compensation or that have family members as key strategic leaders who are slow to 
release control to professional management teams.

INSIGHTS ONLINE

Securing the future: Family Business Survey 2014 (PwC, 2014)

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/familybusiness
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After learning of a consumer preference for built-in linear gas fireplaces with bigger flame profiles, 
Napoleon quickly adjusted its 2014-15 fireplace lineup.

Key internal issues for family business

Canada
Global

Staff recruitment

Company 
reorganization

Business/product
development

But being fiercely patriotic and treating staff well 
can only take a manufacturer so far. What elusive 
managerial formula has Napoleon tapped en route 
to becoming a global player in the cutthroat grill, 
fireplace and HVAC markets? 

It starts with strict quality control, according to 
McArthur. When Napoleon expanded to China, 
for example, management resisted the temptation 
to outsource production. Instead, they invested in 
their own plant and appointed a general manager 
who had worked for Napoleon in Canada to run 
its Chinese operations, then carefully recruited a 
local management team that included quality HR, 
accounting, finance and engineering associates. 

“Our general manager understands our culture as a 
company and the Canadian mindset,” McArthur says. 
“He’s a tremendous asset to ensure we have the right 
culture in our Guangzhou facility.” Also, Napoleon 
executives visit the company’s global facilities 
every quarter to ensure operational and cultural 
consistency. “If you get the right people driving the 
bus, you can go anywhere,” McArthur says.

Napoleon’s executive team is constantly 
looking for innovative ways to manufacture more 
efficiently, while developing new products that 
will satisfy consumers’ changing tastes. When 
McArthur joined three years ago – with the task 
of doubling the company’s size and working with 
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The power of balance
In an age of information sharing, data security needn’t come at the expense of employee mobility and innovation

By William Platt

Insights | Technology Insights | Technology 

It’s almost impossible to overstate how rapidly 
technological advances are transforming the way we 
work and communicate. For example, organizations 
are not only embracing mobile devices that allow 
employees to work remotely, but a growing number 
are encouraging staff to do so whenever possible. 

Consequently, companies and their employees 
are creating, sharing and storing information at 
unprecedented levels. Data flows between our 
smartphones, tablets and laptops, creating an 
increased potential for overlap between our personal 
and professional lives.

This revolution in technology and communication 
has presented widespread business opportunities, 
empowering companies to develop better products 
and services, and offering them the chance to stay 
competitive by collaborating on a global scale.

But just as information sharing has flourished, 
the risks to personal and professional privacy have 
grown. A recent spate of high-level corporate data 
breaches – from major retailers to online service 
providers – has shone a spotlight on the challenge 
of data management and security in an era of online 
shopping, worldwide connectivity, collaborative 
innovation and flexible work arrangements. The 
emergence of cloud computing and the bring-your-
own-device (BYOD) trend have only exacerbated 
the problem. I’m left wondering if BYOD could be 
viewed by some as Bring Your Own Disaster.

26 Up front Winter 2015

The goal is to protect data when 
using technology, while maintaining 
relative ease of use.

Expert opinion

William Platt is a Deals Partner in the 

Forensic Services Practice at PwC 

Canada. William has more than 20 

years’ experience assisting clients 

with electronic evidence management 

across North America.
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The power of balance
In an age of information sharing, data security needn’t come at the expense of employee mobility and innovation

By William Platt

Insights | Technology Insights | Technology 

It’s almost impossible to overstate how rapidly 
technological advances are transforming the way we 
work and communicate. For example, organizations 
are not only embracing mobile devices that allow 
employees to work remotely, but a growing number 
are encouraging staff to do so whenever possible. 

Consequently, companies and their employees 
are creating, sharing and storing information at 
unprecedented levels. Data flows between our 
smartphones, tablets and laptops, creating an 
increased potential for overlap between our personal 
and professional lives.

This revolution in technology and communication 
has presented widespread business opportunities, 
empowering companies to develop better products 
and services, and offering them the chance to stay 
competitive by collaborating on a global scale.

But just as information sharing has flourished, 
the risks to personal and professional privacy have 
grown. A recent spate of high-level corporate data 
breaches – from major retailers to online service 
providers – has shone a spotlight on the challenge 
of data management and security in an era of online 
shopping, worldwide connectivity, collaborative 
innovation and flexible work arrangements. The 
emergence of cloud computing and the bring-your-
own-device (BYOD) trend have only exacerbated 
the problem. I’m left wondering if BYOD could be 
viewed by some as Bring Your Own Disaster.

1Make confidentiality and security focal points 
of employee orientation and training

Forward-thinking organizations have employee 
onboarding processes that teach the importance 
of keeping data secure, while also describing 
their information management policies in detail. 
Highlighting the value of flexibility and mobility 
is a critical aspect of that training. Remind new 
staff that although protecting information is of 
paramount concern, that doesn’t mean it will 

compromise their ability 
to innovate and to 
work with colleagues, 
wherever they may be. 

It’s important 
to highlight the 
interconnectivity 
between personal and 
corporate privacy risks. 

If BYOD is a company policy or benefit, make 
sure that the employment agreement addresses 
the implications related to ownership of data. 
Managing employees’ expectations is important, 
but organizations must also understand corporate 
legal issues such as data ownership and privacy, as 
well as the cost related to investigations or litigation 
matters that would require sifting through personal 
versus business data on a device.

2 Understand that security and functionality 
go hand in hand

Security concerns shouldn’t make it more difficult 
for employees to interact internally or with their 
clients and their professional network. Forcing them 
to use an awkward system or to follow cumbersome 
rules all but guarantees non-compliance. First 
steps to protect information could include issuing 
corporate hardware to all staff with the potential 
for remote work access, using virtual private 
network (VPN) connections, introducing mandatory 
encryption on storage devices and restricting where 
data can be saved. Time locks and biometric systems 
such as fingerprints or retinal scans on devices can 
add another dimension to security infrastructure 
that avoids the pitfalls of passwords. The goal 
is to protect data when using technology, while 
maintaining relative ease of use. 

3 Develop, communicate and monitor 
information management policies

Employers need clear information management 
policies that state expectations around the type of 
data that will be protected and how it should flow 
within the organization and to clients. Introduce 
checks and balances to ensure staff compliance, but 
in a way that also helps maintain that vital focus on 
innovation and collaboration. 

To find this middle ground, you must know your 
organization’s culture well and understand that 
employees need flexibility to do their jobs. In some 
cases, I’ve seen companies create substructures that 
let staff surf the Internet at work, but still restrict 
access to certain websites over content or malware 
concerns. In others, businesses with BYOD policies 
have taken the added step of vetting a range of 
smartphones or tablets and allowing employees 
to choose models that best suit their personal 
and professional needs, but they are technically 
approved from a software security perspective. 
Technology can provide the framework we work 
within, but policies that govern its use must be a 
constant reminder to staff, including a method of 
regular monitoring.

Data sharing and mobility will only increase as 
the boundary between workers’ professional and 
personal lives continues to blur. Companies must 
implement important safeguards that will maintain 
security and confidentiality, with the understanding 
and need to mitigate any negative impact it will 
have on business processes. Policies related to 
corporate information governance must drive 
behaviour that ensures workflows in the technology 
environment will flourish. Organizations that find 
ways to confront this challenge – and seize the 
accompanying opportunities – will enjoy success. 
Those that don’t will be left behind.  Uf

The goal is to protect data when 
using technology, while maintaining 
relative ease of use.

As a result, many business leaders are 
conflicted by the need to adopt mobility policies 
that manage data risk and improve bottom-line 
performance, while attracting millennial workers 
who demand technological and workplace 
flexibility. In this new reality, rigid data controls 
and rules simply don’t work. In fact, they defy the 
contemporary management ethos, which champions 
independence, decentralization, flexible supplier 
networks and free thinking. 

Establishing a comfort level in a hyperconnected 
age is no easy task, but forward-thinking 
corporations are finding solutions to this 
dilemma. There are so many risk factors such as 
confidentiality, privacy, security, theft, competition 
and reputation. In my work with some of the 
world’s leading organizations, I’ve seen them 
take a more focused but balanced approach to 
digital security and leveraging technology – while 
meeting employee expectations of mobility and 
connectivity and still protecting data privacy and 
confidentiality. Here are three strategies to put 
your business on the right path.
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Expert opinion

William Platt is a Deals Partner in the 

Forensic Services Practice at PwC 

Canada. William has more than 20 

years’ experience assisting clients 

with electronic evidence management 

across North America.
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A new cycle
By investing in powerful online technologies, Live to Play Sports’ John Williams is 
helping independent bike dealers successfully exploit the growing interest in cycling

By Anicka Quin

The leaders

A new cycle
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John Williams took a big risk in 2012. Williams was 
President of the venerable Canadian cycling 
brand Norco, legendary for popularizing BMX and 
“North Shore riding”-style mountain bikes. The 
Port Coquitlam, B.C.-based company had always 
had two successful streams to its business: Norco 
Bicycles, with a full line of “playground to podium” 
bikes, and Norco Products Ltd., which served as a 
distributor for almost 90 bike parts and accessory 
brands across the country. Although the name 
Norco carries significant weight in the marketplace, 
the management team decided that it was time to 
give the distribution side its own identity and bring 
a greater consumer-oriented focus to the bike line. 
So, after nearly 50 years as Norco, the organization 
became Live to Play Sports Group Inc., popularly 
known as Live to Play or LTP; Norco would be a 
name reserved for the bikes alone.

Transitioning a well-loved brand isn’t easy. 
Inside the company, the team needs to adapt (even 
enthusiastic supporters of the change get attached 
to their e-mail addresses), and it’s even tougher 
to win over independent dealers. But in the age of 
Amazon orders and Internet-powered consumers, 
it was a necessary shift for Norco, allowing it to 
focus more sharply on its bicycle line and to develop 
strategic systems for its newly branded parent 
distribution company. 

LTP deals exclusively with independent bicycle 
dealers (IBDs), many of which compete not just 
with each other but also with a cultural change that 
sees consumers bypass the brick-and-mortar store 
altogether to shop online. “We believe there’s still 
tremendous value for a distributor, but that role has 
changed,” says Williams, who joined the company 
in 1998 and has been President since 2008. “The 
majority of information is gathered by consumers 
before they even step into the store. So as a 
distributor, we view our role in LTP as connectivity. 
We want to connect consumers to brands, to dealers, 
to draw the traffic into the store and help dealers 
grow their business through the online channel.”

LTP took a multipronged approach to building 
success for its model. Brands are categorized as 
tier 1 – if LTP is the exclusive Canadian distributor 
– or tier 2. The former benefit from LTP’s on-the-
ground sales force as well as print marketing, 
solicited product reviews, and an information push 
to consumer networks such as newsletters and social 
media. Tier-2 brands receive a more transactional, 
basic service: LTP ensures quick and efficient 
fulfilment when a dealer places an order. The system 
maximizes resources to focus on the brands that 
are the top sales drivers, and the results have been 
impressive, with double-digit revenue growth in the 
2014 fiscal year. 

We view our role in 
LTP as connectivity. 
We want to connect 
consumers to brands, 
to dealers, to draw the 
traffic into the store and 
help dealers grow their 
business through the 
online channel.
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President, Live to Play Sports 
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All about Live to Play Sports Group

Based in Port Coquitlam, B.C., Live to 

Play Sports began in 1964 as Norco, 

a two-family-owned bicycle business 

run by owner-operator Bert Lewis. 

(Lewis continued to lead the company 

until 2000.) In the 1970s, Norco 

introduced the first full-suspension 

BMX bikes to the Canadian market; 

by the ’80s, it was one of the first 

North American companies to design 

and manufacture mountain bikes; 

in the ’90s, it debuted the first front 

suspension-specific mountain bike. 

The parent company became Live 

to Play Sports Group in 2012. Both 

original families still own LTP (and 

its bike brand Norco), though since 

Lewis retired, the company has been 

exclusively run by a management 

team. LTP distributes nearly 90 

brands nationwide and owns three 

proprietary brands: Norco, Axiom and 

Adams, which are sold in more than 

30 countries. The company has 150 

employees across Canada; for each of 

the past two fiscal years it has posted 

more than $100-million in revenue.

The company has also partnered with 
SmartEtailing, Inc., a Camarillo, Calif.-based 
group that gives IBDs the ability to build their 
own websites, including story ideas, product 
information, tech tips and regular updates, as well 
as offer online shopping. Through SmartEtailing, an 
IBD can sync the inventory it has in store with what 
LTP has in its warehouse, creating a much larger 
opportunity for a sale.

“The dealers have anywhere from 2,000 to 6,000 
square feet. We have over 20,000 products here,” 
Williams says. “They don’t have the space to show all 
that product in their stores, but with SmartEtailing, 
they can have this endless-aisle concept on their 
website. They can show everything that brand has to 
offer, because it’s synced with our inventory.”

When a dealer receives an order in its 
“warehouse” – essentially LTP’s stock – LTP sends 
it to the store or straight to the customer’s home. 
“We’re seamless behind the scenes,” Williams 
explains. “The dealer still maintains the relationship 
with the consumer.”

The partnership with SmartEtailing also lets LTP 
connect IBDs with brand websites more readily, 
through a “Buy Local Now” initiative. “When the 
consumer starts their purchasing journey, they 
often start at a brand’s website,” says Williams. “You 
gather all the information; you look at the reviews; 
you look at the consumers using that product. If the 
brand subscribes to Buy Local Now, you can click a 
button and it will show all the dealers who actually 
have that item right now in their store or in our 
warehouse.” The customer can immediately order 
straight from the dealer, allowing IBDs to compete 
better in an Amazon world. 

“That’s how we talk about connecting consumers 
to brands to dealers in the online world,” Williams 
says. “We have this omni-channel experience – the 
in-store experience complemented by an online 
experience. That was our vision, one of the drivers 
behind the creation of LTP.” 

Choosing which brands become a part of the LTP 
group is just as important to the company’s success. 
“In the past, it was often an arms race to see who 
could have the thickest book, among distributors, 
to get more and more brands to add to their 
portfolios,” Williams recalls. “You’ve got a deeper 
book, but then you weren’t giving enough attention 
to any one brand.” 

Now LTP is a lot more selective when it comes 
to brands – and quicker to cull one that isn’t 
performing. “When we look at a brand, we want 
brands that not only manage their product portfolio 
and their market and their messaging, but also 
manage their pricing,” Williams continues. “How 
often do you see something advertised on the 
Internet and wonder, ‘Why am I paying so much in 
Canada?’ We want to avoid those conversations. 
We need brands who are very strategic in managing 
their pricing on a global basis.” 

Although LTP’s non-proprietary brands are 
distributed solely within Canada, its three 
proprietary brands – Norco, Axiom (bike accessories 
such as racks and panniers) and Adams (“Trail-a-
Bikes” for children) – sell worldwide and offer the 
company its biggest growth opportunity. “Last year 
was the first year we sold more Norco bikes outside 
of Canada than inside,” notes Williams. “Sometimes 
to be successful in Canada, you need success outside 
of Canada.”

The proprietary brands are distributed in more 
than 30 countries, including most of Europe, as well 
as New Zealand, Australia and China; Germany’s 
booming bike culture led to the opening of a branch 
office in that nation in 2013, complete with a direct 
sales force. 
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Shopping is one area of our lives where we can really 

see the impact of technology. For many of us, the store 

itself has taken on a new role within a much broader 

buying journey that began online. In fact, PwC’s recent 

survey of the retail industry confirmed that three-

quarters of shoppers do their research well before 

entering a showroom. 

From our ongoing work in the retail sector, we see 

innovative companies that are evolving their business 

models to put the customer at the centre of this 

extended shopping experience. One such organization 

is Live to Play Sports Group. The private Canadian 

company has embraced this new reality, implementing a 

strategy to help independent bike dealers respond to the 

expectations of digitally savvy consumers.

In conversation with John Williams

Elisabeth Finch is a Tax Services 

Partner based in PwC’s Vancouver 

office. She brings insights into trade 

in the global materials sector to her 

work, as well as in-depth experience 

working with international clients.

PwC insight

As complex as LTP’s marketing and promotion 
strategy is, the mission and vision are simple  
and direct. 

“When we created LTP, we sat back and thought 
about our brand identity. ‘Why are we here? What’s 
our mission?’ And we believe that through cycling, 
our lives are better,” relates Williams, who does 
a 30-kilometre route twice a week. “We believe 

everyone is a cyclist. I think a lot of people can 
remember the time when they were rid of their 
training wheels, and the first time they rode down 
the road without any assistance.

“So that’s our vision. It’s creating more 
touch points for cycling through LTP. It’s about 
connecting those cyclists to brands, to dealers and 
all the information we need to cycle.”  Uf

Succeeding in the 
total retail world

Brand trust is the number one reason that 
consumers shop at their favourite retailers, 
but building trust takes time. For retailers, 
the best way to win trust is to provide 
the experience that customers desire, the 
products they want, the service they expect 
and the protection of personal information 
they demand – every single day. 

INSIGHTS ONLINE

Total Retail 2015: Retailing in an age of disruption (PwC, 2015)

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/totalretail

Live to Play Sports Group’s mission is to improve cyclists’ lives by connecting them to the brands, 
dealers and information they need, says President John Wiliams (left), shown at LTP headquarters.
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When a dealer receives an order in its 
“warehouse” – essentially LTP’s stock – LTP sends 
it to the store or straight to the customer’s home. 
“We’re seamless behind the scenes,” Williams 
explains. “The dealer still maintains the relationship 
with the consumer.”

The partnership with SmartEtailing also lets LTP 
connect IBDs with brand websites more readily, 
through a “Buy Local Now” initiative. “When the 
consumer starts their purchasing journey, they 
often start at a brand’s website,” says Williams. “You 
gather all the information; you look at the reviews; 
you look at the consumers using that product. If the 
brand subscribes to Buy Local Now, you can click a 
button and it will show all the dealers who actually 
have that item right now in their store or in our 
warehouse.” The customer can immediately order 
straight from the dealer, allowing IBDs to compete 
better in an Amazon world. 

“That’s how we talk about connecting consumers 
to brands to dealers in the online world,” Williams 
says. “We have this omni-channel experience – the 
in-store experience complemented by an online 
experience. That was our vision, one of the drivers 
behind the creation of LTP.” 

Choosing which brands become a part of the LTP 
group is just as important to the company’s success. 
“In the past, it was often an arms race to see who 
could have the thickest book, among distributors, 
to get more and more brands to add to their 
portfolios,” Williams recalls. “You’ve got a deeper 
book, but then you weren’t giving enough attention 
to any one brand.” 

Now LTP is a lot more selective when it comes 
to brands – and quicker to cull one that isn’t 
performing. “When we look at a brand, we want 
brands that not only manage their product portfolio 
and their market and their messaging, but also 
manage their pricing,” Williams continues. “How 
often do you see something advertised on the 
Internet and wonder, ‘Why am I paying so much in 
Canada?’ We want to avoid those conversations. 
We need brands who are very strategic in managing 
their pricing on a global basis.” 

Although LTP’s non-proprietary brands are 
distributed solely within Canada, its three 
proprietary brands – Norco, Axiom (bike accessories 
such as racks and panniers) and Adams (“Trail-a-
Bikes” for children) – sell worldwide and offer the 
company its biggest growth opportunity. “Last year 
was the first year we sold more Norco bikes outside 
of Canada than inside,” notes Williams. “Sometimes 
to be successful in Canada, you need success outside 
of Canada.”

The proprietary brands are distributed in more 
than 30 countries, including most of Europe, as well 
as New Zealand, Australia and China; Germany’s 
booming bike culture led to the opening of a branch 
office in that nation in 2013, complete with a direct 
sales force. 
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 A Canadian business with a high percentage 
of U.S. customers might have seen revenue climb 
over the past year as the U.S. dollar’s relative 
value rose. The challenge is to determine how 
much of that jump was driven by FX shifts.

The FX factor
The low Canadian dollar is only one piece of the puzzle for U.S. 
companies sizing up acquisitions north of the border

By Brooke Valentine

Insights | Risk Insights | Risk
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Expert opinion

Brooke Valentine is a Partner with PwC Corporate 

Finance Inc., working in the Toronto office. Brooke 

specializes in leading complex financing and 

merger and acquisition transactions from idea 

generation, research, capital structure analysis, 

valuation, marketing and negotiation to closing.
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The decline of the loonie over the past year makes 
Canadian companies attractive to U.S. acquirers, 
and that’s bound to be on the minds of business 
owners who might want to sell, as well as potential 
foreign buyers.

Although currency-driven bargains may 
seem harder to resist, mergers and acquisitions 
(M&A) shouldn’t hinge on foreign exchange (FX) 
considerations alone. Exchange rates can be a factor 
in M&A, but a company is making a mistake if it 
bases its rationale for an acquisition primarily on an 
FX advantage. 

It’s tempting to believe otherwise right now. 
Canadian businesses look attractive to prospective 
buyers, given that in late September 2015 our 
currency hit an 11-year low against the greenback. 
The Canadian dollar has continued to be dragged 
down by weak energy prices and widespread 
expectations that the U.S. Federal Reserve Board 
will hike interest rates in 2015 and the Bank of 
Canada won’t, widening the gulf still further. 

Fundamental truths
The exchange gap is something to consider when 
contemplating a Canadian target company, but let’s 
put it in perspective. 

For M&A, the fundamentals still apply: the 
quality of the acquisition target, its brand, market 
position, intellectual property, customer base and 
more. Acquirers will also want to analyze how the 
target’s location fits in with their existing business 
and whether there are other possible synergies 
between the two.    

Obviously, FX rates can affect valuation; 
Canadian companies appear relatively cheap to U.S. 
buyers right now, while potential U.S. acquisitions 
look expensive to those north of the border. 
Buyers can gain a deeper perspective through 
sensitivity analysis, looking at how foreign currency 
movements affect the target company as a whole. 

This might sound straightforward, but it can 
be complex. The acquirer will want to look at 
targets that have robust financial reporting and 
management systems, because determining the real 
effects of FX on a company calls for examining issues 
in isolation.

For example, a Canadian business with a high 
percentage of U.S. customers might have seen 
revenue climb over the past year as the U.S. dollar’s 
relative value rose. The challenge is to determine 
how much of that jump was driven by FX shifts and 
how much by other forces, such as increases in sales 
volume, changes in pricing or a new product mix. 
Isolating all of these factors is no easy task, but it’s 
worth the effort.

Perform such an exercise on the cost side 
as well as on the revenue side. Are some costs 
influenced by foreign exchange? Do changes in costs 
mitigate changes in revenue? Only by dissecting 
a target company’s income statement can a buyer 
understand its exposure to FX.

Good times, bad times
In the past year, we’ve seen both sides of the impact 
of foreign exchange on Canadian companies. Those 
with sizable U.S. customer bases – 50 per cent or 
more of total sales – are thriving as the Canadian 
dollar declines and the robust U.S. economy gives 
them an extra boost.

By contrast, businesses that need to make 
significant U.S. dollar purchases but sell mostly to 
Canadians are struggling, unless they can find ways 
to hedge or to pass on the FX impacts to customers.

Companies can mitigate their FX exposure in the 
context of an M&A transaction. One way is to use 
U.S. dollar debt financing as part of the purchase. If 
the greenback strengthens, the acquisition target’s 
value will increase, but so will the value of the debt, 
and vice versa, if the Canadian dollar rises.

Companies can also use FX contracts, but these 
require considerable management expertise and 
attention. By locking in an exchange rate for, say, 
six months, a corporation can protect itself. On the 
downside, such contracts come at a cost, and the 
business could find itself on the wrong side of an 
FX bet. 

The key to any analysis of how FX affects a target 
company is to remember that it needs expert review 
and focus on detail – the kind of work that should 
be undertaken with a trusted professional. Due 
diligence really is key.  Uf

 A Canadian business with a high percentage 
of U.S. customers might have seen revenue climb 
over the past year as the U.S. dollar’s relative 
value rose. The challenge is to determine how 
much of that jump was driven by FX shifts.
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Attention  
to retail
President and CEO François Roberge has turned apparel chain  
la Vie en Rose into a booming international business by adapting 
to its customers’ needs 

By James Martin

Fundamentally, I am an 
entrepreneur adventurer. 
I’ve been in the garment 
trade for 34 years. It’s not 
work; it’s a pleasure – and 
I like the risks.

“Fundamentally, I am an entrepreneur adventurer,” 
says François Roberge, President and Chief 
Executive Officer of Boutique La Vie en Rose. “I’ve 
been in the garment trade for 34 years. It’s not work; 
it’s a pleasure – and I like the risks.”

Roberge is also used to turning heads, whether 
it’s for transforming a struggling women’s clothing 
company into a thriving international chain or 
for his commitment to developing functional and 
feminine bras for mastectomy patients. Then there’s 
his company’s stock in trade: comfortable, elegant 
and sometimes racy lingerie. But what caught the 
eye of the Canadian business world in March 2015 
wasn’t a new line of swimsuits or underthings from 
la Vie en Rose. Roberge got everyone’s attention by 
purchasing one of his competitors – after it had filed 
for bankruptcy protection.

It was his fourth attempt in 12 years to buy Bikini 
Village. With the Canada-wide swimwear retailer 
$6-million in the red and about to post a $6.4-million 
net loss for 2014, the time was finally right. (The 
price tag was right too – reportedly less than 
$4-million.) But given that la Vie en Rose’s once-
strong competition was on life support, why bother? 

The leaders

““Fundamentally, I am an “Fundamentally, I am an 

””
François Roberge

President and Chief Executive Officer, 

Boutique La Vie en Rose
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Where some CEOs might have celebrated the 
demise of a rival, Roberge lamented the waste 
of untapped potential. “Bikini Village has a good 
brand that I can develop on the international stage,” 
he says. “I don’t want to criticize the previous 
management, but their e-marketing was non-
existent – in the year 2015! You learn that you have 
to water your plants for them to survive.”

Roberge bought la Vie en Rose in 1996, when it 
was a small Toronto-based lingerie chain bleeding 
$1-million annually. People said he was crazy, 
he remembers, but he thought its 23 stores, most 
of which were in Ontario, with a few stragglers 
throughout the Eastern provinces, could fill a niche: 
fashionable lingerie for women looking to shop 
somewhere fancier than a department store but 
wanting a different style than La Senza. Roberge 
moved operations to Montreal and began what he 
calls an “aggressive” expansion, particularly within 
his home province of Quebec: “If I did not cover the 
Canadian market, someone else was going to do it.” 
He started turning a profit that first year.

Today, la Vie en Rose has 320 stores; a little more 
than two-thirds are in Canada, with the rest spread 
across 18 countries in the Middle East, Central 
America and North Africa. Its lingerie, swimwear 
and sleepwear lines are designed at the company 
headquarters opposite Montreal’s Olympic Stadium. 
The garments are manufactured overseas but 
largely distributed from Montreal. Roberge employs 
2,400 people in Canada. Global sales are in the 
neighbourhood of $200-million.

“I realized that, with only 35 million people, 
Canada is a small market,” Roberge says of his 
decision to grow la Vie en Rose worldwide. “When 
you travel, you say to yourself, ‘There are six billion 
people in the world, and three billion of them are 
women.’ There is a lot of potential.” 

All about Boutique La Vie en Rose

La Vie en Rose is a lingerie company 

that primarily caters to women 

aged 25 to 45. Since he bought the 

business in 1996, President and CEO 

François Roberge has led it through 

a series of transformations. Roberge 

quickly expanded the struggling, 

12-employee Ontario chain. Within his 

first year as CEO, he made serious 

inroads into his home province of 

Quebec, and the la Vie en Rose brand 

has continued to grow across Canada. 

In 2004, Roberge opened his first 

overseas location, in Saudi Arabia. 

Today, what began as 23 stores now 

numbers 225 Canadian outlets and 

95 others in 18 countries, including 

Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Kazakhstan, 

Kuwait, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and the 

United Arab Emirates. The Montreal-

based company has made many 

innovations to its signature bras over 

the years and moved into sleepwear 

and swimwear. In 2003, la Vie en Rose 

introduced a collection of underwear 

and sleepwear for men. 

Roberge has also used the company 

as a platform for his social conscience. 

In 2002, he created the Roses of Hope 

Foundation, which provides financial 

support to organizations committed 

to the well-being of Canadian women, 

with a particular focus on the fight 

against breast cancer. The foundation 

has since donated more than $820,000 

– much of it raised through the 

fundraising efforts of la Vie en Rose 

employees – to various organizations, 

including cancer research centres at 

Université de Montréal and McGill 

University. 

In 2010, la Vie en Rose launched its 

Muse collection of postmastectomy 

bras (muse.lavieenrose.com). Muse 

was inspired by a loyal customer, a 

breast cancer survivor who was having 

trouble finding functional, attractive 

bras. The la Vie en Rose product 

development team spent four years 

working on the design, collaborating 

with healthcare professionals and 

survivors alike to create garments 

that are feminine while providing the 

necessary specialized comfort. “Breast 

cancer is a plague,” Roberge says. “I 

was given a chance in my life, so I want 

to try to give a chance to others.”

Realizing that potential has meant opening 50 
stores in Algeria, Kazakhstan, Kuwait and Saudi 
Arabia – countries that might not be top-of-mind 
for less-adventurous retailers looking to expand 
their markets. “That’s the question everyone has: 
‘How do you do sell lingerie in Saudi Arabia?’ I 
would answer by saying that it’s important to have 
a flexible business model,” Roberge explains. “In 
our collections, we have items that respond to 
specific needs in specific countries. Our customers 
really appreciate that because not everyone does it. 
In our 38 stores in Saudi Arabia, we’re building a 
Ramadan collection. The shorts aren’t really short – 
they’re long.” 

In other countries, Roberge notes, businesses 
need to be flexible on more than just product. Even 
something as seemingly standard as stores can 
work differently. “There aren’t changing rooms in 
Saudi Arabia,” he says. “Women buy something, 
then try it on at home. If it doesn’t fit, they throw it 
out, then come back to the store to buy something 
else. That’s how business is done. At the same time, 
things do change. Five years ago, only men worked 
in stores there, and women customers had to be 
accompanied by a man. Today, women work in the 
women’s clothing stores, and men aren’t allowed 
in. It’s important to be able to adapt yourself.”

Roberge’s interest in the global marketplace 
does not come at the expense of his home 
province. Quite the contrary. He is, after all, a 
proud third-generation Quebec retailer. One 
grandfather was in the garment trade, the other 
was a shopkeeper, and his father was a pharmacist. 
Roberge himself got his start at age 19, driving a 
truck for Les Boutiques San Francisco, his uncle’s 
Quebec-based clothing chain. (That uncle, Paul 
Delage Roberge, also served as CEO of Bikini 
Village until 2003.) 

With 320 stores in Canada and 18 other countries, la Vie en Rose President François Roberge aims to 
have 1,000 locations within 15 years.
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Growing with purpose and 
driving profitability through 
transformation

Profitability is a balancing act and requires big-picture 
thinking. It’s not just about return on investment; it involves a 
comprehensive analysis of multiple, overlapping dynamics. It 
starts externally in what you offer, how you deliver and how you go 
to market. It looks at your processes and at what you do to exceed 
your customers’ expectations. Most important, it’s proactive.

INSIGHTS ONLINE

He met his wife, Lina Di Liello, when they worked 
together at Les Boutiques San Francisco; today, she is 
la Vie en Rose’s Vice-President of Buying. Their three 
children, now young adults, grew up around the 
business, and one is already working at the Montreal 
headquarters. “Our retail roots run deep,” Roberge 
says of his family, and he doesn’t want to be the end 
of the line. In 2008, he began working with a group 
of entrepreneurs to build an international fashion 
cluster based in Montreal. The cluster, now called 
mmode, has a three-pronged mission: to co-ordinate 
activities and events between fashion industry 
players and stakeholders; to educate the public 
and government about the fashion industry; and to 
increase competitiveness by offering entrepreneurial 
support and strengthening educational and research 
partnerships with schools and universities. 

As mmode’s honorary president, Roberge is a 
passionate advocate for nurturing exchange and 
collaboration in Quebec’s fashion world. “This 
industry gave me everything when I started as a 
truck driver in 1981,” he says. “My children will be 
taking my place. That’s why I want my industry to 
succeed, here in Quebec and globally – for them and 
for their generation.”

In May 2015, more than 400 members of the fashion industry gathered at 
ALDO Group’s head office in Montreal for the presentation of the mmode 
cluster’s strategic action plan, prepared with PwC. The mmode steering 
committee (left to right): Louis Bibeau, President, Logistik Unicorp Inc.; Eric 
Wazana, President, Second Clothing Co.; Evik Asatoorian, President, Rudsa; 
François Roberge, President and CEO, Boutique La Vie en Rose; Marie Saint 
Pierre, President, Marie Saint Pierre Design Inc.; Anna Martini, President, 
Groupe Dynamite; Pierre Desrochers, Chair of the Executive Committee, 
City of Montreal; Elliot Lifson, Vice-President, Peerless Clothing Inc.; 
Philippe Dubuc, President, PHILIPPE DUBUC. Missing: Lili Fortin, Business 
Development, Boutique Tristan & Iseut Inc.; Mariouche Gagné, President, 
Harricana par Mariouche. For more information, visit mmode.ca.
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Profitability involves an analysis of multiple, 
overlapping dynamics

Growing with purpose: Driving profitability through transformation (PwC, 2015)

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/private
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We have long advocated the need for Canada’s privately 

owned businesses to become more globally connected. 

We see great value in going beyond our borders to locate 

top talent, meet new partners, access innovative ideas, 

lower costs or extend markets. For mid-sized private 

companies, strategic alliances and joint ventures can 

be a good way to use local knowledge and resources to 

navigate the complexities and avoid the risks.

In the case of la Vie en Rose, local market 

knowledge remains critical to its overseas expansion. 

The international success of this Montreal-based 

clothier, almost a third of whose 320 stores are in 

North Africa and the Middle East, is a wonderful 

example of understanding and adapting to local 

customs and culture.

What’s just as exciting is the work that President and 

CEO François Roberge is doing back in his hometown, 

collaborating and innovating with other entrepreneurs to 

keep Montreal on the world’s fashion stage.

In conversation with 

François Roberge 

Alain Michaud heads PwC’s Retail 

and Consumer Group in Quebec. 

He has a solid understanding of the 

market and the challenges ahead 

for retail and consumer companies. 

Alain maintains close links with the sector’s key players 

and PwC’s client base, and he has direct access to the 

PwC global network of industry experts.

PwC insight

Looking ahead to the next 18 months, Roberge 
intends to stabilize Bikini Village, keeping 48 of 
its 52 stores in Eastern Canada and expanding the 
chain westward. Internationally, la Vie en Rose 
will keep growing in the Middle East. It has also 
recently opened a test shop in Panama, with Tunisian 
locations to follow in 2016. Roberge has his sights set 
on China, Indonesia and India too. (The company’s 
Asia and Middle East expansions are supported by a 
distribution centre that recently moved from Dubai 
to Hong Kong, a more central location.) 

Since 2008, Roberge has focused on shoring 
up the company’s e-commerce capacity; online 
purchases now account for 3 per cent of sales, 

In Saudi Arabia and other nations, la Vie en Rose has tailored its retail experience to the local culture.

and he wants to boost that number to 10 per cent 
within four years. Later in 2015, he’s also planning 
to launch a new la Vie en Rose website that will 
cater to U.S. customers, with a Bikini Village 
equivalent to follow. Yes, François Roberge has 
plenty of ideas. “Vision,” however, is not a word 
he’s entirely comfortable with.

“It’s not a vision,” Roberge says. “I’m hooked on 
the excitement.” He admits that la Vie en Rose has 
grown into something far beyond anything he could 
have predicted when he bought the company in 
1996. He recalls dreaming about one day having 100 
stores; now he’s aiming for 1,000 within 15 years. 

The trick, Roberge says, is to be flexible but remain 

focused: “Stay close to your customers so you’re not 
making decisions disconnected from their needs.”

For example, he’s not in Saudi Arabia to change 
anyone’s way of life, he explains. “I’m there to do 
business. When I go to Russia, I’m working with a 
different culture. When I go to India, it’s a different 
culture yet again. Same thing in Japan. That’s the 
international business model. It’s crucial to learn to 
adapt yourself, to create new products but still keep 
your core values – in our case, to still develop our 
clothes for the women who will wear them. As la 
Vie en Rose has adapted to each new market, we’ve 
stayed true to our core values: comfort, good prices 
and helping women look beautiful.”  Uf
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The leaders

Staying power
It is 
addictive 
to see your 
company 
grow.

The leaders

“
”

Arnon Levy

Founder, President and Chief 

Executive Officer, GuestTek 

Interactive Entertainment
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By the time Arnon Levy graduated from the 
University of Calgary with a bachelor of commerce, 
he had two successful businesses under his belt: a 
lawn-mowing venture from high school and a T-shirt 
company while at college. Levy had also held down 
enough paid jobs to know that he didn’t want to work 
for anyone but himself. So in 1996, with $65,000 in 
backing from a family friend, he launched a small 
Internet company from his basement.

What began with a vision of giving business 
travellers an alternative to Web cafés has grown 
into the world’s largest provider of in-room 
connectivity and entertainment technology for the 
hotel industry. If you travel for work, chances are 
you’ve used GuestTek Interactive Entertainment 
Ltd.’s high-speed Internet, video on demand and 
other services, which are available in 86 countries. 
Calgary-based GuestTek serves more than 3,900 
hotels with a total of 850,000 rooms, including the 
Hilton Hotels & Resorts, Hyatt Hotels Corp. and 
Marriott International, Inc. chains.

The company boosted its geographic footprint 
significantly in 2014 with the acquisition of iBAHN, 
its major rival. Already the dominant player in the 
Americas, GuestTek gained global reach through 
the deal.

Founder, President and Chief Executive Officer 
Levy, a self-described aggressive but empathetic 
leader who doesn’t take no for an answer, has 
succeeded by growing the business carefully, forging 
strong partnerships and investing in technology that 
keeps GuestTek ahead of the competition.

The iBAHN takeover was approved in a Delaware 
bankruptcy court after the Salt Lake City, Utah-
based company filed for bankruptcy protection, 
citing a loss of contracts with Marriott, its biggest 
client, and patent litigation costs. Losing the 
Marriott business stemmed from the chain’s need 
for a vendor that could provide consistent standards 
at all of its hotels worldwide.

Purchasing iBAHN has given privately held 
GuestTek the power to do just that. The company 
added 350,000 rooms at 1,400 hotels through the 
acquisition, which included international iBAHN 
affiliates not part of the bankruptcy case.

Under Arnon Levy’s leadership, 
Calgary-based GuestTek has 
conquered the world of interactive 
technology for the hotel business 

By Paula Arab
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“iBAHN was really strong globally,” Levy notes. 
“They built a great infrastructure in Europe, the 
Middle East and Asia,” he says, explaining that 
GuestTek had the hospitality market cornered 
in North and South America, from Canada to 
Argentina. “So for us, this became a perfect position 
to take two pieces of a puzzle and put it together. 

“Now we have full global coverage,” Levy 
says. “That means I can go to every one of my 
customers – Hilton, Marriott and the [other] 
big chains – and say to them, ‘I can give you the 
exact same look and feel for everything that 
is technology in the room: phone, TV, movies, 
high-speed Internet. You can have the exact same 
standards anywhere in the world.’”

Like many multinational companies, the hotel 
majors struggle with quality assurance. “The biggest 
hardship that these big chains have is to provide 
consistency across the lineup of brands,” Levy 
says. “This way, they can go out there and create 
a standard for the first time ever. They have one 
company that can deliver the exact same service and 
the exact same product around the world. That’s 
what’s giving us the edge, and that’s what’s giving 
us massive growth with the iBAHN deal.”

GuestTek made another key acquisition in 2014 
when it bought TelNet Corp. after entering into 
a partnership with the Worthington, Ohio-based 
telephony provider that allowed it to add voice to its 

range of services. GuestTek’s OneView Voice iACT 
solution is a cloud-based system with more features 
for a lower cost than many similar offerings.

The company has come a long way since its 
modest beginnings during the dot-com boom of the 
1990s. Levy started with just one customer, Calgary’s 
Palliser hotel; he then secured its sister property in 
Winnipeg. From there, GuestTek signed the entire 
Canadian Pacific Hotels chain, now Fairmont Hotels 
& Resorts. Radisson and Hyatt followed.

The strategy during the early days was to grow 
“slowly, slowly, slowly,” Levy recalls. He also 
partnered with the hotel sector, hiring consultants 
to work alongside GuestTek’s research and 
development experts. 

“We really concentrated on technology and on 
having the best technology out there,” Levy says. 
“We also concentrated on hiring people from the 
hospitality industry who knew how to service people 
from the hospitality industry. So we really knew 
our customer and knew what they needed, and the 
service that they needed.”

In the wake of the 2000 stock market crash, 
which hammered GuestTek’s bigger competitors, 
Levy’s measured expansion paid off. “When the 
bubble burst, the only company left standing was 
GuestTek,” he says. “Coming out of the dot-com 
days, we were the only company left out there that 
was actually profitable.”

All about GuestTek Interactive 
Entertainment

Founded by President and CEO Arnon 

Levy in 1996, GuestTek is the leading 

global provider of broadband and 

other interactive technology solutions 

for the hospitality business. With 18 

offices worldwide and about 950 

staff, the Calgary-based company 

operates in 20 languages and serves 

some 3,900 hotels from Asia to South 

America. It counts several top hotel 

chains among its clients.

GuestTek’s technology can be found 

in guest rooms, lobbies and common 

areas, meeting rooms and conference 

centres. When it comes to in-room 

amenities, the company sets itself 

apart with a “triple-play” service 

integrating voice, Internet and media. 

Among its other offerings are the 

RendezView conferencing system, 

custom-built IT security infrastructure, 

event services and the OneView 

Dashboard, a data capture and 

reporting platform for hoteliers.

GuestTek’s mantra:

1) Raise the bar by being better at 

service and products.

2) Dominate by taking the number one 

or number two spot in every market 

the company enters.

3) Take home more money. Be 

profitable and efficient, and everyone 

benefits.

The company also prides itself on 

technological innovation. “Technology 

services to hotel rooms will never 

go away,” Levy says. “The service, 

though, is always going to get better.”

The leaders  The leaders

Known for its leading-edge technology, GuestTek offers hotel guests a “triple-play” solution that combines Internet, 
voice and media.
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GuestTek recently made a large acquisition to become 

a global player. From startup almost 20 years ago to 

a 2004 initial public offering to Founder, President 

and CEO Arnon Levy’s decision to take the business 

private again in 2009, its story shows that the life 

cycle of a company can have many twists and turns. 

GuestTek’s evolution is a reminder that entrepreneurs 

must hang on and enjoy the ride as best they can. 

When confronted with challenges and opportunities, 

they must also embrace change or run the risk of 

being disrupted.

In conversation with Arnon Levy

Joon Chan is the Assurance Leader 

for PwC Calgary’s Private Company 

Services Practice. He has diverse 

experience working with clients in 

a wide range of industries including 

entertainment and technology.

PwC insight

GuestTek launched an initial public offering on 
the Toronto Stock Exchange in 2004. Leading up 
to the IPO, the company had enjoyed six years of 
steady growth, a curve that Levy describes as “a 
beautiful hockey-stick kind of scenario. At the same 
time, our technology was way more advanced than 
everyone else’s.”

Early investors in the flotation, Levy’s parents 
among them, were handsomely rewarded. Those 
who put up $15,000 made $1-million, says Levy, 
who had stepped down as CEO in 2003 to make way 
for a new growth strategy and a more senior leader. 

But going public proved troublesome. After 
debuting at $10.25, GuestTek’s stock price had 
dropped to $2 in eight months. It eventually 
recovered to trade around $7, but due to a failed 
buyout by the major shareholder in 2007, it fell 
as low as 10 cents by 2009. Meanwhile, Levy 
had launched a hostile takeover in 2004 and was 
back in charge, thanks to a partnership with M.P. 
Technologies, Inc. of Japan, which became a  
58 per cent shareholder. The company remained 
public until 2009, when Levy bought out his 
Japanese partners and followed that with an 
insider takeover of the company. He picked up all 
of GuestTek’s remaining outstanding shares for  
50 cents apiece. 

One lesson that Levy learned from that 
experience was how to be better prepared than the 
enemy when walking into a hostile situation. “Our 
ability to move and make decisions a lot faster gave 
us a massive advantage,” he says. 

Another lesson: He would never take his 
company public again. “I sleep a lot better at night,” 
Levy says. “It’s a simpler life. Do I still have issues 
getting to sleep? Yes.” Today, “controlled growth” 
keeps him awake, he says. “It is addictive to see your 
company grow.”

GuestTek keeps investing in R&D to ensure 
that its technology stays on the leading edge. 
The company’s Trifecta offering is a “triple-play” 
solution that combines its OneView Internet, voice 
and media systems; the latter delivers free-to-guest 
programming, video on demand and interactive 
television. This product suite is unique because 
it’s integrated. For example, if the phone rings 
while a hotel guest is watching a movie, the film 
automatically pauses when the guest answers and 
restarts when the guest hangs up.

In the years ahead, in-room technology will 
increasingly be tailored to individual needs. GuestTek 
is already there with its OneView platform, which 
can customize its entertainment offerings according 
to a guest’s user profile and past viewing preferences, 
right down to the language they probably speak. This 
service, now available in the higher-end hotels that 
GuestTek serves, will eventually become standard. 
“We’re taking the portfolio that the guest has with the 
hotel company and customizing that room experience 
for them,” Levy explains. 

Looking back, the GuestTek Founder says he has no 
regrets. “I wouldn’t do anything differently. I did a lot 
of wrong things, but if I didn’t do those wrong things, 
I wouldn’t have got a lot of other things right.”  Uf

Family businesses 
seek new global 
markets
Canadian family business leaders report 
that international markets account for  
12 per cent of their sales, and they plan 
to grow that number to 19 per cent in 
five years’ time. Not surprisingly, their 
companies are looking largely to the U.S., 
China, Mexico and Brazil as potential 
markets. The cost of exploration, the 
proximity of a newly improving U.S. 
economy and domestic success are the key 
reasons for this focus. 

INSIGHTS ONLINE

Securing the future: Family Business Survey 2014  

(PwC, 2014)

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/

familybusiness

Where’s this increase in international 
sales expected to come from?

21%

21%

47%

9%

9%

12%

75%

Americas

U.S.

Mexico

Brazil

Europe

Asia Pacific

China

range of services. GuestTek’s OneView Voice iACT 
solution is a cloud-based system with more features 
for a lower cost than many similar offerings.

The company has come a long way since its 
modest beginnings during the dot-com boom of the 
1990s. Levy started with just one customer, Calgary’s 
Palliser hotel; he then secured its sister property in 
Winnipeg. From there, GuestTek signed the entire 
Canadian Pacific Hotels chain, now Fairmont Hotels 
& Resorts. Radisson and Hyatt followed.

The strategy during the early days was to grow 
“slowly, slowly, slowly,” Levy recalls. He also 
partnered with the hotel sector, hiring consultants 
to work alongside GuestTek’s research and 
development experts. 

“We really concentrated on technology and on 
having the best technology out there,” Levy says. 
“We also concentrated on hiring people from the 
hospitality industry who knew how to service people 
from the hospitality industry. So we really knew 
our customer and knew what they needed, and the 
service that they needed.”

In the wake of the 2000 stock market crash, 
which hammered GuestTek’s bigger competitors, 
Levy’s measured expansion paid off. “When the 
bubble burst, the only company left standing was 
GuestTek,” he says. “Coming out of the dot-com 
days, we were the only company left out there that 
was actually profitable.”
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Known for its leading-edge technology, GuestTek offers hotel guests a “triple-play” solution that combines Internet, 
voice and media.
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The upside 
of down
Companies can use today’s sluggish economy to their advantage 
by adopting a deliberate cost-focused mindset that will help them 
thrive in good times and in bad 

By Marjo Johne

Insights | Growth Insights | Growth

42 Up front Winter 2015

After more than five years of postrecession growth, 
many businesses are grappling with a slowing global 
economy and market conditions that are driving 
down demand for their products and services.

But there is an upside to the downturn. As 
they work to survive – and even thrive – in this 
challenging environment, some companies are 
shifting focus toward a critical aspect of business 
that’s often overlooked in good times and 
reactively managed when things go south: cost 
reduction.

“Never waste a crisis for the opportunity it affords 
to improve performance,” says Adam Crutchfield, a 
Calgary-based Consulting Partner at PwC Canada. 
“During down times, this means being able to look 
at how you can manage your bottom line effectively, 
so you can continue to grow and avoid hurting the 
parts of your business that are your most profitable, 
strategic and differentiated.”

Cost versus profit

As the domestic and global economies continue to 
soften, more companies are looking at how they 
can preserve profits in the face of little to no 
growth. Steven Tanzi, a PwC Canada Consulting 
and Deals Partner in Calgary, points to Canada’s 
oil and gas producers as examples of businesses 
that are now focusing on cost control as a result of 
market conditions.

Plummeting oil prices, driven in large part by a 
glut in the world supply, have been cutting revenues 
and eating into profit margins. At the same time, 
operational and go-to-market costs remain high for 
oil companies.

“The processes, mindset and culture in the oil 
and gas industry, especially upstream, have really 
been focused on the revenue side of the business, 
and thinking about costs just doesn’t come 
naturally,” Tanzi says. “But if you look at all parts of 
the oil and gas value chain, they’re now all looking 
at their cost base.”

Effective cost control involves more than cutting 
back on spending, say Crutchfield and Tanzi. As a 
first step, business leaders need to truly understand 
the cost and profit sides of their operations and what 
makes their company different and more compelling 
than the competition.

“It’s important to understand how you make 
a profit, regardless of the environment, and to 
commit to aggressively tackling the cost part of your 
business,” Crutchfield says. “In areas of your business 
where you’re losing money, your number one priority 
should be to shut off the tap of loss as fast as you 
can, while making certain that you are not impacting 
profitable and strategic areas of your business.”

Analyzing all of the costs that drive profit is 
critical, Crutchfield advises. Regardless of market 
conditions, costs are an investment in a company’s 
future, and it’s important to invest in areas that drive 
the business forward. “This is where you look at the 
complexities you’ve built into your business that 
are nice to have in a high-profit environment but 
are not necessarily required in times of low profits,” 
Crutchfield says.

Controlling costs is particularly important in 
industries where price and demand tend to fluctuate 
based on market forces beyond the company’s 
control, note Crutchfield and Tanzi. By focusing on 
costs, these organizations are directing their efforts 
toward operational areas where they can impact 
profitability, gaining a greater sense of control in 
the process. 

From spending to saving
When it comes to cost control, the biggest challenge 
for many businesses is deciding to make the change 
from being revenue-driven to cost-focused.

“They don’t recognize the situation quickly 
enough,” Tanzi explains. “By the time they do, it’s 
usually not too late. But it’s almost too late – the 
bank account has dwindled too much. In my mind, 
the single biggest issue is deciding to make the 
switch from spending money to make money, to 
saving money to preserve and increase profits.”

Crutchfield and Tanzi say a large part of the 
cost-reduction initiatives they undertake with 
clients involves driving cultural change so that 
everyone in the organization – from the C-suite 
to the front lines – understands how his or her 
decisions and actions affect the company’s cost and 
profit numbers. 

Both agree that enabling a culture of continuous 
improvement that encourages all employees and 
management to identify opportunities, question the 
status quo and improve performance is critical at 
any time. But when cost controls become the focus, 
a culture like this can help to mitigate their impact 
and counter the prevalent belief that such measures 
necessarily translate into job losses.

To support this cultural change, companies need 
information and tools that help them to ensure the 
decisions they make are profit-focused and in line 
with the overall business strategy. 

“One of the things businesses struggle with 
is a lack of real-time information,” Tanzi says. 
“Fundamental reporting is typically backward-
focused, making it hard to forecast accurately. We 
believe one of the key factors in controlling costs 
is being able to access and understand good cost 
information.”

Companies that take action today to manage 
their costs will realize many benefits in the short 
and long term, including greater cost efficiency, 
opportunities for growth or the consolidation 
of competitors through acquisition. These agile 
businesses can also expect to be ahead of their 
remaining competition when the economy 
rebounds.

“When market conditions do improve, 
businesses that take advantage of the opportunity 
to optimize and embed a culture of deliberate cost 
management will emerge stronger, more profitable 
and ready to respond to their customers’ needs,” 
Crutchfield says.  Uf
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Expert opinion

Adam Crutchfield is a Consulting 

Partner for PwC Canada, 

based out of the Calgary office, 

specializing in operational 

excellence in energy and utilities.

Steven Tanzi is a Consulting and 

Deals Partner with PwC Canada, 

leading the Asset Lifecycle 

Management Practice for Western 

Canada from Calgary.
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Tax Law

With lawyers in Toronto, Montreal and Calgary, 
our tax law practice offers innovative tax 
advice and legal representation in all areas 
of Canadian taxation.

www.pwc.com/ca/tax-law

Immigration Law

Our legal team of Canadian immigration 
lawyers, US immigration attorneys and 
global immigration specialists provides a 
level of expertise, competence and strategic 
focus that ensures corporate and individual 
clients worldwide successfully achieve their 
immigration objectives and cross borders 
with ease.

www.pwc.com/ca/immigration-law

www.pwc.com/ca/law

©2015 PwC Law LLP, a law firm affiliated with PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, an Ontario limited liability partnership. All rights reserved. 2075-209 1015

Joining forces to serve 
our clients better

The tax practice of Wilson & Partners LLP and the immigration practice of 
PricewaterhouseCoopers Immigration Law LLP have combined forces to 
become PwC Law LLP.  

PwC Law LLP offers the exceptional service and thought leadership clients have 
come to expect by the same team of dedicated tax and immigration lawyers.

You’ve written about wanting to transform the 
fear you felt as a hostage into positive change 
in the world. Why did you start the Global 
Enrichment Foundation?
The idea for the GEF came to me when I was in what 
I call in my book the Dark House: a pitch-black 
room. Part of my survival strategy was to use my 
imagination to figure out what I would do when I 
was free. It sounds strange, but my strongest thought 
was to make positive change in that country. I was 
surrounded by teenage boys who had never been to 
school, and I couldn’t help feeling that they would 
have been different people if they had a chance to 
learn about the world. And yes, I was thinking about 
the woman at the [Mogadishu] mosque who risked 
and possibly lost her life to help me.

I had no experience in the not-for-profit world, so 
there I was thinking, “Wouldn’t it be really cool to 
start a university scholarship for Somali women, to 
honour that woman at the mosque?”

Freedom 
to forgive

How did you bring the foundation to life?
It was very hard getting it set up. Some people 
thought it was really sweet, or they thought it was 
strange. In either case, no one was lining up with 
cheques. But I never doubted whether it was the 
right thing to do. I surrounded myself with people 
who knew a lot more than I do. 

I talked my way into a postgrad diploma program 
at St. Francis Xavier in Antigonish [, N.S.], a 
six-month international development course. I 
surrounded myself with people who were experts in 
not-for-profits. And I surrounded myself with people 
from the Somali community. When I came home 
from captivity, I was overwhelmed by how many 
members of the Somali community took the time to 
contact me and reach out with notes or invitations 
to community events. 

So I gathered a group of leaders from the Somali 
community, especially Dr. Hussein Warsame of the 
University of Calgary, who was very familiar with 
the private university system in Somalia. With his 
help and the rest of the board, we were able to get 
that first program off the ground. It took a good 
year from inception. Today, we partner with 14 
universities across Somalia, in some regions that are 
very volatile and in some that are much more stable.

Was there an “aha” moment?
Everything changed in 2011, the year of a 
devastating famine in Somalia. I had planned my 
first trip back to Africa, to a Somali refugee camp 
in Kenya. I was there when the UN declared the 
famine. Looking at these people, the mandate that 
began as education – well, emergency aid became 
part of the mandate, and we started fundraising for 
famine relief. 

The famine was a big news story, and I was an 
interesting angle for the media: a former hostage 
trying to raise money to feed people with our 
Convoy for Hope. We were a little grassroots, and 
we were early on the ground, so we could do it.  

How did you come to the attention of the 
corporate world?
The publicity machine kicked in. Hamdi Ulukaya, 
the CEO of Chobani yogurt, saw me on the Today 
show. He gave us $1-million U.S. for famine relief in 
one fell swoop. He is such a good person, so kind.  

We often get cheques for $10,000 or $15,000 
that come as a result of my speaking. I’m not up 
there fundraising. But the corporate partners often 
set up the opportunity to donate. We also get small 
contributions from individual donors and from 
students. They touch me deeply.

How can people, and companies, bring 
forgiveness, compassion and social responsibility 
to bear in everyday life?
A lot of people talk to me about their desire to make 
a difference, to be compassionate. It applies to 
business, in terms of social responsibility. You 
have to make a choice very deep in yourself to be 
a compassionate person. You have to commit to it 
almost daily. But just begin; make that choice. There 
is no shortage of opportunities. 

Every person has a responsibility to give 
something back to the world, especially in a country 
like Canada. The more you do for others, the more 
you, your business and your family life benefit; you 
are a better, happier person. Giving of yourself is the 
greatest gift.  Uf

For more about Amanda Lindhout’s work in Somalia, 
visit globalenrichmentfoundation.com.

Canadian freelance journalist Amanda Lindhout 

had just arrived in Mogadishu, Somalia, in 2008 

when she was taken hostage by a gang of teenage 

criminals. To survive her 460 days in captivity, she 

retreated from the horrendous conditions into her 

imagination. 

In an extraordinary act of forgiveness, Lindhout, 

now 34 and based in Canmore, Alta., brought 

to life an idea from the darkest days of her 

imprisonment. In 2010, she launched the Global 

Enrichment Foundation (GEF), which has provided 

aid and education to more than 300,000 people 

in the same war-torn, drought-plagued nation 

where she was once held hostage. Close to her 

heart is the GEF’s university scholarship program 

for Somali women. The foundation also partners 

with corporations to help them accomplish their 

humanitarian goals.

Lindhout, whose 2014 memoir A House in the 

Sky remains a New York Times bestseller, is a 

sought-after inspirational speaker and adviser to 

international governments, global leaders, non-

profits and policymakers.

End game

After a long captivity in Somalia, Amanda Lindhout 
looked past her ordeal by creating a foundation that 
changes lives in the troubled African country

By Leanne Delap
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Celebrating 
a nation 
of innovators
The pioneers who moved beyond uncertainty 
to discover new ways of working. The leaders 
who challenge tradition, who create and inspire 
change. The obstinate, the risk-takers, the 
driven. All those committed to the hard work of 
bringing vision to reality.

Vision to Reality Awards 2016

• Profi ling innovative organizations 
on a national stage

• Sharing new ideas and new 
ways of working

• Connecting forward-looking 
individuals and organizations

• Telling the story of Canadian innovation

Nominations now open 
in three categories:

The disruptor: emerging companies developing 
new platforms, products and services

The builder: growing mid-sized businesses 
achieving competitive advantage through 
innovation 

The visionary: larger organizations at the 
forefront of industry transformation

Deadline January 31, 2016

For nomination details visit 
www.v2r.pwc.com

Vision to Reality
www.v2r.pwc.com
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