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Up front

Innovation is a loaded word these days. It’s used by 
governments as a panacea for driving growth in stagnant 

times. By organizations as a new mindset that will reap 
a windfall of untapped revenues. And, in the best of 
companies, it’s a core part of their business strategy.

Douglas Merrill, former CIO of Google, was a guest speaker 
at our Canadian Partners’ Conference this past October. 
He is an internationally renowned consultant on the topic 
of innovation. Not missing a beat, when asked by one of 
our partners to define innovation, Douglas responded: 
“I think we need to get rid of the word innovation and 
replace it with a more accurate word – winning.”

Innovation – in the context of winning – is at the heart of this first edition of Up front. 
Working with The Globe and Mail, PwC Canada is producing a semi-annual magazine, 
featuring profiles about Canadian business leaders and how they use fresh thinking to gain a 
competitive advantage and win in the marketplace. We’re also launching a complementary 
online version of Up front (upfront.pwc.com) that will be updated periodically with more 
interviews and best practices, including insights and challenges faced by business.

As a national and global organization, PwC is uniquely positioned to facilitate 
this discussion. We look forward to engaging Canada’s business leaders in 
an ongoing conversation about today’s challenges, tomorrow’s opportunities 
and how they create value for their organizations and stakeholders.  

Douglas Merrill’s simple analysis of the relationship between innovation and winning 
is refreshing. In this age of catchphrases and the flavour-of-the-month business 
initiatives, it’s good to have someone cut to the heart of an issue. We hope that in 
each issue of Up front, we’ll give you some interesting success stories to reflect upon, 
along with some food for thought to make your organization more successful.

Bill McFarland 
CEO and Senior Partner, PwC Canada
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Section Label

Managing change in an 
era of transformation

While evolving financial, 
environmental and social 
priorities have always provided a 
changing business environment, 
the past few years have proven 
to be particularly challenging for 
business leaders. Now, more than 
ever, senior executives are called 
on to make decisions that respond 
to immediate issues specific to their 
own industry and develop strategies 
that anticipate tomorrow’s changes.

The information on these two pages 
describes just a few of many factors 
impacting the Canadian business 
landscape and influencing how 
business leaders are managing  
change in today’s era of 
transformation.

Alberta’s Capital Plan calls for a 
$17.6-billion spend on infrastructure 
to support oil sands development over 
the next 3 years. Additionally, major 
industry players like Suncor Energy Inc. 
will spend in excess of $15-billion within 
the next 5 years, while Imperial Oil Ltd. 
and Canadian Natural Resources Ltd. 
are expected to spend $8-billion and 
$4-billion, respectively, by 2012. 
Source: Global Construction 2020. Global Construction 
Perspectives and Oxford Economics, 2011. Sponsored by PwC.

$17.6 b

2009

$14-
billion

$20-
billion

$23.6-
billion

2010 2011

In 2011, the combined net 
income of Canada’s Big Six 
banks continued to rise.

Source: Perspectives on the Canadian 
Banking Industry. PwC, 2010 & 2011.

Achieving the U.K.’s recently announced 
5.4 GW of increased renewable energy 
capacity will require about 40 million 
tonnes of, mostly imported, woody 
biomass per year. Biomass is also 
expected to be the single most important 
component of the European Union’s 
ambitious target of 20% renewable  
energy by 2020. 
Source: Growing the Future. PwC, 2011. 

40 million 
tonnes

Blue sky
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For CEOs of 21 North American chain retailers and 
department stores, e-commerce is the single biggest 
growth driver – with growth rates from 5 to 20  
times greater than bricks and mortar sales. Not 
surprisingly, a full 90% will increase their use  
of e-commerce as part of their growth strategy.
Source: Ringing the register. PwC, 2011.

90%
Nearly half of Canadian family business owners have 
not chosen their next business leader, exposing them-
selves to a lack of succession planning and promising 
an increase in private equity sales.
Source: Global Family Business Survey. PwC, 2011.

The future of Canadian family 
business ownership in question

Overall, economic crime declined by 24% 
in 2010. Still, 32% of Canadian organizations 
reported being victims of economic crime 
during the past 12 months. Of these, almost 1 
in 4 were the victims of cybercrime.
Source: Global Economic Crime Survey; Cybercrime in the spotlight.  
PwC, 2011.

Cybercrime

Cloud computing is becoming 
the IT fabric of the future. Not 
only will this technology help 
make IT less expensive and more 
agile, it will also help companies 
partner with service providers, 
integrate business processes and 
reap new revenue by expanding 
business prospects.
Source: 2011 and beyond;  
Consumer technology trends. PwC, 2011.

60% of Canadian CEOs are 
changing their people strategy to 
recruit older workers. This change 
is in part explained by challenges 
they’ve had hiring and keeping 
people under 30.
Source: Confidence rising: Canadian CEOs focus on 
talent. 14th Annual Global CEO Survey, PwC, 2011.

In the first half of 2011, 
Chinese entities announced 75 
acquisitions in the global mining 
sector worth $4.7-billion. 
Despite repeated efforts to 
extend its geographic reach via 
M&A, Chinese entities remained 
close to home in 2011, with 68% 
of these acquisitions in Asia-
Pacific emerging markets.
Source: Riders on the Storm… PwC, 2011.

Older workers  
in demand $4.7 b In the cloud

The status quo in the wealth 
management industry and private 
banking is no longer an option. The 
impact of new regulations and more 
demanding client expectations are 
forcing private banks and wealth 
managers to change their client service 
infrastructures and the way they 
operate. 71% of private banks surveyed 
have reviewed their risk management 
framework within the past 6 months.
Source: Anticipating a new age; Banking Review– 
A Canadian Perspective. PwC, 2011.

New regulations  
and new technology
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The leaders: PENSIONS

It’s not very often that Jim Leech is left dumbstruck by an invitation.  
But that was the case in April 2011, when the President and CEO of the 

Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan was summoned to 10 Downing Street,  
home of British Prime Minister David Cameron, for an audience with  
several of his finance officials. 

“I had no idea why I was there,” Leech recalls. Cameron’s team said: “We’ve 
watched you buy Birmingham Airport, Bristol Airport, Scotia Gas Networks, 
Camelot Group [Britain’s national lottery system], and you just closed on 
HS1 Limited [owner of the Channel tunnel rail link]. Who are you guys?”

It isn’t just the British who have taken notice of the OTPP’s success, 
both before and after Leech took over in 2007. New York City recently 
approved a plan to follow the OTPP’s governance model, under which 
the pension fund is managed by a professional, independent board that 
delegates operations to the CEO who is tasked with hiring investment 
personnel to manage and maximize its assets. The state of Washington 
announced shortly after that it, too, was adopting the model. 

Leech is perhaps most renowned for his leadership during two of the greatest 
challenges to face OTPP since its inception: the 
recession of 2008-09, and the massive demographic 
crunch currently playing out as Ontario’s huge 
cohort of baby boomers prepares to retire. 

The fund has just been re-balanced to correct a 
$17.2-billion shortfall of assets when compared to 
projected future pension costs but another preliminary 
shortfall is expected this year. That’s despite strong 
recent asset performance. Teachers are, on average, 

All about Ontario 
Teachers’ Pension Plan

With net assets of $107.5-billion, 
the Ontario Teachers’ Pension 
Plan (OTPP) represents Ontario’s 
300,000 active and retired 
teachers and owns major or 
controlling stakes in a wide 
range of public institutions 
and private companies across 
the globe: from Maple Leaf 
Sports and Entertainment 
(which it recently agreed to 
sell to telecom giants Rogers 
Communications Inc. and BCE 
Inc. in yet another, high-profile, 
$1.3-billion deal) and various 
office complexes in Canada to 
airports in the United Kingdom 
and public utilities in Chile. 

Since Jim Leech (the former CEO 
of public merchant bank Unicorp 
Canada Corporation and of Union 
Energy Inc.) became President 
and CEO in 2007, he has made 
concerted efforts to ensure the 
plan’s long-term sustainability. 
His fiscal management, efforts 
to modernize OTPP’s various 
support structures, in addition to 
well-informed risk taking, have all 
helped entrench the organization 
as one of the world’s most 
powerful pension funds. “Our 
secret sauce is that we know we 
can’t pay those pensions unless 
we take risks, and from time to 
time, things won’t turn out the 
way you hope,” Leech points out.

The OTPP endeavours to be 
the world’s leading pension 
plan organization, an ambitious 
vision generated by its staff 
during a long consultation 
process undertaken to redefine 
the organization’s core 
values. This aim reflects the 
ambition of the fund’s team, 
its cohesiveness and its focus 
on delivering the best result 
possible for its core stakeholders 
– Ontario’s teachers.

20 
years
10% 

For 20 years, the OTPP has had 
a 10 per cent rate of return
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Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan 
President and CEO Jim Leech 
represents a new generation  
of pension plan executive

By Chris Atchison

with a plan
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Jim Leech

President and CEO, 
Ontario Teachers’ 
Pension Plan
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The leaders: PENSIONS

“ There isn’t a pension plan in the world 
created to work on today’s math,” Leech says. 

“We have to evolve, and we will.”

in maintaining the fund’s current growth 
trajectory; perhaps most importantly, he feels 
the organization is more than a year ahead of 
other pension funds on the technology front. 

Perhaps even more complicated was 
communicating necessary changes to the 
teachers whose money he manages. In 2011, 
for example, to balance the fund Teachers’ 
sponsors, the Ontario government and the 
Ontario Teachers’ Federation invoked a measure 
making inflationary increases conditional 
rather than guaranteed, as they had been in 
previous years. As Leech explains, that change 
amounts to just a $1 difference per month for 
teachers who retired in 2009, but amounts 
to millions in savings over the long term. 

Selling that change unilaterally would have 
been tough for the sponsors if they hadn’t 
previously initiated a sustainability workshop 
comprised of key stakeholders – including the 
Ontario Teachers’ Federation, teachers’ unions, 
the provincial government and the OTPP – to 
highlight various options to ensure the fund’s 
long-term existence. The group whittled a 
list of 22 key areas of concern down to nine, 
which they monitor every quarter: everything 
from early-retirement contract clauses, to 
the number of days retirees can work while 
collecting a pension. He also understood 
that in the past, any changes to pensions 
sparked massive reactions from stakeholders. 
So Leech established a communications 
group that meets every two weeks to give 
each stakeholder group input into strategic 
messaging. They also created a website called 
fundingyourpension.com to provide teachers 
with up-to-date information on news related 
to the fund, while employing focus groups to 
test the effectiveness of those communiqués.  

working 26 years and living 30 more in 
retirement. Weak interest rates on investments 
also hurt, not to mention the fact that annual 
benefit payments exceed contributions by 
$1.8-billion as retiree ranks swell. Generous 
benefit programs have also allowed teachers 
to retire earlier. “There isn’t a pension plan 
in the world created to work on that math,” 
Leech says. “We have to evolve, and we will.”

In early 2008, Leech was also challenged 
with navigating the worst recession since 
the Great Depression. The OTPP’s net assets 
plummeted from $108.5-billion in 2007 to 
$87.4-billion in 2008, before recovering over 
the next two years. Having experienced past 
recessions, Leech and his Chief Investment 
Officer, Neil Petroff, had developed a knack 
for predicting catastrophe. In the pre-market 
meltdown summer of 2008, the two wondered 
aloud just how bad the crisis could get. They 
agreed it could intensify. They were very right. 

They doubled OTPP’s liquidity requirements, 
saving billions of dollars in assets as markets 
crashed that fall. “You need flexibility 
to make adjustments,” he says of the 
decision. “The key thing is you don’t want 
to end up in a liquidity squeeze, and that’s 
what happened to other institutions.” 

While the crash tested his managerial 
mettle, Leech soon refocused on sustainability. 
Specifically, he saw that many of the 
organization’s financial modelling and 
technical support systems were far outdated, 
and in some cases unable to manage 
relatively new financial instruments, such as 
derivatives. The organization’s proprietary 
risk-management system was another concern. 
He sees OTPP’s five-year, $75-million back-
end IT management upgrade as a key factor 
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Attracting the right crop of investment-
management talent and taking a very 
comprehensive approach to market research 
are other business strategies that OTPP has 
followed. After identifying massive opportunities 
in emerging markets in 2004, the OTPP 
began sending senior personnel to research 
investment opportunities in countries such 
as Brazil, Chile and South Africa, thoroughly 
understanding the potential returns – and 
the potential risks – for the fund. A diverse 
range of foreign investments now comprise 
a multi-billion dollar asset mix, with non-
Canadian holdings accounting for $38.2-billion 
of the $47.5-billion equities portfolio.

It’s these battle-tested management strategies 
that have built credibility and helped silence 
critics of the defined-benefit pension plan model. 
“If anybody can save defined-benefit plans, this 
place should be able to,” Leech insists. “If this 
place can’t, I think it’s a failure everywhere, 
but we’re determined to show that the rush 
to defined contribution is a big mistake.” ●

In conversation with Jim Leech

Richard Pay is a Toronto-based partner 
in the Transaction Services Group of 
PwC Canada. This past November, 
he sat down for a conversation with 
Jim Leech that resulted in this story.

For the past 20 years, Richard has 
helped his clients with domestic, 
cross-border and global transactions. 
Richard works extensively with leading Private Equity/Pension 
Funds and Corporates on buy-side and sell-side transactions. 
His experience spans a wide range of industry sectors, 
including: manufacturing, telecommunications, technology, 
pharmaceuticals, automotive and business services.

richard.s.pay@ca.pwc.com

Top 10 real estate properties

Chinook Centre, Calgary;  
Le Carrefour Laval, Montreal; 
Les Promenades St. 
Bruno, Montreal; Pacific 
Centre, Vancouver; Polo 
Park Mall, Winnipeg; RBC 
Centre, Toronto; Rideau 
Centre, Ottawa; Sherway 
Gardens, Toronto; Toronto-
Dominion Centre Office 
Complex, Toronto; Toronto 
Eaton Centre, Toronto

Top 10 private equity and 
infrastructure investments

Birmingham International 
Airport, GCT Global Container 
Terminals Inc., Orbis SICAV 
Global Equity Fund, GNC 
Corporation, Inc., Resource 
Management Service Inc., 
Hancock Timber Resource 
Group, Scotia Gas Networks 
PLC, InterGen N.V., 
Southern Cross Airports 
Corporation Holdings Inc.

Source: OTPP 2010 Annual Report

The OTPP’s major 
investments

The OTPP’s portfolio includes shopping 
centres such as the Toronto Eaton Centre.
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Insights: INNOVATION

Canada, like Steve Jobs,  
should zero in on innovation
By Roger Martin

In the wake of the tragically premature demise of Steve Jobs, it seems 
appropriate to ask: What can Canada learn about innovation from the 

career of Steve Jobs? I think there are two important lessons that we 
could take away.

The first lesson is that commercial success and impact is more about innovation 
than about invention. Invention is the creation of some new-to-the-world 
technology, molecule, material, or formula. It is typically the product of the 
curiosity of a scientist. It can be pretty earth-shattering when it is electricity or 
insulin. But it can be pretty irrelevant when it is a technology in search of a user.

For Steve Jobs, it is difficult to find much related to Apple Inc.’s success that was about 
invention. Certainly none of the mouse, the touch screen, the MP3 player, the smartphone 
or the extra-big smartphone (i.e. tablet) qualifies. It is hard even to argue that Apple 
invented the personal computer, unless the massive parallel simultaneous invention by 
numerous hackers in the nascent Silicon Valley counts.

Innovation, on the other hand, entails starting with users, obsessing about their 
experience, and being dedicated to creating unique improvements to it that delight 
them, even if they never asked for or expect them. Xerox PARC invented the mouse, 
Bill Buxton and others invented the touch screen, and Research In Motion Ltd. 
invented the smartphone; all inventions that Mr. Jobs cobbled together to make 
the Macintosh, iPod, iPhone and iPad. But they were cobbled together in the most 
magical ways with the user, rather than the scientist, at the centre of the picture.

The second lesson is that successful innovation actually means trying things that are 
unproven – optimally that have never been tried before. Apple’s biggest successes derived 
from doing positively unproven things – like controlling a PC with a mouse, like twinning 
iPod with iTunes, like twinning iPhone with the App Store, like creating the tablet. Apple 
couldn’t analyze and benchmark the success of somebody else who had done these things 
already to demonstrate that the idea would succeed. Apple had no chance of knowing 
that they were going to have absolute smash hits on their hands. That is what is required 
for innovation – otherwise they would call it something else, replication perhaps.

What would Canadian governments do if they took these two lessons to heart?

First, they would recognize that they have invested enough in invention. There 
is nothing whatsoever to suggest that pushing harder on the government-funded 
invention button is going to produce more innovation in Canada. Our government 
investment in R&D is already higher (adjusted for country size) than that of 
the United States, despite the U.S. being 15-per-cent richer than we are.

The job, instead, is to increase focus on boosting our capacity for innovation – for 
truly understanding users and figuring out entirely new ways to delight them. When 
we produce more customer delight, we will grow more large and prosperous businesses 
that create high-paying jobs and generate tax revenues for our governments to invest.

Second, they would commit to innovation in innovation policy. Rather than innovate, 
Canadian innovation policy pretty much benchmarks what is done elsewhere, and 
does it here. If the National Institutes of Health in the U.S. appears to be a success, 

Roger Martin is 
Dean of University 
of Toronto’s Rotman 
School of Management. 
This column originally 
appeared in The 
Globe and Mail.
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then we restructure the Medical Research Council to become the Canadian Institutes 
for Health Research. If other jurisdictions have Centres of Excellence, then we decide 
to have some of those too. If Israel has a Chief Scientist, we get one of those too. 
And we operate them all as close to the success models elsewhere as possible.

We can benchmark and replicate until we are blue in the face. While there is 
no shame in incorporating others’ inventions – as Mr. Jobs did with the mouse, 
touch screen, etc., let’s stop thinking that incorporating others’ inventions exactly 
as they have been done elsewhere will produce uniquely attractive results.

Let’s remember that some of the most effective policy moves Canada has ever made 
were unique – they were actually innovative, like creating national parks, establishing 
socialized health care, indexing tax brackets to combat bracket creep and setting 
strict inflation targets to guide monetary policy. We didn’t benchmark and replicate; 
others were left to do that while we prospered based on the policy innovation.

So let’s do something unique that is in keeping with a century that is going to be 
more about innovation than we have ever seen. With global competition and low-cost 
jurisdictions like China, India and Brazil more quickly than ever before replicating and 
producing at lower costs everything we do, we need to be an innovation nation. Let’s 
become the first nation on the planet to have universal education in innovation by 
explicitly and clearly teaching innovation in the primary and secondary school system.

Think about how very little of K-12 education currently is at all about innovation. 
That has never been its focus. Its focus is about teaching our young people what is; 
not what could be. Arguably that was fully appropriate for a given place and time, 
but just as arguably it is no longer a sensible mix for this place and this time.

If it seems farfetched and undoable, think again. One particularly clever nation, 
Singapore, is currently piloting secondary school innovation pedagogy – designed 
and taught by Canadians from the Rotman School of Management. We can create 
an innovation nation, if we take a couple of lessons from Steve Jobs. ●

“ Singapore is currently piloting 
secondary school innovation pedagogy 
designed and taught by Canadians.”

Apple’s biggest 
successes derived 
from doing 
positively 
unproven things
 

iSmart
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 Challenges: RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT

The strategy: Weatherhaven 
put together a strategic plan. Its 
key elements were: to develop new 
products; reassign key people to 
work on projects better suited to their 
strengths; move some manufacturing 
closer to its distant markets; develop 
partnerships – what CEO Ray 
Castelli calls “coopetition” – with 
its competitors; and make over its 
corporate financial reporting and tax 
structure. It also vowed to consult 
with the employees in developing the 
plan, share details of it transparently 
and report annually on its progress.

“We had enough evidence that 
there was a big enough market 
out there that if we successfully 
executed that, then we could 
triple the revenues of the company 
from $20-million to $60-million 
within five years,” Castelli says.

On the day the strategic plan was 
presented to Weatherhaven’s board 
of directors, Johnson, as part of the 
plan’s execution, resigned his position 
“because he didn’t feel he had the 
skill set to take the company... to 
where it needed to be,” Castelli says.

Weatherhaven scales up an 
established company to take 
advantage of developing  
global markets 
By Keith Norbury

The challenge: For 25  
years, Weatherhaven, based in the 
Vancouver suburb of Burnaby, slowly 
built an international reputation as a 
builder and supplier of redeployable 
camp and shelter systems. 

Mining companies, as well as 
military operations, have used 
Weatherhaven’s products to shelter, 
house and feed personnel in remote, 
extreme environments from the Arctic 
to the Sahara.

But revenues fluctuated greatly 
from year to year, and growth was 
intermittent. So while Weatherhaven 
developed new markets (in Angola,  
for instance), it was having difficulty 
servicing its varied and far-flung 
customers.

The price of fuel and the other costs 
were rising. New competitors were 
knocking off Weatherhaven’s non-
proprietary products, eating into the 
company’s market share. And it had 
been a while since Weatherhaven had 
developed any new products; its 
creative genius, Managing Director and 
co-founder, Brian Johnson, had been 
too preoccupied dealing with business 
issues to concentrate on R&D. 

Give them shelter

“ All of the 
elements worked 
together and 
were designed to 
essentially grow 
the company.”

 –  Weatherhaven 
CEO Ray Castelli

Portable field hospitals and medical 
shelters are among Weatherhaven’s 
successful international products.
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The results: Weatherhaven 
surpassed its goal of $60-million 
in annual sales and discovered 
that its niche market is bigger 
than originally envisioned. 

Its former competitors in South 
America and Africa have now 
become strong partners, and the 
strategic plan enabled Johnson to 
step away from the business side of 
the company to do what he loved 
most: develop new products.

“We’ve rolled out eight new 
products, four of which have 
been commercialized, now very 
successfully,” Castelli says. In doing 
so, the company expanded its 
engineering team from two employees 
to a dozen. It also added three new 
manufacturing plants, two in South 
America and the other in South Africa. 

“So all of these elements worked 
together and were designed to 
essentially grow the company, 
broaden its reach, to broaden its 
manufacturing capability, to bring on 
new products, to be able to develop 
closer, tighter relationships with 
customers around the world and 
build a supply chain in behind it.” 

The future: The opportunities 
for using the strategy to leverage 
new business, particularly in the 
developing world, are huge. Brazil, 
for example, which has abundant 
natural resources in remote locations, 
is a perfect market for Weatherhaven’s 
redeployable shelter systems. When 
the company devised its strategic plan, 
it envisioned a total world market, 
in its niche, of $100-million, Castelli 
says. “And it turned out to be more 
than $600- or $700-million in size 
because of that leveraging effect.” ●

8new 
products

$60 
-million in 

annual sales
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Marco Marrone

Chief Financial Officer 
and Executive Vice- 
President of Finance, 
Canadian Tire Corp. Ltd.
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The leaders: RETAIL

It’s a retailer’s dream: winning generations 
of customers both through the ubiquity of 

its stores and the iconic place it holds in those 
shoppers’ hearts and minds. Too bad Canadian 
Tire’s competitors from south of the border, 
such as Walmart and Target (set to open its first 
Canadian store in 2013), don’t seem to care. 
Canadian Tire’s historic triangle logo hasn’t 
dissuaded these competitors from coming to 

In the driver’s seat 

the opportunity-laden Canadian retail market.
Canadian Tire Executive Vice-President of 

Finance and Chief Financial Officer Marco 
Marrone is highly attuned to the challenges 
that lie ahead as more U.S. retailers penetrate 
the Canadian market and threaten Canadian 
Tire’s historic presence. Add to that the 
headaches caused by the confidence-shaking 
economic uncertainty that has reshaped 
spending habits across the retail world. 
“We have a great asset in our brand, but the 
danger is you sit on your behind and ride that 
asset into the ground,” Marrone cautions. 

But Marrone and the rest of the senior 
management team don’t rest on their laurels. 
Long before Target announced its big push, 
management had initiated measures to sustain 
Canadian Tire’s leadership in the Canadian 
market. They determined where competitive 
threats would lie and found new ways to 
leverage their thousands of exclusive products, 
while presenting them in innovative new ways. 
Consumers, research found, are attracted to 
stores that are not only stocked with unique 
products, but also offer a uniquely positive 
in-store experience. 

Consistency of that experience, Marrone 

All about Canadian Tire

Canadian Tire has entrenched itself in this country’s retail landscape 
by providing Canadians with seasonal staples ranging from auto and 
home supplies to hockey gear and the accoutrements for backyard 
barbecues. From its Canadiana-infused advertising to popular Canadian 
Tire Money (which boasts its own fan club), the 90-year-old retailer has 
become part of life for millions of consumers in the Great White North. 

A staggering 91 per cent of adult Canadians live within a 15-minute drive 
of one of Canadian Tire’s 488 stores. The retailer’s sales held relatively 
strong through the recession, dipping only slightly before recovering 
to a healthy $10.3-billion in 2010. Canadian Tire’s powerhouse real 
estate division is dedicated to scoping the commercial property 
market for new retail opportunities. The company’s flagship banner, 
Canadian Tire Retail, owns more than 70 
per cent of its real estate holdings, which 
are valued at more than $2-billion.

In recent years the company has made 
key acquisitions: apparel giant Mark’s 
Work Wearhouse in 2001, and the 
$770-million acquisition of Calgary-
based Forzani Group Ltd. (owner of 
Sport Chek and Sports Experts) in 2011. 
“We don’t have to do acquisitions, 
but if they make sense, we’ll take 
a hard look at them to see if they’re a good fit for Canadian 
Tire and can be financially successful,” Marrone says. 

$10.3 
-billion Canadian Tire 

retail sales in 2010

CFO Marco Marrone helps put Canadian Tire  
on a competitive course for retail success

By Chris Atchison 
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The leaders: RETAIL

explains, was an area where the management 
team highlighted potential weaknesses – not 
entirely surprising given the nationwide 
network of dealer-operated stores, which vary 
in both size, concept and (urban, suburban 
and rural) setting. One in-store experience 

focus was the tire department. For decades, 
tire shoppers, who often knew little about the 
product, selected their brand of vulcanized 
rubber from choices listed on a wall. But in the 
past year, computerized kiosks have guided 
shoppers through the tire-buying process, based 
on driving preferences and needs. The retailer 
also shifted away from a marketing focus on 
its private-label tires to offering more national 
brands. As a result, automotive department 
performance has taken a u-turn from eight 
quarters of negative growth to four quarters 
on the positive side of the financial ledger. 

Canadian Tire also spent time working 
with its dealers to standardize best practices 
on everything from training to inventory 

management. For instance, 
sometimes customer-maddening 
empty store shelves weren’t a 
result of supply or distribution 
problems, but poor stock 
management. Marrone 
explains, “Part of the solution 
involves technology, but 
the store also has to change 
processes and the way they 
manage their warehouse and 
product on the floor. It’s an 
investment the dealer has to 
make… and that takes time.”  

It’s on the real estate front 

that massive real-estate holder Canadian Tire 
has one of its strongest competitive advantages. 
It has the financial flexibility to purchase land, 
develop an entire complex and, when necessary, 
lease space to third-party retail tenants to 
subsidize development costs, especially in 
expensive markets such as Vancouver where 
land or properties are difficult or expensive 
to acquire. The Forzani Group acquisition last 
year gave Canadian Tire a healthy inventory 
of shopping mall locations to complement the 
firm’s portfolio of mostly stand-alone stores. 
“We’re looking at whether we can take markets 
where we’ve underpenetrated and increase 
our square footage, and also test a super-brand 
concept or a larger-format store. It’s about 
looking at opportunities for further growth.” 

Competing while protecting a beloved brand, 
Marrone concedes, requires a delicate balance of 
experimentation and preservation. “The danger 
is trying to be all things to all people; but there’s 
a core set of categories we’re excellent at,” he 
points out. He and the management team are 
still open to new ideas, and that’s the reason 
Canadian Tire has been testing convenience-
food sales – think frozen foods, dry goods and 
dairy products – at select stores for the past 
two years. Marrone understood the skepticism 
about the idea at first, but research shows that 
many customers are happy to buy a loaf of bread 
alongside a litre of motor oil, if it saves them 

“ We have a great asset in our brand, but the danger is you sit on 
your behind and ride that asset into the ground.”

Insights online

Ringing the register  

PwC asked North American 
specialty and department-store 
retailers for their take on profitable 
growth in the current economy. 

Download the full report:  
www.pwc.com/ca/retail-consulting

Canadian Tire’s new concept automotive store 
guides customers through the tire-buying process.
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Broken chains
Identifying supply-chain risk 
company wide is the first 
step in minimizing it. Here are 
three things you can do. 

1. Analyze all risks

It’s critical to look across all aspects 
of the supply chain to identify the 
social and environmental, operational, 
financial and strategic risks as well 
as risks to a business’s reputation.

“Prioritize formal development and 
ongoing management of supply-
chain risk management strategies 
linked directly to your business.”

2. Automate processes

Put processes in place to increase your 
responsiveness and ability to predict 
– and then manage – the impact of 
supply-chain risks on your business. 

“The use or development of automated 
tools and dashboards help provide 
leading indicators for high-risk 
areas across the supply chain.”

3. Plan for the unpredictable

Consider the impact the Japanese 
tsunami had on car-parts supply, or 
the exposure to oil price and supply 
fluctuation resulting from the Arab Spring.

“Develop alternative supply chain 
models, including selective ‘insourcing’ 
and outsourcing as well as developing 
relationships with local suppliers.”

– James McLean is a Partner and 
PwC’s Operations and Supply 
Chain leader in Alberta.

james.mclean@ca.pwc.com

time and hassle. The major-appliance category is 
another new area where Marrone thinks Canadian 
Tire could gain market share in the future. 

Marrone knows it will take the same steady 
hand to guide the company through the 
disruptive change set to shift this country’s 
retail marketplace. “Consumers relate to the 
triangle [logo], but we have to take advantage 
of it and build on it so they see the change 
and innovation we’re implementing,” he says. 
“It’s about us innovating, figuring out how to 
provide offers that our customers will respond to, 
continuing to make our stores destinations.” ●

In conversation with Marco Marrone

Robert Scott is a Toronto-based partner in the Consulting 
practice of PwC Canada. This past December, he sat down for a 
conversation with Marco Marrone that resulted in this story. 

Robert is the national leader of PwC Canada’s Consumer 
and Industrial Products practice – which includes the 
retail sector. He has more than 20 years of experience 
helping clients gain value from their investments in 
information technology. Since 2008, he has been the 
global leader for PwC’s IT consulting practice. 

robert.w.scott@ca.pwc.com

91%
of all Canadians 
live within a 
15-minute drive 
of a Canadian 
Tire store
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Insights: MARKETS

October 2009: Spanish financial conglomerate Banco Santander 
raises the largest volume of funds in the world, in the midst of 

the international financial crisis. $8-billion (U.S.) is raised, with 
demand exceeding the initial offering by $1-billion (U.S.). 

The sleeping giant awakes
Brazil is offering fresh opportunities for growth 
and international development 

By Otavio Maia 

Did this occur in New York? London? Hong Kong? 
No. Funds were raised in São Paulo and New York for the bank’s Brazilian subsidiary, 

all earmarked for broadening consumer and real-estate credit portfolios in Brazil. 
November 2011: The Brazilian Central Bank revises the estimated FDI 

(Foreign Direct Investment) received this year to $70-billion (U.S.) – an 
increase of 57 per cent over 2010 – and, that same month, makes $10-billion 
(U.S.) available to the IMF to offer credit to the Eurozone economies.

Brazil, a country traditionally known for its continental size and natural 
wealth, the warmth of its people, the disorganization of its public accounts, 
high inflation and low economic growth – the “sleeping giant” – has, over the 
past few years, seen quite a considerable change in its circumstances. Bitter 
measures implemented over the last 20 years are at last producing results. 
Our reserves of strong currency total $350-billion (U.S.), inflation stands at 
an average of 5 per cent per year and the public accounts are in order. 

After years of both voluntary and involuntary measures to remedy the situation, 
including the strict regulation of the financial system, we are now reaping the 
rewards. This is apparent from the congestion in our major urban centres, ports and 
airports, the amount of residential construction and infrastructure work under way 
and, above all, the level of confidence among consumers and the business class.  

We are experiencing waves of prosperity, setting us apart from various countries with 
sizeable economies that have not yet managed to overcome the problems brought about 
by the global financial crisis of 2008 – even certain countries that compete with us directly 
to attract investment. These waves bring opportunities both for companies already set 
up here and for newcomers attracted by our economic growth rates and by changes in 
our consumption habits and capacity. Here are some recent waves of opportunity: 

Infrastructure investment

After 30 years or so with no major investment, the federal, state and municipal 
governments once again have the capacity to invest. INFRAERO, the Brazilian 
federal agency that controls the airports, needs to invest in or assign to the 
private sector 12 airports in the host cities of the 2014 World Cup. All of Brazil’s 
major cities are investing in public transport. High-capacity hydroelectric 
plants are being built. An estimated $40-billion (U.S.) is to be spent on the 
bullet train that will link Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, in order to reduce 
the transport bottlenecks between the country’s two biggest cities.

Infrastructure projects already announced represent a total investment of 
more than $500-billion (U.S.), with or without the involvement of the private 
sector, through public-private partnerships (PPPs) or concessions.

Otavio Maia is 
Advisory Lead Partner 
at PwC Brazil.
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Shifting social pyramids

Nearly 40 million Brazilians have left the poverty line and entered the consumer market. 
The middle class, which for decades was a minority, today accounts for over 50 per 
cent of Brazil’s 192 million inhabitants. That means new consumers of clothing, food, 
cars, homes, health insurance, education, leisure and so on. In 2011, Brazilian car 
manufacturers sold more than 3.3 million vehicles in Brazil, more than 90 per cent of 
which were budget models. Close to eight million Brazilians travelled by plane for the 
first time in 2011. There is an average of 1.2 mobile phones per inhabitant. Close to 70 
million Brazilians are connected to the Internet. Banco Bradesco, our second-largest 
private bank, has close to 65 million current and savings accounts, a 7 per cent increase 
compared to 2010. Forty per cent of Brazilians still do not have a bank account. Credit 
as a percentage of GDP has increased from 18 per cent in 2004 to 48 per cent today.

This is probably the biggest revolution to have occurred in Brazil, and the one to have 
brought the largest number of opportunities for companies already set up here or with 
plans to do so in the future. The stabilization of inflation, together with government social 
programs and increased scrutiny of the public accounts, have created a virtuous circle 
for the economy which, coupled with the specific events mentioned above, are bringing 
about a major transformation in the Brazilian consumer market. Today, as Europe and the 
United States debate what measures should be taken to put an end to the 2008 financial 
crisis and its effects, Brazil enjoys full employment. In fact, we are experiencing a shortage 
of skilled labour. We lack engineers for infrastructure works, doctors to treat new hospital 
patients, teachers to teach new pupils in private schools... the list goes on and on. 

We are still the country with the most complex tax system in the world, income 
distribution is a disgrace, infrastructure gaps push up transport costs. We are one of the 
most bureaucratic countries, with deficits in education, health, housing, public safety and 
so on. Yet we have a democracy established more than 30 years ago, a slow but transparent 
legal system, a free press and unexplored natural wealth. We are a consolidated nation 
and are on our way to being one of the largest consumer markets in the world. 

So, if you haven’t yet made it to Brazil, you should be looking for the best way to get there. ●

“ Brazil enjoys full 
employment.  
In fact, we are 
experiencing a 
shortage of 
skilled labour.”

Brazilians who 
travelled by 
plane for the first 
time last year

8 
million

Oil in the pre-salt field

Petrobras, a mixed-capital company concerned with the 
exploration and production of petroleum and petroleum products 
– with estimated revenue for 2011 of $100-billion (U.S.) – 
announced the discovery of vast oil reserves in the pre-salt layer 
(an area between five and eight kilometres deep, off the coast of 
southeast Brazil). To date, reserves of 19 billion BOEs have been 
detected, and studies suggest that that number could be as high 
as 100 billion, which would rank Brazil among the world’s top 10 
oil-rich nations. Petrobras’s business plan forecasts investment of 
$230-billion (U.S.) over the next five years to bring that oil to the 
refineries. Across the whole chain (rigs, equipment, probes, oil 
tankers, refineries, chemical plants, support services, etc.), 
turnover is estimated at $600-billion (U.S.).
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 Challenges: MANUFACTURING

Viking Air goes from a repair 
and maintenance operation to 
an aircraft manufacturer
By Brennan Clarke 

Flying high

The challenge: Founded in 
1973 by Nils Christensen, Vancouver 
Island-based Viking Air started 
out as a repair and maintenance 
operation, before shifting into custom 
manufacturing of replacement 
parts in the early 1980s, with a 
particular focus on the de Havilland 
Beaver and Twin Otter aircraft.
Over the years Viking’s current 
President Dave Curtis, who joined the 
company when he was 22 years old, 
pushed to expand the manufacturing 
side of the business, helping Viking 
secure new customers such as Bell 
Helicopters and Bombardier. But 
eventually Curtis began to recognize 
the limitations of selling parts based 
on designs that were owned by others. 
“There’s much more potential if you’re 
selling and manufacturing products 
where you own the design,” he says.

The strategy: Curtis’s 
opportunity to take Viking to new 
heights materialized in 2003 when 
the company was purchased by 
Toronto-based Westerkirk Capital, 
ownership with pockets deep enough 
to go after a series of designs that 
Bombardier had acquired from the 
bankrupt de Havilland company 
in the early 1990s. Within three 
years, Viking had purchased the 
type certificates for all but one of 
de Havilland’s discontinued designs 
(the Chipmunk, Beaver, Otter, 
Caribou, Buffalo Twin Otter and 
Dash 7), giving the Victoria-area 
firm exclusive manufacturing rights 
for each aircraft. In 2006, Curtis 
unveiled plans to reissue the Twin 
Otter, largely in response to loyal 
customers who revere the aircraft’s 
ability to take off and land in tight 
spaces, withstand primitive landing 
conditions and perform flawlessly 
in both sub-zero temperatures 
and searing tropical heat.

The biggest challenge was making 
improvements to the Twin Otter 
without compromising the qualities 
that have made it so durable and 
popular, Curtis says.“The airplane 
had been out of production since 
1988 so we had to have it re-
certified to current standards. It 
was a matter of working through 
the re-design and figuring out if the 
problems would be a show-stopper 
or if we could modify the design.”

“ There’s much more potential 
if you’re selling and 
manufacturing products.”

 –  Viking Air President  
Dave Curtis

ABOVE: A circa-1958 de Havilland Beaver. 
RIGHT: The first Twin Otter completed by 
Viking Air on Friday, May 14, 2010.
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The results: By mid-2008, 
Viking Air had 41 confirmed orders 
for its Twin Otter Series 400 plane, an 
international client list that includes 
Air Seychelles, Trans-Maldivian 
Airlines, the U.S. Army, the Peruvian 
Air Force and Zimex Aviation of 
Switzerland. In June of 2010, the 
first Twin Otter in more than two 
decades rolled off the assembly line 
at Viking Air’s production facility in 
Sidney, a half-hour north of Victoria. 
The new version is lighter, safer 
and more technologically advanced 
than the original, says Viking 
Marketing Director Angie Murray.

Replacing the aircraft’s conventional 
wiring with digital systems helped 
cut down the aircraft’s payload, as 
did the shift to ultra-light composite 
materials for the air stairs, doors 
and nose of the airplane. A new 
avionics suite includes digital sensor 
equipment throughout the plane, 
giving pilots a three-dimensional 
view of surrounding terrain. 

The company, which had about 
100 staff a decade ago, has grown 
to almost 500 employees today 
and has back orders stacked up 
through the end of 2014. 

The future: Following 
the successful rebirth of the Twin 
Otter, re-issuing the other de 
Havilland models will be much 
easier, Murray says. “We’re much 
more aware of the challenges that 
we’ll be facing if we do this again. 
And we’ll be able to alleviate that 
risk in advance,” she says.

On the other hand, Viking isn’t in a 
hurry to expand. “We’re pretty focused 
on the Twin Otter right now,” Murray 
adds. “We don’t want to be so large 
Dave [Curtis] doesn’t know people’s 
names when he walks through 
the shop, because it’s important 
to maintain that family feel.” ●

400 new  
employees
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10x  
the size  
of the U.S. 
industry

The leaders: MINING

If anyone understands the need for risk reduction, it is Vancouver-
based Teck’s Chief Executive Officer, Don Lindsay. Lindsay 

guided the mining company through the global economic crisis 
two years ago, when he aggressively slashed debt incurred from 
the costly 2008 acquisition of Fording Canadian Coal Trust. 

Teck formed what would become a crucial partnership with 
Chinese sovereign wealth fund, China Investment Corporation, 
and the company rebounded. CIC invested $1.5-billion in Teck 
in exchange for 17 per cent of equity interest in Teck. As a result, 
new doors opened for Teck in China, and CIC reaped the rewards, 
recently announcing its Teck holdings are now worth $3.5-billion

Seated in the 34th-floor boardroom of the Bentall V tower, 
overlooking a panoramic view of Burrard Inlet and the ships that 
carry Teck’s steelmaking coal to China, the CEO and mining engineer 
has the demeanour of a man in total control. He has just returned 
from a trip to Shanghai, Beijing and Tokyo, one of several trips to Asia 
that he makes each year. The reason he makes the effort is clear. 

“Their steel industry is currently eight times the size of the U.S. 
industry, and it will be 10 times as big by the end of next year.” 
There is strong demand in China for copper: in 2011 China’s 
consumption was estimated to be about four times the consumption 
of the U.S. Overall, sales to China amount to approximately 40 
per cent of Teck’s copper content production. It’s a drastic change 
in the last 10 years, and Lindsay spends a lot of time thinking 
about how to keep up with the Chinese demand. A big part of the 
answer lies in Chile, where Teck has two major feasibility studies 
underway as part of a plan to step up copper production.

“While we’re putting money into our projects and operations in 
Chile, that’s really an investment in China,” says Lindsay. “Because we 

Points east
Don Lindsay, President and CEO of Teck, 
pursues partnerships with Canada’s biggest 
potential global market: China

By K.J. Gold
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Size of China’s  
steel industry by  
the end of next year
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Don Lindsay

President and CEO, 
Teck Resources Ltd.
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The leaders: MINING

so of course the U.S. will always dominate,” 
because the majority of Canadian exports go 
there, he explains. “But we hired over 1,500 
people at Teck in B.C. last year, and not one 
of those jobs came as a result of the U.S. Not 
one. They came because of China. That doesn’t 
show up in any sort of trade statistics.”

Teck’s profile and reputation within China 
rose because of its affiliation with CIC, which 
holds about $410-billion in assets. “It adds 
credibility, and I look at it this way: China is 
by far the largest consumer of our products, 
and I don’t just mean Teck,” says Lindsay. “So 
why wouldn’t you be good friends with the 
largest customer of the world’s commodities?”

Clearly, it has proven a mutually beneficial 
relationship. CIC CEO Lou Jiwei happens to 
be a Senior Cabinet Minister and former Vice 
Minister of finance. He was also chosen by 
Time magazine in 2008 as one of the 100 most 
powerful people in the world. “He has a vested 
interest in giving me advice because CIC owns 
17 per cent of the company,” says Lindsay. 

Lindsay recalls his first trip to Beijing 
after the deal had closed, and Jiwei invited 
the CEOs from five of the largest steel 
companies in China to meet with him and 
his senior executives. Today, Teck is doing 
business with those five steel companies.

The benefits are extensive, but keep your 
ears and your mind open, advises Lindsay. If 
you go in with a head full of your own plans, 
you’re going to create challenges. “The most 
important thing is to listen,” Lindsay says, 
recommending developing knowledge of 
where stakeholders are coming from and 
what their concerns are. “If you start with 
full engagement right from the beginning, 
then your odds of success are of course much 
higher… in the past, it really wasn’t that way. 
And guess what? There was a bit of friction.”

The mining industry is fraught with risks. 
A company as big as Teck spends a vast 
fortune on exploration alone. This year, the 
mining industry set a record for itself by 
spending $56-billion in exploration. “And 
really, not a lot to show for it,” adds Lindsay. 

Capital costs are increasing, especially 
the cost of finding and employing skilled 
engineers. “They are a scarce commodity,” 
says Lindsay. “There’s a scarcity of labour 
because for 20 years nobody went into the 

“ We hired 1,500 people in B.C. last year, 
and not one of those jobs came as a 
result of the U.S. Not one. They came 
because of China. That doesn’t show up 
in any sort of trade statistics.”

All about Teck

Teck is one of the world’s largest producers of copper, 
steelmaking coal, zinc and specialty minerals, operating more than 
13 mines in Canada, the U.S., Chile and Peru. “Everything we do 
comes from one of two sources: if you can’t grow it, you have to 
mine it,” says Teck CEO Don Lindsay, a mining engineer by trade.  

“Everything we use, from the moment you wake up in the 
morning, turn on faucets and brush your teeth and use 
toothpaste, there are a number of different minerals involved.”

The Vancouver-based company’s roots go back to 1913, when it 
was a gold mining company called Teck-Hughes, which operated 
until the mid-60s. Cominco launched in 1906, when it was the 
Consolidated Mining and Smelting Company, which mined ore in 
Kimberley, B.C., until 2001. Teck merged with Cominco that year, 
and in 2008 the company abbreviated its name simply to Teck.

wouldn’t do it unless we had real confidence 
that China is going to keep going.” 

So far, media reports have largely been based 
on anecdotal evidence, but Teck’s success in 
hard numbers is proof that China is booming. 
Japan and Korea are still the company’s biggest 
buyers, but China’s thriving economy with 
a hunger for zinc, copper and steelmaking 
coal makes it a crucial focus for Teck.

“We still underestimate the effect of the 
Chinese economy on the Canadian economy,” 
says Lindsay. “We tend to measure imports 
and exports to measure the importance of 
the trade relationship of another country, 
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mining business because it was miserable 
times economically, for a long time.”

And then there is the risk of dealing with 
governments that want to reach deep into the 
pockets of companies by way of special taxes, 
when they see profits being made, which is 
often understandable but short sighted. 

The answer to reducing this risk – resource 
nationalism – is to establish an open willingness 
to listen and understand, and a clear 
understanding that those kind of measures 
ultimately discourage the investment and 
job creation that supports communities.

“The most important thing to do is to 
have a good working relationship with 
[government officials] and show the effect of 
what they are doing. And be understanding. 
And listen – it goes back to listening again. 
And hopefully they listen, too.” ●

In conversation with Don Lindsay

Kevin Bromley is a CA and Vancouver-based 
partner in the Audit and Assurance Group with PwC 
Canada. Kevin and Don Lindsay sat down for a 

conversation this past November, 
which resulted in this article. 

Kevin advises resource 
companies across North 
America on accounting, auditing 
and business issues. 

kevin.bromley@ca.pwc.com

Insights online 

Riders on the storm…

There appears to be a trend of 
increasing Chinese regulatory 
oversight over outbound investments. 
Still, PwC predicts China will:

•	Acquire quality resource assets 
that can provide secure sources 
of raw material inputs for the 
long-term industrialization and 
urbanization processes, especially: 
iron ore, metallurgical coal, fertilizer 
minerals and base metals

•	Acquire gold and other precious 
metal assets that will help the state 
to diversify its $3.3-trillion store of 
foreign exchange reserves and make 
a political statement about the value 
of government-backed currencies

•	Acquire attractive assets in frontier 
markets, especially Mongolia and 
Africa, where vast untapped mineral 
and energy resources exist

•	Consolidate fragmented mining 
capacities within the Asia-Pacific 
region and bring together small- 
and medium-size overseas 
acquisitions to pave the way for 
home-grown mining majors

Download the full report:
www.pwc.com/ca/mining

LEFT: Teck has a global workforce of 8,000.
BELOW: Reforestation and other Teck  
programs drive sustainability.
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Nancy Knowlton

President and CEO, 
SMART Technologies Inc.

All about SMART Technologies

SMART is best known for manufacturing the SMART Board interactive 
whiteboard, an invention that combines the capacity of a desktop 
computer with the usability of a traditional whiteboard. The company 
started in 1987 when Knowlton and husband David Martin took over 
ownership of an LCD-panel R&D facility from ITT Corporation, working 
out of their condo. “Our advisors and lawyers and auditors suggested that 
we might just wrap up the business, declare bankruptcy and move on,” 
says Knowlton. But the couple agreed not to quit until their whiteboards 
were in every classroom and boardroom around the world. Knowlton 
says, “You’ve got to make sure you foster innovation culture within the 
institution, because you’re probably not going to get it right the first time.” 

Today, SMART employs 900 people in Canada and another 800 around 
the world, based in a LEED Gold certified $60-million, 200,000-square-foot 
glass building in Calgary. SMART Boards are now sold in 175 countries 
and to customers ranging from the White House, Toyota, U.S. Department 
of Defense, Police Service of Northern Ireland and to several of the 
largest public school districts in the United States, including Houston and 
Philadelphia, generating annual revenues approaching $800-million. 
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The leaders: TECHNOLOGY

In the demo room at the Calgary 
headquarters of SMART Technologies, 

the President and CEO grabs what looks 
like an ordinary blue marker, makes a 
rough “O” on what looks like an ordinary 
whiteboard, then holds the marker in the air. 

“Blue pen,” says Nancy Knowlton. “Do you 
actually need to know that we have an optical 
sensor that has been hard-coded in firmware 
so the computer knows that the tool selected 
from that slot is a blue pen? Do you care? All 
you care about is: Pick up the pen and write in 

blue.” For Knowlton, it has never been a matter 
of fancy technology; it’s whether or not it works. 
“I appreciate what our engineers do, but we want 
the technology to be invisible to our customers.”

SMART Technologies’s “Extraordinary made 
simple” trademark philosophy, which Knowlton 
aptly demonstrates, has been one of the major 
mandates guiding the company from the start 
more than 20 years ago; the second is a mantra 
hand-written on a half-dozen other SMART 
Boards mounted on walls around the room: 
“Changing the way the world learns… ”

With SMART Boards in classrooms from 
Siberia to near Machu Pichu, accolades are 
many. At a special event in the U.K., the 
SMART Board was cited as one product that 
changed the face of education. Nationally and 
internationally, Knowlton is recognized for the 
near-ubiquitous whiteboards. “People say, ‘Ah, 
SMART Board.’” She says the recognition factor 
is global when dealing with people in education.

The truest measure of how far the company 
has come is Knowlton’s own attitude as CEO. As 
the co-founder, President and CEO, she couldn’t 
see herself relinquishing any bit of a business 
she’d poured so much into launching. Yet, once 
SMART ceased to be a very, very small company, 
absolute control was absolutely impractical.

Knowlton describes the moment as liberating 
and illuminating. The business had grown 
so large she couldn’t keep track of all the 
details. “I remember one day being able to 
say ‘I don’t know,’” Knowlton says. “Before 
that, I knew every sale. I knew our inventory. 
I knew our cash position. I knew receivables. 
I knew all of the details. It was a wonderful 
experience to not know any more.” 

For Knowlton, all the adages about adversity in 
life ring true. As she looks back at the long, hard 
road she can reflect on the valuable lessons she’s 
learned. “One of the most energizing things is to 
have a problem,” she says, naming major hurdles 

In 2010, SMART’s IPO on NASDAQ and the TSX 
raised more than $660-million, the second-largest 
U.S. IPO of that year.
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CEO Nancy Knowlton puts SMART 
Technologies’ signature SMART Board  
in classrooms around the globe

By Peter McGonigle

The world is her
whiteboard
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Insights online

Report on emerging Canadian software 
companies: the CEO perspective

Results from a survey of 160 tech 
leaders on the climate emerging 
software companies are facing: It’s 
all about finding the right talent. 

Download the full report:
www.pwc.com/ca/technology

The leaders: TECHNOLOGY

“ The faster you get to the U.S. the faster you get real,” 
says Knowlton. “Get to the U.S. as quickly as you can…  
then move beyond North America.” 

She considers the U.S. a domestic market. 
“The faster you get to the U.S. the faster you 
get real,” she said, adding that if they made it 
there, they could make it anywhere. In 2010, 
SMART’s IPO on NASDAQ and the TSX raised 
more than $660-million, the second-largest 
U.S. IPO of that year. Knowlton advises from 
experience: “Get to the U.S. as quickly as you 
can… then move beyond North America.” 

Being small comes with the expected 
challenge of how to become bigger. Now, 
being bigger, Knowlton points out, there is a 
certain paranoia you don’t have when you’re 
small. SMART Technologies’s rapid growth has 
not gone unnoticed by the competitors that 

$800
-million 

Revenue from 
SMART Boards, 
now sold in 175 
countries 

A SMART Board in use  
in a Canadian classroom. 

SMART faced at one time and, in some cases, 
still faces. In the early years the company’s 
challenges were largely financial. An early 
investment by Intel provided a much-needed 
shot in the arm. But a major hurdle remained, 
and one that almost every tech company is 
bound to face: initial customer acceptance. 

As every technology company can attest,  
the adoption curve is a slow one: there are 
learners and laggards. So from the outset 
Knowlton knew they needed to find early-
adopters and, soon after, early-adopters’ 
friends. “That’s what sales is,” she says.  
“It’s finding a customer, then finding people 
with like needs. It’s a repetitive process.”

Knowlton and Martin decided to go 
international almost immediately. By mid-1991 
the company had sales in Australia, by 1992 
in Japan, and Germany and the U.K., a market 
Knowlton calls “so strategically important.”
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Game changer
Tech CEO Vikas Gupta of TransGaming 
reinvented half his workforce 
in short order: here’s how. 

1. Hire once, hire well

Creating a truly agile and innovative culture 
meant anyone, at any interview stage, could 
veto a candidate – not just the CEO (who 
would reject 50 per cent or more, originally).

“If someone says, ‘My gut says this 
person doesn’t fit here,’ that’s good 
enough for the company,” explains Gupta, 
whose rejection rate, after an empowered 
interviewing process, is near zero.

2. Everyone’s the boss

When employees understand a company’s 
big-picture strategies, they can make 
entrepreneurial decisions in their daily jobs.

“We’ve got people who are at junior levels putting 
together business cases and case studies for 
why we need to change certain things or address 
a particular market opportunity,” Gupta says.

3. Think young

Gen Y employees have different motivations: 
they crave feedback, a meaningful long-
term career path and personal freedom.

“We’ve since been educating managers on 
the basics of how to manage,” says Gupta. 
“That’s not about giving people tasks, 
responsibilities and deadlines… It’s getting 
to know individuals, isolating longer-term 
trends in their behaviour and attitudes.”

– Chris Atchison

Find the full conversation with Vikas Gupta  
online at upfront.pwc.com, conducted by 
Christopher Dulny, Partner and National 
Technology Sector Leader, Audit and 
Assurance Group, PwC Toronto office.

christopher.dulny@ca.pwc.com

take note of their sales and try to get a piece 
of the revenue. In fact, she says, every major 
threat – from the emergence of peripheral 
competition, to disruptive new technology, to 
global financial meltdown – becomes more 
pronounced when you’re big. Intelligent 
reflection becomes crucial: after 10 years with 
a compound annual growth rate greater than 
35 per cent, the management team sat down 
and asked what kind of problems it caused.

But Knowlton says she is far more wary 
of becoming personally complacent and 
strives to maintain a sense of competitiveness 
and self-improvement, like “grabbing 
a boat anchor and diving in.”

Her advice to others at any stage of business 
is simple: “You need to have a bigger vision 
than the here and now … anything [just] 
for the short-term, you’ll be disappointed.” 
Knowlton once heard someone describe 
her company as an overnight success: 
“Twenty years is overnight?” she says.

 Looking back on more than two decades, the 
record books and collective memory have a way 
of compressing the actions of a company and 
its CEO into a few defining moments. But for 
Knowlton, it’s the next 20 years and beyond that 
are sure to pose the real challenges and defining 
moments – challenges she, as always, is excited 
to face. Where SMART’s position in the global 
technology market is concerned, the writing is 
literally on the wall – all of the walls, in fact. ●

G
eo

ff
 R

ob
in

s 
/ 

Th
e 

G
lo

b
e 

an
d

 M
ai

l, 
Ti

m
 F

ra
se

r

In conversation with Nancy Knowlton

James Pettigrew, is a Calgary-based CA, CPA and leader of 
PwC’s Technology, Communications, Entertainment and Media 
practice in Alberta. This past November, he sat down for a 
conversation with Nancy Knowlton that resulted in this story.

In his more than 20 years with PwC, James has 
worked in the firm’s Calgary, Saskatchewan, 
Vancouver and Birmingham (U.K.) offices. 
James provides assurance services to a 
range of companies from early stage, private 
businesses to large multinational corporations. 

james.a.pettigrew@ca.pwc.com
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Insights: TALENT

While many Canadian businesses remain cautious in general  
about adding staff, the employment market is tightening for 

professional-level talent. In fact, executives note difficulties in filling 
some of these positions. It is no longer unusual for top candidates to 
receive multiple offers and strong counteroffers.

Why are companies having so much trouble hiring when there are so many people 
looking for work? It’s a supply and demand equation. Whereas the general employment 
market is marked by relatively high unemployment, professionals with highly 
specialized skills are in short supply, and there is significant demand for them.

According to the most recent Labour Force Survey by Statistics Canada, the country’s 
unemployment rate rose to 7.4 per cent in November 2011. The numbers for in-
demand professionals, however, tell a different story. The unemployment rate for 
management occupations, for example, is only 2.2 per cent, and for business, finance 
and administrative occupations, it is 3.5 per cent, down from 3.6 per cent in October.

Companies are hiring specialized professionals, particularly in areas that help 
enhance efficiencies and support growth. Examples of positions in demand include:

• Accounting and finance: Accounting managers, business systems analysts
• IT: Network/systems administrators, SharePoint 2007/2010 developers
•  Advertising and marketing: Web designers/developers,  

graphic designers/producers
• Legal: Corporate lawyers, litigation and intellectual property professionals
Businesses also want people they deem to have high potential – professionals 

they can envision growing with the firm as business expands. Industry-specific 
experience is sought in addition to functional and communication skills.

Technology influence growing

Technology is moving very quickly, and the skills people need are changing; they now 
include areas far outside the IT department. In increasing instances, the impact of 
technology is driving demand for candidates with IT skills in combination with traditional 
expertise. Companies in all industries, for example, seek business systems analysts with 
not only a solid accounting and finance background, but also specialized knowledge of 
one or more of the major ERP systems and cloud computing. In the legal field, paralegals 
with e-discovery backgrounds are in high demand. And high-end administrative 
professionals who can make expert use of the latest software applications, as well as 
strategic use of mobile devices such as smartphones and tablet computers are sought.

Staffing flexibility sought

Employers recognize that their high-performing, full-time employees are pivotal 
in their ability to compete and remain profitable. That is why they are making 
strategic hires when the right candidates can be found. In addition, many firms 
are augmenting the efforts of these key players by bringing in experienced 

A tale of two job markets
Unemployment levels for managers are less than half 
those of the general population. Here’s why

By Kathryn Bolt

Kathryn Bolt is the 
President of Robert 
Half Canada in Toronto. 
Visit Robert Half online 
at www.roberthalf.ca



“ Canadian employers recognize that 
their high-performing employees are 
pivotal in their ability to compete and 
remain profitable.”

Canada’s 
management 
unemployment rate, 
more than 5 points 
lower than the 
November 2011 
national rate
 
 

2.2%
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interim professionals to manage rising workloads – an approach that gives them 
a degree of flexibility in one of their largest expense categories: labour.

Gone are the days when temporary staff were limited to less-skilled roles. 
Today more and more businesses are engaging these individuals at professional 
levels to address short-term needs or serve as technical experts when the 
required skills for a one-time, labour-intensive project do not exist in-house. 
Interim employees also make strong candidates for full-time positions because 
managers can evaluate a professional’s skills and work style first-hand and 
determine whether he or she is likely to match their needs over the long term.

Keeping the best people

Retention is becoming a bigger issue for employers as the most in-demand professionals 
feel more secure leaving for other opportunities. That’s why, in addition to hiring 
new employees, businesses also are intent on “re-recruiting” the people they have. 
The goal of re-recruiting is to “sell” top performers once again on their employment 
with the firm before they come to their manager with a better offer from a competitor. 
By being reminded of their value to the company and hearing what the future holds 
for them, they are likely to be less receptive to enticements from competitors.

A key retention tactic firms are using is to provide training or continuing 
professional education opportunities. Top-performing professionals want to 
keep their expertise sharp, and by investing in these programs, organizations 
can show they care about their employees’ careers. Firms that want to provide 
training but have limited financial resources can achieve some of the same 
results with mentoring programs, encouraging staff to attend trade association 
events and taking advantage of e-learning instruction, an effective way to train 
employees while saving the time and expense of sending people off-site. ●
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 Challenges: SUSTAINABILITY

High Liner Foods 
recovers, riding on 
waves of acquisition
By Jon Tattrie

Stormy seas

The challenge: For more 
than 100 years High Liner Foods’s fleet 
came home from the north Atlantic 
heavy with fish.  Then, between 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, the 
Lunenburg, N.S.-based company 
watched in horror as Canada’s East 
Coast fish stocks dropped by 95  
per cent. The cod, haddock and other 
ground-stock species had vanished 
due to overfishing, ripping a hole in 
the industry and the communities 
that had grown up around them. 

High Liner lost its annual source of 
300 million pounds of fish, sinking 
the company’s fleet of more than 50 
trawlers, closing a dozen processing 
plants and costing hundreds of jobs.

The strategy: High Liner 
CEO, Henry Demone, was with 
the company during the collapse. 
Since then, he has led the drive to 
make the global seafood system 
sustainable to avoid a repeat of 
the disastrous overfishing that 
destroyed Canada’s East Coast 
stocks. “We know the implications 
of the absence of sustainability and 
they’re very serious,” he says. “To 
have sustainable seafood resources 
around the world is definitely in our 
long-term interest. Number one, it’s 
the right thing to do. Number two, it’s 
in our long-term business interests. 
Number three, let’s get in front of 
the curve and lead the change.”

Over the past 20 years, High Liner 
has fought its way back to the top by 
restructuring and reimagining the 
company. It ditched its fleet and began 
buying fish from companies in Europe, 
Russia and Japan, transforming itself 
from a fishing company to a value-
added frozen seafood company.

“ To have sustainable seafood 
resources around the world 
is definitely in our long-term 
interest.”

 –  High Liner Foods CEO  
Henry Demone

The High Liner Foods plant in 
Lunenburg, N.S.
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The results: With its internal 
transformation complete, High Liner 
has grown rapidly in recent years with 
an extraordinary acquisition spree.

It obtained Fisheries Product 
International USA four years ago, 
Viking Seafoods in 2010 and in 
November 2011, it reeled in its Moby 
Dick: the $233-million purchase 
of rival Icelandic Group’s U.S. and 
Asian operations. The deal, which 
closed in December 2011, will double 
High Liner’s U.S. business, making 
it North America’s biggest seafood 
supplier to restaurants, schools and 
hospitals, as well as distribution 
and retail giants Sysco, Walmart, 
Costco, Sobeys and Loblaws.

“It really does position them to 
be a leader in their space in North 
America,” says Beacon Securities 
analyst Michael Mills. “It gives them 
the scale they require in the U.S. 
market to be a top competitor.” 

The future: The Icelandic 
deal will boost High Liner’s total 
revenues by 40 per cent, and Mills 
forecasts annual synergy savings of 
up to $18-million. High Liner will 
be the leading value-added seafood 
supplier in North America with 
a capacity to deliver 318 million 
pounds of product (it will use about 
61 per cent of that potential).

Demone says the focus for 2012 
will switch from acquisition to 
integration. “It will be a year to make 
sure the integration works well and 
to start to pay down some debt,” 
he says. “Once we get that under 
our belt and get our leverage back 
down to normal, I think we can start 
looking at new opportunities.”

High Liner’s future looks bright, 
but the memory of the 1990s 
collapse is in the company’s DNA. 
Building a sustainable, stable 
supply chain helps them prepare 
for what the future might hold. ●

$18-million  
annual savings
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Jean-Michel Gires

President and CEO, 
Total E&P Canada
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The leaders: ENERGY

From a sunlit office on the 30th floor of a downtown Calgary tower, Total 
E&P Canada’s President and CEO Jean-Michel Gires can see for miles. 

The high-rise, with its bright atmosphere and long view, is the ideal setting 
for him to discuss operational strategy as seen from his own top corporate 
viewpoint. Facing north, there lies an almost limitless landscape of promise 
and challenges – an expansive perspective clearly reflected in Gires himself. 

“Working in Western Canada is a very motivating and rewarding  
experience,” says Gires, who admires the region’s openness to newcomers,  
its cosmopolitan nature, entrepreneurial savvy and how it’s always building 
itself. Born in continental Europe, Gires arrived in Alberta and instantly  
found it to be less aristocratic and more of a meritocracy – an open society. 
“Here it’s because you have ideas and you want to contribute. That,  
I can say, is very refreshing. You don’t find so many places like that.”

Queried about the energy company’s relatively recent presence in Western 
Canada, Gires says the answer is obvious: significant potential energy 
reserves. “The planet is still growing, it’s still developing… so we go where 
there is the potential capacity to supply energy to the world,” he says, 
calling the Canadian oil sands a top priority worldwide for Total and one 
of the most important development areas in the world for years ahead. 

Despite what Gires calls “excitement and contradictory attention” about 
the oil sands, Total E&P Canada is confident about its investment and 
clear about what will drive success. “Technology is at the core of what we 
do,” he says, citing new methods of mining and steam-assisted gravity 
drainage. From heavy oil to oil sands and shale gas, each non-conventional 
resource has unique challenges. “Our industry is always developing better 
solutions as we go,” says Gires. “We are absolutely convinced we are 
going to invent much better technology into the long-term future.”

Since the industry benefits as a whole with technological co-operation,  
Gires is excited to see many partnerships forming between oil and gas 
companies, universities and entrepreneurs. “If we’re working more 

Shifting sands
Total E&P Canada CEO Jean-Michel Gires 
preaches new technology for the oil sands  
By Peter McGonigle

Gires calls Alberta “a meritocracy – an open 
society. That is very refreshing. You don’t find so 
many places like that.”

All about Total E&P Canada

Total E&P Canada is the Calgary-based 
wholly-owned subsidiary of Total SA, 
one of the world’s largest publicly traded 
integrated energy companies, based in 
Paris. President and CEO Jean-Michel 
Gires has been with the company for 
23 years, leading a range of projects 
around the world. As President of 
TotalFinaElf in Venezuela, he co-ordinated 
the Sincor (now Petrocedeño) project 
to develop and upgrade extra-heavy 
Orinoco crude oil. Prior to that, he 
was head of the North Sea Division of 
TotalFina Exploration and Production 
for four years, and from 1994 to1998, 
he was Strategy, Planning and Financial 
Control Manager for Total Exploration 
and Production in Paris. He has also 
held a number of senior management 
positions in France, Spain and Portugal 
in the oil distribution segment.

Total E&P Canada is focused on oil 
and gas exploration and production 
and upgrading in the Athabasca oil 
sands region of Alberta, with goals of 
sustainability and long-term growth. In 
the next decade, Total has committed 
$20-billion of its total holdings in order to 
produce 200,000 barrels a day of bitumen 
by 2020 – one of the largest investment 
projects in the company’s history. The 
project also calls for 1,500 more staff as 
well as additional collaborative know-
how by way of partnerships with industry 
colleagues, university research labs and 
a multiplicity of venture capitalists. 
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The leaders: ENERGY

together, progressing on a collaborative 
route, Alberta and Western Canada could 
be this type of world-class non-conventional 
technology precedent,” he says.

Unconventional resources call for 
unconventional solutions. He insists not just 
on good economic performance but a clean 
environmental record and a healthy social 
performance, too. “If we can work together 
with objectives of different parties, we can 
really find very elegant solutions,” he says. 

Stakeholder expectations have risen 
worldwide, whether it be in Asia, Africa, Russia, 
Kazakhstan or Venezuela. One of Total’s headiest 
challenges, not just in Canada but globally, is to 
obtain a social licence to operate. For Total, this 
has meant opting for a more balanced approach 
that delivers economic, environmental and 
social results. “The expectation is always the 
same: Yes, we need development; yes we need 

The industry may need up to 5,000 to  
10,000 workers to replace retiring  
baby boomers – a “huge challenge.”

to keep developing our societies – but not at the 
price of disruption of the environment,” he says.

As proof of his belief in this balance, Gires 
knows by name many of Northern Alberta’s First 
Nations, whom he admires for their traditional 
knowledge of nature and the environment. 
“Historically, it was their capacity to survive in 
the boreal forest, where passing the winter is 
quite the challenge,” he says. “You have to deal 
with nature if you want to survive, so it’s really 
at the core of traditional knowledge.” Closing 
the loop between the community’s traditional 
knowledge and that of business, Gires says: 
“If you want to be very good at reclamation, 
you better understand the ecosystems.” 

In addition to limiting its impact on air, water 
and land ecosystems, Total not only directly 
creates jobs, but also uses its considerable 
experience building community capacity to 
create a future for local workers. Of local job 
creation, Gires says: “If you just limit yourself to 
that, very quickly it will be a pretty small pot you 
are trying to deliver… The community must be 
given the capacity to access the technical jobs.”

An “elegant solution,” as Gires says, means 
taking all concerns into consideration, from a 
reclamation process that returns ecosystems to 
their native condition, to providing necessary 
skills to the community for future projects. “If we 
can involve the community in our knowledge, 
rebuild the environment and make a business out 
of it, they can participate directly and will benefit 
in the long run. It’s quite an elegant solution.”

Alberta is well known for its richness in idle 

Insights online

Unsteady as she goes 

How volatile markets, developing 
resources and geopolitical instability may 
benefit Canada’s oil sands operations. 

Download the full report:
www.pwc.com/ca/energyvisions

In conversation with Jean-Michel Gires

Scott Bolton is a Calgary-based CA, CPA, partner and leader 
of the Energy practice for PwC Canada. In November, he sat 
down for a chat with Jean-Michel Gires that inspired this article.

Currently a senior partner in the Consulting 
practice for the Canadian firm, Scott’s 
almost 25 years of experience spans a 
wide range of industries and disciplines, 
ranging from audit and transactions 
to performance improvement. 

scott.r.bolton@ca.pwc.com
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Insights online

Oil-patch wisdom
President and CEO John Manzoni has clear 
plans for the future of Talisman Energy.

1. Maintain stable revenue

Talisman was making more than $1-billion 
a year in the North Sea, a mature oil basin, 
but Manzoni halted growth there.

“If you try to grow all the time, it gets increasingly 
hard, especially when you’re offshore in the 
North Sea. So I said: ‘Let’s just stay flat.’”

2. Choose assets carefully

When Talisman’s competitors jumped at 
high-potential shale assets, Manzoni took 
his time with strategic acquisitions. 

“We were a little more thoughtful and were able 
to position ourselves in what I call  ‘just enough 
of the best rocks’… a fabulous shale portfolio.”

3. Grow new markets

Manzoni made a portfolio shift to focus 
on exploration in Asia and Latin America 
– shortly before gas prices fell. But he 
sees it as a decade-long play.

“The world changes, it forces an  
action on you and you say, ‘Actually,  
I should have done that anyway.’” 

– Malwina Gudowska

Find the full conversation with John Manzoni 
online at upfront.pwc.com, conducted by Scott 
Bolton, Canadian Energy leader and a partner 
in the consulting practice of PwC in Calgary. 

carbon resources, but Gires is equally familiar with 
the region’s relative dearth of human resources. On 
a geographic area as large as France, Alberta has just 
one-20th of the population. In decades to come, Total’s 
work in this neck of the woods will require more than 
monetary investment – it will need people, too. 

“The industry is probably going to need 5,000 to 
10,000 professional people to replace baby boomers,” 
he says, referring to the issue of human resources as 
“a huge challenge.” He believes the industry must 
do more to improve its reputation as a boom-bust 
sector – not exactly a long-term career draw. 

It’s likely that by 2020, the landscape outside 
Gires’s window will be much different. More people. 
More projects. But it’s equally likely that with 
the same elegance applied to today’s challenges, 
tomorrow’s landscape will be vastly improved.

“There’s a long way to go,” says Gires, “but you know, 
this type of vision you can develop and apply it at the 
field level and get very, very encouraging results.” ●

200,000
Barrels a day  
of bitumen  
Total E&P expects 
 to produce by 2020

View of the Athabasca oil sands 
region in Northern Alberta, 
near Total’s Joslyn site.
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Insights: RISK

The reasons for Canada to look to China are numerous and 
compelling: China’s insatiable appetite for resources is becoming  

a natural outlet for Canadian oil and gas, especially as the U.S. dallies  
on the Keystone XL pipeline. This appetite is generating profits and 
economic growth across Canada. Meanwhile for Canadian investors, 
the allure of an ever-growing Chinese market is undeniable. And China 
is now Canada’s top Asian trading partner, with bilateral trade reaching 
$28-billion in the first half of 2011. Meanwhile, cash-rich Chinese 
companies in search of assets and expertise are acquiring stakes  
in Canadian firms, especially in portions of the energy sector like 
unconventional oil and gas. 

Natural resources will continue to figure prominently in trade and investment ties 
between China and Canada. As China’s demand for oil, and especially gas, continues 
to increase, Chinese firms will seek to secure more resources and acquire expertise 
to develop their domestic unconventional oil and gas plays. Canadian investors 
will find opportunities in this burgeoning market, including the opportunity 
to capitalize on an inflow of Chinese cash to develop domestic resources.

But Chinese money does not come cheaply these days. Chinese firms are no longer 
happy to provide cash in return for an asset to add to their portfolios. With those firms 
more pressed by the government and by their own commercial strategies to minimize 
risk and losses, they will demand more bang for their buck. This will include a bigger say 
in operational decisions and greater access to managerial and technological knowhow. 

The good news about China

The good news is that over time, Beijing and its corporate giants are veering 
toward greater operational efficiency and environmental responsibility. Growing 
awareness of political and security risks will shape Chinese firms’ strategies: 
Their need to partner with their international peers will grow as their appetite 
to engage in risky investments wanes. This means that they have much to 
learn from foreign partners, and, in the long run, their corporate governance 
practices will align more closely with those of their international peers. 

However, China’s oil and gas majors remain highly political creatures. Their ties to 
the Chinese Communist Party and to the government are strong. And their decision 
making processes and strategic calculations will remain highly opaque, even to 
their foreign allies. Understanding a partner’s ambitions and weaknesses – both 
inside and outside of China – will be crucial for the success of any joint venture. 

Canadian investors have much to offer their Chinese counterparts, not least deep-
water exploration expertise, as well as advancements in unconventional energy 
development – the future growth areas for Chinese oil and gas firms, at home and 

China syndrome
Be aware of the risks of China’s embrace

By Michal Meidan and Sage Newman

Michal Meidan is an 
analyst with Eurasia 
Group’s Asia Practice. 

Sage Newman is  
Eurasia Group’s  
Director, Corporate 
Advisory Services.  
Visit Eurasia online at 
www.eurasiagroup.net
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abroad. Yet the risks of working in the Chinese market are growing over time: 
National champions have better innovative capacity and stronger support from the 
government. And despite gradual improvements in intellectual property protection, 
foreign investors will still find it challenging to protect their technology. Collaboration 
with Chinese companies will make sense in the short term, but will also create more 
serious competitors over the longer term, both in the Chinese market and overseas. 

Beyond the tricky business environment, as Canada becomes more engaged in 
China and in Asia, investors will be exposed to the vagaries of geopolitical tensions. 
Decisions by Ottawa to meet the Dalai Lama, to engage with Taipei or even critical 
statements of Chinese human rights practices could have a negative impact on 
investors. Companies operating in disputed territories such as the South China 
Sea could be exposed to greater scrutiny from Beijing. And collaborating with 
Chinese firms in third markets could generate unease from American investors or 
regulators. These risks can be mitigated, but will require flexible strategies. 

Before Canadian investors lock themselves in China’s embrace, they must recognize 
the risks inherent in the Chinese market and consider all the complexities of looking 
east: What it means for Canada’s position in Asia and for its ties with the U.S. ●

“ As Canada becomes more engaged in China and 
in Asia, investors will be exposed to the vagaries 
of geopolitical tensions.”

Value of 
Canada-China 
trade in first 
half of 2011

$28 
-billion



40 Up front_WINTER 2012

 Challenges: GLOBAL COMPETITION

Fusing strategy

The challenge: Rapid 
development of Alberta’s energy 
industry has attracted the attention of 
heavy equipment manufacturers from 
around the world. For Edmonton-
based Weldco this attention has 
led to an influx of competitors 
from countries with lower tax 
rates and lower labour costs. 

While not much can be done 
about Canada’s higher tax rates, 
Weldco President Doug Schindel 
is quick to point out that being a 
Canadian company has huge benefits. 
Canada’s strong social safety net, 
well-regulated banking system, 
good education system and high 
standard of living are benefits that 
his company is using to improve its 
international competitiveness. 

“I don’t think there are cons to 
manufacturing in this country. There 
are challenges but the opportunities 
far outweigh those and that is why 
we are here,” Schindel said.

The strategy: Among 
Weldco’s strategies is concentrating 
on human resources and recruitment. 
One tool it uses for recruitment and 
training is to pay for training for any 
employee so long as the training is 
related to the work. “They pay the 
tuition fees up front,” Schindel said. 
“They pass it, bring us their report card 
as such, and we reimburse them for it.”

Weldco has also invested directly 
in education by contributing to a 
$3-million endowment to establish the 
Weldco/Industry Chair in Welding and 
Joining in the University of Alberta’s 
Department of Chemical and Materials 
Engineering. “It is, the current Chair 
tells me, if not the best lab in the 
world, it’s certainly up there with the 
top three or four,” Schindel said.

Another organization that Weldco 
utilizes is Woman Building Futures, 
a non-profit that provides training 
for disadvantaged women. Schindel 
sees such womanpower as a way to 
address Alberta’s looming manpower 
shortage in the trades – projected 
to reach 77,000 positions by 2019.

“You have to plan to reduce the 
average age in your shop,” Schindel 
said. “Don’t let it get away with you. 
It’s an easy thing to do when you’ve 
got a lot of skilled people who’ve 
been with you for a long time.”

Heavy-equipment manufacturer 
Weldco tackles global competition
By Keith Norbury 

“ There are challenges but the 
opportunities far outweigh 
those, and that is why we are 
in Canada.”

 –  Weldco President  
Doug Schindel

Patricio F. Mendez (at left), Associate 
Professor at the University of 
Alberta and Weldco/Industry 

Chair in Welding and Joining.
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Weldco also focuses attention 
on products that will do well in 
the marketplace. That includes 
creating value-added products such 
as cranes. “So we have to look very 
seriously at raising the bar and 
building things that not everybody 
can build,” Schindel says. “I can’t 
build a crane in my backyard.”

Making safety the top priority is 
“not just a poster” at Weldco, Swindel 
says, noting that an employee who 
put production ahead of safety is no 
longer with the company. Planned 
safety processes are more efficient 
and reduce costly lost-time accidents. 
“Productivity will increase in safe 
surroundings when the people do not 
have to be worried about something 
that’s going to fall on them or hit 
them from the side,” he says.

The results: While the 
company is down from 600 employees 
at its peak in 2006, business has 
turned around dramatically in the 
last 12 months. “And certainly our 
crane bookings for the coming year 
are like I haven’t seen them since we 
started [in the crane] business 15 or 
16 years ago,” Schindel said. The rest 
of the business is also going strongly, 
particularly in Fort McMurray, which 
is benefiting from high oil prices. 

The future: When the next 
boom comes, Schindel expects the 
company will again take advantage 
of the federal government’s foreign 
worker program to help with the 
skills shortage. The company will 
also continue to apply for federal 
research and development tax 
credits for its complex non-standard 
engineered design programs. “If 
you’re in the manufacturing business 
at all and you haven’t explored them, 
I’d highly suggest that you do.”

Focusing on innovation and cost-
reduction are keys to succeeding in 
a global marketplace, Swindel says. 
“Global competition doesn’t mean you 
have to be selling in another country. 
Global competition is now coming to 
us. So if we think that our market is 
being protected any more, it’s not.” ●
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The leaders: HEALTH CARE

Matthew Anderson

President and CEO, 
William Osler 
Health System

Health care
thinks 

William Osler Health 
System CEO Matthew 
Anderson finds 
management cures  
for ailing hospitals 
By Chris Atchison 

lean 
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The headlines are enough to rattle even the most seasoned health-care 
professional: Medicare in crisis. Spending tsunami threatens Canada’s health-

care system. Demographic challenges pushing provincial health budgets to the brink. 
Matthew Anderson, President and CEO of William Osler Health System, is well 

aware of the articles proclaiming the imminent demise of Canada’s beloved health-
care system, due in part to a massive cohort of baby boomers poised to retire 
and put increased pressure on provincial health-care budgets. But Anderson sees 
opportunity where others see disaster. “This is a good problem to have,” he says. 
“You’ve got people living longer, so you’ve got to change your system to address 
that, but that’s a sign of a society that’s done some wonderful things. Now it’s 
really about embracing the idea of changing our model to still have the medical 
focus we’ve had in the past, but recognize the impact these changes will have.”

If it’s true that managing a system in a time of great change is the measure  
of a CEO, then Anderson and his counterparts across the country face a Herculean  
task in the years to come. 

The key to maintaining the publicly-funded model cherished by Canadians, 
he says, is for administrators to start taking concrete steps – such as introducing 
heightened performance standards, streaming patients more effectively and 
introducing other innovative customer-service initiatives to encourage peak 
efficiency. Anderson argues the system can be both preserved and improved.  

Since joining Osler in April 2010, for example, Anderson has introduced 
several pilot projects and transformed many of the health network’s core 

operational systems. It’s part of his transformative vision to change the culture 
of patient care from the administrative level down to his emergency rooms.

It starts, he says, by introducing the kind of lean operating principles and standards 
that have been employed by the manufacturing industry for decades. “Our industry 
has historically been a little slow to acknowledge that the management tools developed 
in other industries could apply well in a health-care setting,” he explains. 

Fine when you’re building cars, but what about caring for terminally ill cancer patients 
or premature babies? Anderson’s point is that if managed properly, a medical system 
can embrace both compassion and efficiency with relatively simple measures that cost 
virtually nothing to implement. One key cultural change Anderson and his management 
team have been driving is to focus on primary prevention by identifying key priority 
areas – seniors, diabetes and cardiovascular health are just three focus areas at Osler. 

If managed properly, a medical system can embrace 
both compassion and efficiency with relatively simple 
measures that cost virtually nothing to implement.
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50% 

The leaders: HEALTH CARE

All about William Osler Health System

The William Osler Health System is one of Canada’s 
largest hospital networks, serving nearly a million 
people in the Greater Toronto Area. Its facilities provide 
a comprehensive range of acute care, ambulatory and 
ancillary health services. Osler’s emergency departments 
are among the busiest in the province and its labour 
and delivery program is one of the largest in the GTA. 

With an annual budget of nearly $560-million, Osler 
currently operates 803 inpatient beds and employs 
a team of more than 4,300 dedicated health-care 
professionals, including more than 900 physicians 
and more than 1,000 volunteers. Osler is governed 
by a volunteer Board of Directors, supported by a 
senior leadership team and two Community Advisory 
Councils that provide input and feedback to the Board 
on matters concerning local health care delivery. 

In one example, Osler has developed stronger 
relationships with nephrologists in the local 
community to provide improved preventive 
services such as nutritional counselling to 
help renal patients stave off end-stage kidney 
disease. Osler has also moved to address its aging 
patient demographics by establishing a unit 
dedicated to caring solely for the frail elderly. 

But perhaps the most dramatic results 
have come from the way Osler has applied 
some of those lean operating principles to 
reorganize the emergency rooms at Brampton 
Civic and Etobicoke General Hospitals, two 
of the hospitals in the William Osler Health 
System. Although Osler has seen 20 per cent 
annual increases in emergency room traffic, 
wait times have dropped by 50 per cent. 

Anderson observed that ER queues are 
much like an assembly line. If one key person 
is pulled off the line – say, the sole overnight 
ER physician called away to deal with a trauma 
case – the line shuts down. Or, in this case, 
lower-priority patients are forced to wait longer 
as sicker patients are tended to first. To tackle 
the problem, the Osler emergency rooms have 
set up multiple ER queues to handle different 
cases. Children are directed to the pediatric 
queue, for example, while cardiac patients 
are assigned to a heart specialist. “Emergency 
was a system that had to be redesigned,” he 
stresses. Anderson hopes the new focus will 
reduce ER wait-time targets from the current 
four hours, to just one in the coming years. And, 
if possible, stream less sick patients to other 
specialized health centres or clinics altogether, 
thus easing the burden on the hospitals. 

On the customer-service side, Anderson 
realized that he had ample data on patient 
outcomes and wait times, but relatively little to 
assess his patients’ care experience. “With the 
necessary focus on having our care providers 
offer safe and high-quality care, there can be 
the tendency to lose that compassionate side,” 
the CEO points out. So, Osler implemented 
a new program where admitted patients 
are contacted by a nurse within 48 hours of 
discharge from an Osler hospital. The relevant 
unit then gets a weekly report on patient 
feedback summing up quantitative scores where 
patients are asked “yes” or “no” questions, 
as well as a qualitative section where they’re 
asked to describe what could have been done 
to improve their experience. The measure 
costs nothing as the hospital utilizes nurses 

Although Osler has seen 20 per cent annual 
increases in emergency room traffic, wait 
times have dropped by 50 per cent.
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who are off regular duty for various reasons, 
while the CEO says the feedback has proven 
indispensable in improving patient experiences.  

Of course, Anderson – the former CIO – is 
always eager to embrace new technology to help 
improve patient outcomes and provide a better 
care environment at his hospitals. Osler is hoping 
to experiment with wireless-enabled biomedical 
devices such as heart rate monitors – Anderson 
foresees a day when patients will transmit 
information directly to their physician via mobile 
apps – while many of its physicians and nurses 
are already using tablets and other mobile 
devices to access electronic patient records. 

That task becomes easier if Ontario actually 
manages to digitize all patient health records 
by 2015. Anderson thinks the goal is attainable, 
but says the key to making it work will be 
tying existing, regional electronic systems 
together, rather than scrapping them for one 
province-wide solution. Once that transition 
is complete, he feels that a portal should 
be integrated into systems giving patients 
access to their records. “We get caught up in 
discussions of things like privacy assessments, 
which absolutely have to be done,” he says, 
“but those aren’t things that should stop 
patients from accessing their records.”  

While Anderson may see opportunities 
to streamline health care on the digital and 
operational fronts in unprecedented ways, 
he knows the key to making those ambitious 
plans work means obtaining critical buy-in 
from front line health-care professionals. 
“The main thing for physicians and nurses 
from a change perspective is, the more they 
can see how that change is going to improve 
care, the easier it is for them to change.” ●

Embracing new technology is 
balanced with enhancing the 
human side of health care.

In conversation with Matthew Anderson

Barbara M. Pitts is the national leader of the 
Heathcare Services group at PwC and an associate 
partner in the firm’s Toronto office. She recently sat 
down for a conversation with Matthew Anderson 

that resulted in this profile.

Barbara advises leaders in the 
health sector on the design and 
implementation of integrated service 
delivery models aimed at improving 
quality and operational performance.

barbara.m.pitts@ca.pwc.com

Insights online

Public priorities for 
Ontario’s health system  

A report of the Ontario Citizens’ 
Reference Panel studying 
the province’s health system 
included numerous ideas and 
recommendations that are being 
presented to government, policy 
makers and health-care provides. 
These included closer integration 
of the health systems of many 
providers and institutions, funding 
for family health teams, expanding 
community care and aggressive 
measures to improve the health and 
well-being of young Ontarians. 

Download the full report:  
www.pwc.com/ca/healthcare
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 Challenges: GIVING BACK

Corporate philanthropy pays off  
in many ways, as Western Canada’s 
Urban Systems learned
By Gail Johnson

Doing well 
by doing good

The challenge: Gordon 
Petersen remembers what 
happened once Urban Systems, the 
multidisciplinary consulting company 
specializing in civil engineering, 
urban planning and landscape 
architecture that he helped found 36 
years ago, grew to become a well-
established firm with more than 300 
employees in Western Canada. It 
began receiving requests from all sorts 
of worthy charitable organizations 
for donations and financial support. 

With a team that believed firmly 
in giving back to the community, 
the company was keen on helping 
wherever it could. But it wanted 
its giving to be both strategic and 
hands-on, says Petersen, a community 
planner and former CEO of Urban 
Systems who’s now semi-retired. It 
found a way to allow its staff members 
to help disadvantaged children 
and youth at home and abroad. 

Urban Systems wanted to be more 
than a “cheque-writing organization” 
and enable employees to actively 
participate in corporate-citizenship 
initiatives. “We talk a lot about 
generosity in our company and wanted 
a tangible way to show generosity,” 
Petersen says. “We wanted our 
staff to be involved in that.”

The strategy: The 1999 
formation of the Urban Systems 
Foundation, which enables the firm’s 
employees to contribute to local and 
global communities and provides a 
focus for the company’s charitable 
giving. The foundation has two key 
programs, the Backyard Project 
and The International Initiative.

With the Backyard Project, teams 
in each of the seven offices in B.C. 
and Alberta annually identify one 
or several worthy agencies that 
provide services for children and 
youth in their community. Working 
in collaboration with groups such 
as the Boys and Girls Clubs and 
the Canadian National Institute for 
the Blind, employees give back by 
volunteering, fundraising, mentoring 
and taking part in other activities. 

The International Initiative, 
meanwhile, connects Urban Systems 
employees with partner agencies 
around the world (so far in Africa, 
Brazil and Thailand). Most recently, 
the firm has worked with Africa 
Community Technical Services 
to provide potable water and 
educational resources to impoverished 
families in Uganda. To do that, staff 
members have held fundraising 
events, made donations through 
payroll deduction programs and 
travelled overseas to work onsite. 

“ We talk a lot 
about generosity 
in our company 
and wanted a 
tangible way to 
show it.” 

 –  Former Urban Systems  
CEO Gordon Petersen
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Insights online

Sweet charity
Imagine Canada CEO Marcel Lauzière on how 
non-profits can thrive in changing times.

1. Think young

Non-profits forced to make do with less must attract top 
young talent to achieve their charitable objectives.

“People are telling us they want to change the world, but 
they also want to pay their mortgages, travel and have quality 
of life. We may not pay what business is paying, but down the 
road, we have to recognize the need to shift this around.” 

2. Be transparent

Non-profits are increasingly judged not by their work, but by 
their administrative costs. Instead, improve communication 
around your non-profit organization’s strategies and tactics for 
doing good, while making a business case for its overhead.  

“We need to develop a new relationship, moving away 
from a 19th-century view of charities being run by nice 
people who do nice things… If Canadians really want to see 
impact and change, then these organizations need to be 
well governed, they need resources, they need skill sets.” 

3. Find new revenues

In the face of government funding cuts to charities, the non-profit 
sector must tap new sources of revenue, whether that means 
approaching different demographic groups, lobbying for changes 
to how charities can raise funds or engaging other businesses. 

“I would like to see us sitting down to look at the 
challenges this country is facing and how we can 
work together to overcome them, not necessarily 
with the government all the time, but with the 
charitable and private sector working together.”

- Chris Atchison

Find the full conversation with Marcel Lauzière online  
at upfront.pwc.com, conducted by James Temple, the 
Toronto-based Director of Corporate Responsibility 
for PwC Canada, with a dual role leading the 
PricewaterhouseCoopers Canada Foundation.

james.temple@ca.pwc.com

The future: Inspired in part by 
Harvard Business School competitive-
strategy expert Michael Porter, the firm 
is focusing on creating shared value, a 
concept rooted in the role business plays 
in expanding overall economic and social 
value in communities. One way Urban 
Systems will achieve that is by putting more 
emphasis on its involvement with First 
Nations communities, including offering 
co-op work term placements for youth in 
collaboration with Aboriginal organizations.  

“Creating shared value is a very compelling 
notion that resonates with our company 
and our foundation,” Petersen says. “It gives 
some of the younger First Nations people 
who may have an interest in our fields a 
chance to work in our offices and also creates 
value to the company because they might 
end up being an employee one day. It builds 
good will with clients and community.”  ●

7backyard 
projects3

international 
initiatives

The results: Simple systems have been 
set up to encourage staff to take ownership 
of their community-giving plans. “They’re 
given total responsibility, and it works 
amazingly well,” Petersen says. “I would 
estimate that three-quarters of all of our 
staff are involved in one way or another.” 

“When we started the foundation, we were  
very specific that we were doing this not for 
business reasons, but because it’s the right thing 
to do,” says Peterson, emphasizing the do-unto-
others corporate citizenship of the company 
showing its appreciation to the community.  
“The inevitable result is that it is good for business. 
When people are engaged in acts of generosity, 
it brings out the very best in them. There’s a 
sense of pride that our people have, pride of 
association. It seems to really attract younger 
people. It’s a growth experience for people.”
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END game

High notes
Singer, author, actor and radio host Jann Arden 
reveals the secrets to her success 
Interview by Mary Ambrose

Jann Arden’s fans adore her as a sensible, non-nonsense Canadian 
prairie woman who knows herself and revels in her roots. She is a 

musician (11 albums, 17 Top 10 singles and eight Juno Awards), author 
(her latest, a memoir called Falling Backwards, plus three volumes of 
funny life observations and a column in Elle Canada) actor (Eve Ensler’s 
The Vagina Monologues) and radio host (Being Jann on CBC and Siruis 
Satellite). Arden has a star on Canada’s Walk of Fame and is touring 

Canada in support of her latest record, Uncover Me 2, this month. 

“ It’s all about persistence: a stick-to-it, guns-a-blaring 
kind of mentality. Talent is somewhat obsolete when 
it comes to art because usually it’s based on opinion. 
I know plenty of really talented people that never 
get to where they’re going, because they give up. You 
cannot give up. My family has also been paramount 
in every aspect of my career. They have always 
supported me and more than anything, let me fail.”

“ You have to surround yourself with exceptional 
business people. You have to have honest, loyal,  
smart people in your life that you can trust to the  
ends of the world. It takes a long time to find 
them, but never give up that quest, they are 
out there. I always know what’s going on 
with my business life. You can’t just leave it 
to somebody else. You have to ask questions 
and be interested in order for it to work.”

“ I had some great teachers who taught me to, 
more than anything, be myself. And that’s just 
what the whole point of art is: to be yourself. To 
express who you are. To be authentic, honest 

and kind. To listen and care about others will 
get you far in everything you do in life.” ●
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