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President's message

The rebranding of Ontario: Shades of 'New Coca Cola' 

 
by Elaine Flis 
PAAC President 

It is wisely written that if something isn't broken you shouldn't fix it. So why do people who should know better 
advise clients to do exactly that? The most recent example involves the Ontario Liberal government spending 
hundreds of thousands of dollars to 'rebrand' the province through re-designing our Trillium logo and more for 
other needless tinkering. Were they given bad advice? It would seem so. At least, many people are scratching 
their heads wondering why they took such action. Indeed, this rebranding reminds me in some ways of the 'New 
Coke' fiasco. 

Remember that? In 1985, the Coca Cola company, standing astride the soft drink market with what may well be 
the most recognized brand name in the history of organized commerce, decided to launch 'New Coke,' which 



tasted like Pepsi and was intended to let Coke push into Pepsi's market share. That was the plan. The result was 
a lot of alienated customers and a very public marketing fiasco. New Coke was soon cut adrift. Clearly, when you 
make mistakes that big in the business sector, there are consequences. Unfortunately, the only consequence for 
the Ontario Government in their own rebranding adventure is a waste of taxpayers' money. 

It pains me to criticize the Liberal government, because as most of you know, I am a Liberal myself. But the sad 
truth is, this rebranding was ill-advised. They're spending more than $200,000 to redesign this province's well-
recognized and well-loved Trillium logo, and likely much more to pry the C off of every sign and letterhead 
referring to the Ontario Lottery and Gaming Corporation (OLGC) to make them read OLG. For no good reason at 
all. 

My criticism flows from experience. In a previous incarnation, I was an ad executive with a leading international 
ad agency which, as a heavyweight player in the major leagues of the advertising business, had an obligation to 
deliver good client advice over self-interest. One day a valued client came to us and said they wanted us to 
create an international rebranding campaign for them. It would have been a very fat contract. The problem was, 
the client was already as well-recognized in their industry as Coca Cola was in its own business. The client 
wanted us to A) agree that rebranding them was a sensational idea, and B) take their money to launch a massive 
rebranding campaign. We didn't do it. Instead, we constructed a detailed presentation telling them why they 
should not tinker with their highly recognized brand identity. Why did we do that? Because it was the right advice 
to give them. Rebranding that client would have been silly then; rebranding Ontario is silly now. 

So why are they doing it? Probably because they're getting bad advice from somewhere. It's clearly not for the 
sake of profits. When a government does something like this, it's to put their mark on things, rather like a dog 
marking off his territory. Governments do this all the time. That doesn't mean they should. It's more important to 
be true to the brand than to put your own stamp on something for the sake of it. It's also a foolish move to commit 
to such a waste of voters' money even as this government prepares to ask those voters for a new mandate.  

It didn't have to be this way. The McGuinty government's record of accomplishment, while hardly without critics, 
is defensible on many fronts. From here, it looks as if somebody gave this government advice they thought it 
wanted to hear, rather than telling them what it truly needed to hear.  

• • • 

Now, it is my pleasure to welcome our newest members: 

• Wayne Percy, Derhak Ireland Executive Search  
• Patricia Bregman, PSB Law 
• Isabel Metcalfe, Public Affairs Counsel  
• Brian Baumal, Think Lounge Public Opinion Research 
• Dianne Hatrick Widdess,  Canadian Bankers Association 
• Sean Kelly, Pfizer Canada  
• Brad Kuiper, State Farm Insurance 
• Pamela Waeland, 3M Canada Co. 
• Jonathan Clancy, Ontario Bankers Association 
• Marie-Pierre Guerin, TELUS 
• Doug Derabbie, Infrastructure Ontario 



• Bob Lopinski, Hill and Knowlton Canada 

  

As always, I encourage all members to contact me with their input, ideas and suggestions at 
eflis@enterprisecanada.com 

 

 

Event report

Taking the heat on property taxes 

The guest speaker at our July 20 luncheon event was Debbie Zimmerman, Chair of the Municipal Property 
Assessment Corporation (MPAC). Although the official title of her talk was, The Assessment Challenge - Getting 
it Right, the wag who suggested it should be, "Surviving the Assessment Wars of 2006" was probably closer to 
the mark. It might also have been titled Grace Under Fire, considering what happened in the audience question 
session at the end - but before that, a backgrounder. 

 



Debbie Zimmerman, Chair of MPAC 

  

Flashback: In 1998 the Mike Harris Conservatives, casting tax-hungry eyes upon property owners, launched 
Market Value Assessment, and renamed it "current value assessment" for public relations reasons. Thanks to 
the power of land speculators (whose battle cry is, 'they're not making any more of it!'), market value could have 
been called current value, true value or nicest value; the fact was it would mean higher value assessments, and 
anyone with political sense knew trouble was coming. 

The Harris government therefore created an arms-length organization to take the inevitable heat on the issue of 
property taxes that were certain to go up, up, way up. (At its inception it was called the Ontario Property 
Assessment Corporation. Subsequently a general 'oops' went around the table when predictable allusions were 
made to OPEC, and the organization thus became MPAC.) 

Market Value Assessment originally attracted the interest of government because, as land prices were pushed 
up, Ontario's jigsaw landscape of tax assessment systems gave rise to situations that stuck in the government's 
craw, such as wealthy homeowners in upscale neighbourhoods paying lower taxes than working folks in the 
'burbs. Telling those working folks that MVA would be fairer would be politically easy at the outset. Explaining to 
them why their taxes were going into the pain zone later on would not be. Somebody had to take the heat. 

Flash forward: Now it's 2006 and Mike Harris is history, but MVA is here to stay and MPAC is taking heavy 
criticism from irate taxpayers. The Ontario Ombudsman is now involved, and even some former Harrisites seem 
to regret sparking the bolts in the MVA monster's neck to send it lumbering across the landscape: Conservative 
MPP Tim Hudak, once a Harris cabinet minister, now the Conservative Opposition finance critic, introduced a 
private member's bill to cap annual assessment increases at five per cent. The issue is such a hot button that 
eight Liberal backbenchers voted for the bill when it made it to second reading.  

Comes this past March, and Ontario Ombudsman André Marin releases a report featuring extremely blunt 
criticism of MPAC - calling it aloof, cloaked in secrecy and even 'cutthroat' - while homeowners cheer him on and 
Liberals pinch the bridges of their noses, close their eyes and groan as they consider what this gift from the 
grave of Mike Harris could do to them in an upcoming election - the McGuinty government saddled with MVA 
while the people who brought it upon Ontario in the first place fight against it for the cause of property owners.  

Woman on point  

What to do? André Marin made 22 recommendations to improve property tax assessments and change the 
culture at MPAC. In response, the Ontario government declared a two-year freeze on property assessments to 
allow time to implement those suggestions, and not incidentally to let them try to slide uphill past the next 
election. Meanwhile, on point is MPAC Chair Zimmerman, who has a very long and distinguished record of 
community involvement. She first became a municipal politician in 1978, and is highly skilled in the art of 
diplomacy with citizens in a turbulent mood. As we were about to see. 



 

Zimmerman, seen here with Mary De Sousa of First Canadian Title, 
has a very tough job dealing with citizens on the issue of MVA. 
Does she look worried? 

  

First, she stated the case for the embattled MPAC. Clarity, she said, is central to sound public policy, but 
confusion reigns supreme in the property assessment arena. When MVA arrived in Ontario, MPAC drew the 
huge job of introducing the new system to citizens who were used to a quiltwork of tax assessment systems 
which, while unfair, were at least the devil people knew. To do so without the ability to send an assessor to each 
property meant relying on computer software to track trends and calculate assessments. Where mistakes 
happened, tempers flared.  

"We welcome the Ombudsman's investigation," she told her PAAC audience, refusing to draw the wagons into a 
circle or trade harsh language with Marin. His 22 recommendations? She's ready to implement all of them that 
fall under MPAC jurisdiction, but people must realize she'll need more staff, including more assessors to do all 
those inspections. "We focus on accuracy," she said - and repeated the phase again and again in the course of 
her presentation. 

Accuracy is the key 

As well she should, because getting property owners to accept the principle of accuracy is the key to keeping 
control of the situation. It would be amateurish to let politicizers turn the issue into an argument about 'fairness,' 
because fairness is so subjective. Homeowners whose faces turned gray at the sight of their assessments have 
been appealing those assessments in record numbers, but since they are unlikely to be convinced their new 
assessments are fair, the key will be to get people to accept the assessments as accurate. If there aren't enough 
assessors to visit each property to ensure accuracy, computer predictions must do at least part of the job. Yet 
the twin solutions of more assessors and better computers both cost money. Lack of such resources leads to 



inaccuracies, meaning numbers that do not prove to be defensible - and it is such numbers that are the essence 
of Zimmerman's public affairs challenge, not the higher property taxes that MVA was always intended to collect. 

The huge number of appeals to MPAC's property assessments, Zimmerman pointed out, still amount to only 
three per cent of the total assessments, which means 97 per cent are accurate. She's right - at least to the extent 
that most people don't feel they have a basis or the ability to oppose the assessments. With that plus the need 
for more resources in mind, Zimmerman segued to a promise that MPAC can jump from 97 per cent accuracy to 
99 per cent, "but it's going to cost."  

It's going to cost in other ways, too, before this is finished. Along with that restive three percent of John Q. 
Homeowners appealing their tax sentence, virtually all commercial industrial properties are under appeal, 
probably because 97 per cent of commercial owners are not conditioned to feel they have no recourse in the 
matter. Yet it's doubtful whether even lawyer-heavy corporations can stand in the way as the MVA tide rolls in. 
"Other provinces are coming to look at our system," Zimmerman said. "Everyone is going with MVA."  

Still, while governments flock to the MVA dinner bell, ordinary homeowners and those whose sympathies lie 
squarely with them continue to ask questions infused with anger - even in a somewhat protected venue like a 
PAAC luncheon. Some audience questions aimed at Zimmerman had an edge to them. One man wanted to pick 
the bone of privacy policy: "Why can MPAC demand information from homeowners under legal penalty to those 
who refuse, then repackage it and sell it?" The man who asked that question at one point said MPAC had the 
power to "extort" such information. Ouch! 

Needed more forethought 

Zimmerman fielded that one like a pro. "The ability to generate revenue to offset the cost of our work was built 
into the terms by which MPAC came into being," she said, and people who wish to object should direct their input 
to the government. At other times she defused criticism by agreeing with it, sort of: "What was built in 1998 
needed more forethought," she told one questioner. "We know people are struggling to understand why their 
assessment is as it is."  

In fact, some people are struggling to understand how they can keep their property in the face of taxes that could 
escalate without limit, and that generates a helpless anger in them. Zimmerman's aplomb handling such anger 
showed she's used to citizens who feel powerless phrasing their questions in the hope that the proper phrasing 
can put MPAC on the defensive. One guest declared himself to be there as a "private individual," not a PAAC 
member, and told, in a voice quavering with frustration and barely controlled anger, about his experience beating 
his fists uselessly against MPAC's implacable chest. Simply trying to get someone in authority on the phone was 
enough to make a man scream. "Dealing with MPAC is like dealing with that wall," he said. "This guy would not 
let me pass the gate!" 

It was easy to feel sympathy for the fellow, as he detailed a litany of the same kind of complaints that gave birth 
to André Marin's dour comments. None of it was surprising to hear, given the history of property assessment in 
Ontario. Yet Zimmerman, who has been chair of MPAC since 2004, handled it with a cool head and steady 
nerves, in the way of a seasoned public affairs professional. At the start of his question, that private individual 
was objecting to being treated, insisting on being accorded, and demanding to know. By the time the meeting 
broke up she had him shaking her hand and saying he was sorry to put her on the spot. Then he went home to 
his tax bill. 



-D.S.

 Photo feature

Picture perfect pub at the Pilot 

August 3 was our summer social, this year at the roof-mounted 'Flight Deck' bar of the Pilot Tavern on 
Cumberland St. in downtown Toronto. It was the night after a vicious heat wave finally broke, still slightly steamy 
with a drizzle of rain in the air, but pleasant enough for socializing and chit-chat among colleagues. 

 

Above: PAAC President Elaine Flis and Richard Chartash 
of the Workplace Safety and Insurance Board appreciate a 
punchline delivered from somewhere off-camera. Below:  
Stewart Kiff of Solstice Public Affairs (L) and PAAC Vice 
President Ruth Merskey (R) share a thought while Bill 
Laidlaw of the Ontario Community Newspapers Association 
looks thoughtful. 



 

 

Above: Former PAAC President Joe MacDonald and Kim 
Wright, of Urban Intelligence - a division of Global Public Affairs - 
interrupt their conversation to indulge the web editor with his 
ubiquitous little digital camera. Below: Elaine Flis and new 
member Bill Moore, of Medialysis Inc., don't. 



 

  

 

 The Book Man

Attention Wal-Mart shoppers 

The Wal-Mart Effect: How the World's Most Powerful Company Really Works - And How it is transforming the 
American Economy, by Charles Fishman  

 

Book review by Stewart Kiff 

Wal-Mart has become so large and so powerful that author Charles Fishman regards it as a force without 
precedent. His book makes a sobering case. It is an institution that provokes simply by being what it is. Its 
competitive ruthlessness and market predominance make it so unavoidable that even a passing reference in 
conversation can provoke a strong reaction. Some people love Wal-Mart, others make it part of their personal 
identity to distance themselves from it. Yet there are enough of the former to keep their stores crowded, here in 
Canada as in the U.S. 

Fishman says Wal-Mart is arguably the most important privately controlled economic institution in North America. 
With some 1.6 million employees in 2004, and some $10.3-billion USD in profits, Wal-Mart dwarfs all competing 



retail companies, and in the U.S. is larger than Sears, J.C. Penney, K-Mart and Target combined.  

Certainly there have been other great dominant and powerful corporations, such as the early Standard Oil or the 
Ford Motor Company of the 1920s, or even today's Microsoft. Yet as Fishman details, what sets Wal-Mart apart 
is that it never lets up on its competitors. Even after it has eliminated local retail competition it continues to 
maintain the "always low prices" policy that is its war cry. In fact, this book is full of instances where Wal-Mart 
continues to cut costs year after year and it even digs into the business practices of its suppliers so that they can 
work together to cut costs. With the average Wal-Mart purchase at just $3, its success is based on millions of 
very small transactions at very low margins. 

By "The Wal-Mart Effect," the author means the multitude of ways in which this marketing giant impacts society 
across the economic spectrum. His book deals in part with our conflicted feelings toward Wal-Mart, and the 
nagging worry implicit in the phrase, "The Wal-Mart Economy," which underscores the fear that there might be a 
social cost to be paid for those "always low prices." 

Fishman himself is conflicted about Wal-Mart. It is clear he deeply admires and is astonished by this retailing 
behemoth. He shops there. At the same time, he feels Wal-Mart has become so powerful and so exceptional that 
it requires a new sort of regulatory and legislative oversight. He forcefully argues that a new paradigm is 
necessary to deal fairly with the power and reach it has acquired. He says a $100-billion corporation should be 
held to a different standard of obligation to society than a $10-million corporation or even a $100-million 
enterprise.  

For its part, Wal-Mart does not talk about Wal-Mart. It is company policy to decline comment to reporters and, 
more significantly, insist that suppliers also refrain from discussing their relationship with Wal-Mart. That is how 
such a large and influential institution manages to cut such low profile in the press. In short, Wal-Mart has been 
hiding in plain sight, which is why this well argued and researched book is so important.  

Fishman's book balances legitimate concerns at the overwhelming power of this retail colossus with respect for 
its millions of customers and a clear acknowledgement of the economic benefit they gain from shopping there. 
Better still, it's a quick and easy read, offering a rare look at this giant of modern retailing.  

Strongly recommended.  

Before I go... Just for the sake of comparison, here is another new Wal-Mart book: No one makes you shop at 
Wal-Mart: The surprising deceptions of individual choice, by Tom Slee. It takes a consistently critical view. 
Whether it amounts to an anti-corporate diatribe or is patronizing to the millions that shop there, is up to the 
reader. I prefer Fishman's substantive and balanced work, but if you don't like Wal-Mart and want to enjoy 
cleverly written antipathy toward it, this other book may well be for you. 

-S.K.

PAAC member Stewart Kiff is the President of Solstice Public Affairs. He welcomes your feedback and 
suggestions, and can be reached at stewart@solsticecanada.ca.  

 



 The Web Editor

Speaking into the microphone 

by David Silburt 
PAAC Web Editor 

  

Not since Bill Clinton played the saxophone on a late night talk show has a front-line world politico seemed so 
human as President George W. Bush did when a live microphone caught him hailing the British Prime Minister 
with a hearty, "Yo, Blair!" Such laid-back language earned Mr. Bush a round of harrumphs from the strait-laced 
and from those always looking to criticize him for any available reason, but for many others it may have helped 
his image rather than harmed it.  

Nor could Mr. Bush really be faulted for the remainder of his comment to Mr. Blair, salty dialogue aside. "See, the 
irony is what they need to do is get Syria to get Hezbollah to stop doing this shit, and it's over," the most powerful 
man in the world said, unaware that the above-mentioned world was listening. "I felt like telling Kofi to get on the 
phone with Assad and make something happen." Plain Texas-talk it was, but it wasn't inconsistent with what his 
administration was saying publicly, albeit more diplomatically. That's not the way it usually works out when a 
politician speaks his mind in the belief the public cannot hear.  

Many politicians have been caught when private comments were unexpectedly made public. Sometimes it's just 
an allegation, as when former Ontario Attorney General Charles Harnick, testifying at the interminable Ipperwash 
inquiry, claimed he heard Mike Harris say, "I want the f-ing Indians out of the park." Harnick's claim was great 
news for the baying pack bent on pursuing Harris to the very lip of Hell, because it let them force Harris to deny 
saying it. In the cut and thrust of political journalism, it's always good to be able to say somebody "denied" 
something, because the public reads that as, despite his lame denials, we all know it's true. But it's not as good 
as it would be to have the man on tape.  

The thing political journalists like best is to catch a politician saying something different in private than in public. 
During the 1984 election campaign, Brian Mulroney thought he was speaking off the record about Liberal Bryce 
Mackasey's appointment as ambassador to Portugal. Mulroney had publicly criticized it as patronage. When he 
thought he was off the record, he had a different take: "There's no whore like an old whore. If I'd been in Bryce's 
position, I'd have been right in there with my nose in the public trough." 

Truth happens. Remember Carolyn Parrish's fifteen minutes of infamy? "Damned Americans," she blurted before 
an open microphone outside the House of Commons. "I hate those bastards." Other Liberals have put anti-
Americanism to better use. Here's former Prime Minister Jean Chrétien's private comment to the Prime Minister 
of Belgium, once upon a time: "I like to stand up to the Americans. It's popular; people like it. But you have to be 
very careful because they are our friends." Exactly. Well said. It's the show that counts. 

Politicians get into one kind of trouble when they blurt out the truth about what they're really thinking. They get 
into quite another kind when they blurt out proof they're not thinking at all. Exhibit A: Former U.S. President 
Ronald Reagan, a former Hollywood actor and media man who should have known better than to joke during 
that long-ago sound check, saying he just signed legislation banning the Soviet Union. "The bombing starts in 
five minutes," he said with an impish grin, awaiting laughter. Instead there was shocked silence that echoed the 



whole world 'round. More recently, nobody laughed last year when Rick Perry, the Governor of Texas, finished 
an interview with a local TV station and as they departed was caught on tape muttering darkly, "Adios, mofo." 
The closest George W. Bush has come to such malice was a playful comment of his caught at a Republican 
gathering in Maryland. "I support the free press," he said that time. "Let's just get them out of the room." 

The press might not like that, but there are those who would concur with it. As for that streety-sounding "Yo, 
Blair" and what followed, well...that was the sound of a man being unpretentious, and what Bush said in that 
unguarded moment was not at odds with what he has maintained publicly. Compared to what usually happens 
when a politician puts his mouth in motion before his brain is in gear, it seemed like a form of honesty. It was a 
reason to humanize Mr. Bush rather than demonize him. These days, he needs all the humanizing he can get 

 

Have your say 

We welcome member input, whether it's a letter to the editor, a story suggestion or a proposal for a guest 
column. Feel free to email your input or suggestions to us. All submissions for publication on this site are subject 
to approval by the Editorial Board. 

Editorial Board: Elaine Flis, Ruth Merskey, Chris Benedetti, Chris Churchill, Graham Murray. 

Writer/Editor: David Silburt  

Public Affairs is E-published by the Public Affairs Association of Canada 
100 Adelaide St. West, Suite 705 
Toronto, ON 
M5H 1S3 

Tel: 416-367-2223 • Fax: 416-367-3778 

 
 

 


