Vignette Part 1

The Rolling Rubber Tire Corporation

Gabe Forester was the Vice-President of Operations for the Rolling Rubber Tire Corporation (RRTC) based in Toronto, Ontario.  RRTC was a Canadian-owned and Canadian-operated manufacturer of automobile and light truck tires.  At a time when most tires were being manufactured offshore, RRTC manufactured its own tires in Canada, using old tires, nylon, plastics and other discarded post-consumer and commercial waste as inputs.  The environmentally responsible manufacturing operation was made possible through the application of new technologies that reduced both emissions and the by-products of the manufacturing process to very low levels.  The tires resulting from this process met all existing industry standards and were priced within 10 percent of competitive offerings brought in from offshore manufacturing facilities.

At the Monday morning management committee meeting the senior management team was debriefed by the company’s Vice-President of Public Relations, Earl Minion, that in the coming weeks, a Member of Parliament would table a Private Members’ Bill that would call for the federal government to enact legislation that would raise the minimum performance standards on all tires installed on all vehicles in Canada.  The new standards would require, among other things, a 40,000 kilometre manufacturer’s warranty requiring the complete replacement of any tire found to be defective for any reason at manufacturer’s expense, regardless of the number of kilometres on the tire up to and including 40,000 kilometres, without adjustment for tread wear.  Further, all manufacturers would need to submit each tire type to be sold to rigorous government testing that would be conducted by a consumer group in partnership with the federal government, the cost of this testing to be born by the manufacturers.

This possible legislation was driven by growing concerns expressed by citizens and consumer protection groups to provincial and federal politicians, of diminishing quality, unreasonable replacement costs even when “under warranty” arising from the application of warranty adjustments that reduced the amount of coverage in accordance with tread wear, and an increasing incidence of blow-outs and leakage around the tire bead and tire valve areas.

“Not to worry lads,” said Ed O’Malley the company’s Comptroller.  “One of my neighbors is a senator and I have a buddy who works as a Director for Transport Canada.  I’ll speak to these folks and they will derail this ridiculous bill.”

“You can try that Ed,” said Robert Rolling, the company President and Chief Executive Officer, “but what I would like to know is why we are just finding out about this now?”

“Well you know how the government works Bob,” replied Earl Minion.  “Legislation can come from anywhere and there is typically little consultation.  Besides, it’s just a private member’s bill – nothing to worry about.  If it even survives it will be sent to committee and then we can wade into the debate.”

Gabe listened quietly to the briefing, silently contemplating what this might mean for the company, how this could happen, whether it would happen, and what the company could do about it.  When the meeting ended Gabe returned to his office, picked up his telephone and called an old friend, Martin Robarto, a retired federal assistant deputy minister.

After returning to his office, Gabe Forester called his old friend, Martin Robarto, a retired federal Assistant Deputy Minister to get his take on Earl Minion’s debrief.

“So is this real Martin?” asked Gabe.

“It is certainly not unusual for Members of Parliament to table Private Members’ Bills, but whether this particular bill would result in legislation is another matter entirely,” replied Robarto.  “I would think this level of impact on the industry would certainly demand more profile, and its success without such rigour would be unlikely.  That said, you need to engage in the debate Gabe.  RRTC should be engaging your local MP now, indicating that you’ve heard about this and highlighting the negative impact this would have on votes in her riding and in other ridings where your industry is strongly represented.”

“Martin, they can’t just spring this on us!  I’ve heard from Earl that considerable work has been done on the legislation and that there have been consultations – with whom, and when is what I would like to know.  No one asked RRTC!”

“There may very well have been consultations Gabe.  The failure here is that RRTC was disengaged with some political activities that directly influence your industry and your company.  RRTC and every other company must be proactive in monitoring legislation and government activities, ministerial speeches and other forms of exhortation that could hold hints, frequently not that subtle, of emerging policy direction.  This activity is critical and obviously RRTC has not done it.”

“So what about O’Malley’s Senator neighbour and his Director buddy from transport Canada?” questioned Gabe.  “Can they ‘kill the bill’?

“The private members’ bill will be introduced in the House and it is a long journey from the House to the Senate,” replied Martin.  “As far as the TC Director goes, the probability of a bureaucrat attempting to influence legislation is zero, and even if this director was crazy enough to get involved somehow, we both know where the his or her position falls in the bureaucratic food chain!”

“What about Earl’s pessimism surrounding the success of private members’ bills?” asked Gabe.  “Any salience to this?”

“Well in my view private members’ bills are enjoying a bit more success these days than in previous Parliaments.  Regardless, a bill is a bill, and any bill can result in legislation so you should take this seriously.  And you can tell Earl that he is dead wrong about consultation.  The government has made consultation a priority, but it is completely unrealistic to expect that government can consult every stakeholder!  Don’t wait to be consulted!  As I said before, if you guys were on top of environmental scans you may have seen this coming and you could seek out the parties in government who were consulting and put forward your views.”

“What about participating through the committee?”

“Possibly an option, if it even goes that far.  But don’t wait for the committee to be struck.  Generally once these things hit the floor of the House it’s really too late to do much about it.”

After a brief pause, Gabe said quietly, “So we’re out of luck then.”

“Not necessarily.  Remember government timelines are long for many reasons, and frequently this can work in your favour.  You have some options available, but I suggest you start with your local MP and have Earl conduct some serious environmental scan analysis.  If you need help I know some public relations specialists who could give you a hand, but first you must determine how real this thing is and be able to frame this issue in a manner that clearly demonstrates advantages to the government as well as to RRTC.  Remember the government works for all constituents!”

With that Gabe ended the discussion and hung up the telephone, then set off to find Earl.

Questions:

1. In your view what is the most important lesson on the government segment apparent in this vignette?

In business you must be aware of laws that affect your business

Must go through the proper steps when dealing with the government

Always be aware of what the government is doing. There was a PR fail
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