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By PERRY LEFKO  
T O R O N T O  C O R R E S P O N D E N T

CANADA’S AUTO DEALERS HAVE
plenty of reasons to be wary of a new 
federal Incentives for Zero-Emission 
Vehicles (iZEV) program designed to 
energize sales of electric vehicles. 

But those interviewed by Automotive 
News Canada said a simple mix of 
speed and efficiency could go a long 

way in avoiding the pitfalls of similar 
provincial EV rebate plans.

Oumar Dicko, an economist at 

the Canadian Automobile Dealers 
Association (CADA), hoped that the 
process would be seamless for consum-
ers and retailers.

“I can only assume there will be a 

lot of claims processed at the same time 
across the country, so I hope the gov-
ernment system that is in place is effi-
cient and works well enough so that we 
can expedite the process,” Dicko said. 
“That’s my concern at the moment 
because I can expect there will be a lot 
of claims processed when dealers can 
actually submit them.”

By JOHN IRWIN
T O R O N T O  B U R E A U

FOR YEARS, CANADA HAS 
been known as a 
tough place to make 
money building 
cars.

Toyota sees things differ-
ently, crediting support from 
the federal and provincial 

governments and a talented 
labour pool that drives inno-
vative thinking.

“Over time, we built a 
reputation at 
[Toyota Motor 
Manufacturing 
Canada Inc.] that 

we’re a good place to

By JOHN IRWIN
T O R O N T O  B U R E A U

MOST OF LINAMAR CORP.’S SALES 
growth in 2018 came from its nonautomotive 
business, a sign that the global parts suppli-
er’s diversification strategy could be paying 
off.

“Diversification is really to give us addi-
tional avenues in which to grow our busi-
ness by [leveraging] off of our strengths in 
manufacturing, purchasing, lean manu-
facturing [and] metal,” Linamar CEO 
Linda Hasenfratz told Automotive News 
Canada. 

“It wasn’t born out of a desire to 

whittle down the automotive. I’d love to see 
all of them grow. And if one of them starts to 
grow faster than the other, OK, let’s do that.”

In March, the Guelph, Ont.-based man-
ufacturer reported that its industrial divi-
sion, which includes agricultural equipment 
and aerial work platforms, more than dou-
bled operating earnings to $346.2 million 
while sales surged 70 per cent to $1.89 bil-
lion. Linamar attributed the increases to the 
2017 acquisition of harvesting-equipment 
supplier MacDon and “strong market share 
gains for scissors [lifts].” 

Oshawa 2.0: 
GM to become 
a parts supplier

New federal EV rebates: High-stakes trial by fire

$170-MILLION PLANT LIFELINE
As other automakers idle assembly lines, 
Toyota touts Lexus NX production for 2022

Spotty information, little 
lead time for the May 1 
rollout, and dealers are 
fearful that Ottawa will 
also be slow to reimburse

It’s a first for the 
automaker, which 
will cater to the 
aftermarket and 
other suppliers 
By JOHN IRWIN
T O R O N T O  B U R E A U

TORONTO — GENERAL 
Motors’ $170-million plan to 
turn its Oshawa, Ont., assem-
bly plant into a parts opera-
tion signals a new business 
model for the automaker and 
gives the factory a renewed 
lease on life.

“Getting that kind of 
money is more than a stay of 
execution and does allow them 
to live to fight another day,” 
said Kristin Dziczek, vice-pres-
ident of industry, labour and 
economics at the Center for 
Automotive Research in Ann 
Arbor, Mich. “That’s better 
than closing.”

GM plans to convert 
Oshawa Assembly into a 
plant producing parts for 
vehicles such as the GMC 
Acadia, Chevrolet Traverse 
and Equinox crossovers. The 
plant also will do stamping 
for GM’s CAMI Assembly 
plant in Ingersoll, Ont., and 
the automaker is in talks to 
perform similar work for 
suppliers including Magna 
International Inc. and 
Martinrea International Inc. 

The Oshawa site will also 
become home to a test track 

for vehicles with autonomous 
and other advanced technol-
ogies.

MORE THAN MANUFACTURER
“We are now so much 

more than a vehicle manufac-
turing facility,” GM Canada 
President Travis Hester said 
during a May 8 news con-
ference held with Unifor 
President Jerry Dias. 

“We are integrated into 
the future of our business, 
the future of our development 
and into an entire business 
model for parts manufactur-
ing and accessory, aftermar-
ket parts and component sets 
that will sustain us for at least 
10 years.”

Building parts for other 
companies represents a major 
shift in the way GM does busi-
ness, especially since it spun 
off its parts division to 
create Delphi Corp., more 
than 20 years ago. Automotive 
consultant Ron Harbour said 
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The new autonomous-vehicle 
test track for the Oshawa 
Assembly site is viewed 
as a feather in Canada’s 
technology hat.  
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shoot and the satisfaction that 
you’ve built something and it’s 
going to be in so many people’s 
lives.”

CGT is a Tier 4 supplier 
selling to Tier 3 companies 
that cut and sew the materi-
al to make seats, door panels, 
instrument panels and other 
interior components. Honda is 
the only automaker that buys 

directly from CGT, 
but “we work very 
closely with all the 
material engineers at 
the [automakers] to 
meet their specifica-
tions,” Soares said. 

“In some cases, 
we have to custom-
ize, so we’ll work on 
that.

“My typical day 
starts on the floor. 

I’m always walking the pro-
cess, working with the opera-
tors and processing engineers. 
We have customer visits, and I 
work with the quality teams to 
resolve any issues, but I’d say 
80 per cent of my time is on the 
manufacturing floor.

“We ship vinyl all over 
the world, and that makes me 
proud to be in Canadian man-
ufacturing and know we still 
make a strong product line 
here."

ERICA CHEAH
HELPING HER CLIENTS SELL  
TO THEIR CLIENTS
It’s said that good products 
sell themselves, but Erica 
Cheah knows better. As execu-
tive vice-president and media 
director in the Toronto office 
of the advertising agency 
Saatchi & Saatchi, it’s her job 
to get the automaker’s message 
to consumers.

“We’re a full-service agen-
cy; and we do everything, 
including creative develop-
ment, digital ad production, 
media planning and strategy,” 
said Cheah, 44. 

“We’re heavily involved 
with the [automaker’s] market-
ing team, and we’re involved 
when it comes to the strategic 
decisions of where they take 

the marketing of their brand.”
Cheah earned a psychol-

ogy degree from McMaster 
University in Hamilton, Ont., 
but didn’t want to go into the 
medical field. 

“I had an interest in busi-
ness, and advertising seemed 
to be the perfect marriage of 
psychology and business,” 
she said. Cheah did an intern-
ship at a small Toronto agen-
cy as her first job and worked 
at eight agencies before a for-
mer boss, who was leaving 
Saatchi, recommended her as 
his replacement a year ago. 
She came in at her current 
position.

“I grew up loving vehicles. 
My dad was a huge car fanat-
ic, and every two years we 
were getting a brand-new vehi-
cle,” Cheah said. “It was luck 
that I joined an agency that 
had an automotive client, and 
I’ve been in automotive for 17 
years.”

Cheah’s biggest challenge 
is focus. 

“There’s clutter on every 
device we have, so much going 
on, so many screens at once 
and so much outside noise. 
Getting people’s attention for 
that split second is really dif-
ficult. We have to understand 
all the data we have available 
to us to put the right thing in 
front of people.

“My psychology back-
ground helps me know what 
will affect people, what they 
want and how they react to 
messages. It’s a waste of dol-
lars if you haven’t put it in 
front of the right people.”

RUTH MCBRIDE
DRIVING THE FINANCE IN A 
FINANCE-DRIVEN INDUSTRY
The auto industry depends on 
financing, and Ruth McBride 
ensures it’s done properly. 
As vice-president of automo-
tive finance at Scotiabank in 
Toronto, she’s responsible for 
bank-automaker partnerships, 
commercial auto products 
such as floorplans and how the 
bank’s retail sales force sup-
ports dealers.

“If we don’t turn that tap 
of financing on, the industry 
can’t exist,” said McBride, 58. 

“We also help the manu-
facturers with marketing. We 
have a lot of data on their cus-
tomers, so we can figure out 
what marketing strategy to use 
to help them sell to [the right] 
section of the market.”

McBride originally studied 
political science and English 
at the University of Toronto. 
She wanted to become a for-
eign-service officer, “but 
I didn’t speak French, so I 
knew that wouldn’t happen.” 
She had worked part time 
at a bank while in school, 
and when she graduated, 
Scotiabank hired her to super-
vise a branch-operations team. 
McBride worked to get into the 
commercial-credit department 
at the Toronto headquarters 
while earning her MBA.

When a job opened for 
director of manufacturer part-
nerships, “they were looking 
for someone with retail, com-
mercial and operations train-
ing, and I fit the bill,” McBride 
said. 

“And I had always had an 
interest in automotive. My dad 
was an engineer and he made 
me repair my own cars. He 
never wanted me to be stuck 
somewhere.”

McBride has spent 19 years 
in automotive finance and has 
held her current position for 
nearly six years. 

“I’m good with people. I’ve 
never had a job in the bank 
where I didn’t have customers.

“It’s an area that people 
in school should think about, 
because it’s like entrepreneur-
ship. We have human resourc-
es, strategy, marketing, every-
thing you typically have in a 
business. The cool thing about 
my job is that whatever you 
do has an impact on the indus-
try.”— ANC

With ‘improvement’ in her title, no interior can be inferior 
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Ruth McBride’s rapport with 
customers includes their 
knowing “I’m always available 
for a call.”
PHOTO SUPPLIED BY RUTH MCBRIDE

Along with designing 
advertising, Erica Cheah and 
her team determine the best 
places to put it.
PHOTO: ROB BUTTERWICK

Margaret Soares went into engineering “because I like to build 
things and find solutions.” PHOTO: DAVID SONES

By JIL McINTOSH
O S H A W A  C O R R E S P O N D E N T

MARGARET SOARES
CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT 
ENSURES TOP QUALITY
Suppliers are vital to the auto-
makers. And in Cambridge, 
Ont., supplier Canadian 
General Tower Ltd. 
(CGT) is marking 
its 150th anniver-
sary. The compa-
ny makes synthet-
ic vinyl and poly-
meric thin films 
for auto interiors, 
along with pool lin-
ers, and Margaret 
Soares is its direc-
tor of continuous 
improvement.

“I oversee the efficiencies, 
how to reduce waste, how to 
improve the key performance 
metrics,” said Soares, 40. “The 
more we reduce waste, the 
more we reduce costs and stay 
competitive.”

Soares studied materi-
al science and handling at 
McMaster University and 
earned a diploma in chemical 
science. She worked in quali-
ty control at a die-casting com-
pany, completed her engineer-
ing degree and joined CGT 14 
years ago. 

“I work with the product 
development group to look at 
how to improve the product, in 
combination with the process, 
so it can be more efficient,” 
Soares said. “I love to trouble-




