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The board of Quebec corporate titan SNC-Lavalin Group Inc. interviewed – and passed 
over – at least two francophone contenders for the company’s top job before deciding to 
hire American Robert Card as its chief executive officer, The Globe and Mail has 
learned. 

The naming of Mr. Card, who does not speak French, to lead one of Quebec’s most 
successful companies has became an issue in the provincial election campaign. PQ leader 
Pauline Marois, pushing to toughen Quebec’s controversial French language laws, seized 
on the appointment Monday, saying during a campaign stop in Montreal: “I am asking 
SNC-Lavalin that it make sure that he follow courses in French so that he could at least 
become bilingual.” 

Mr. Card, a departing senior executive with Denver-based engineering firm CH2M Hill 
Cos. Ltd., has pledged to learn French and to move to Montreal. But the revelation that 
SNC rejected francophone candidates may stoke the political fires again in a campaign 
that is too close to call. 

Other executives from the U.S. have led major Montreal-based companies. But the arrival 
of an American to lead a firm that grew from its roots as a bastion of the French Canadian 
business community to become a global leader in engineering and construction comes at 
a time when tensions between the forces of economic nationalism in the province and the 
realities of global business are at their highest in years. 

The Caisse de dépôt et placement du Québec recently parted ways with an English-
speaking executive whose appointment to a senior role sparked criticism in the province, 
while regional politicians have reacted with hostility to the news that U.S. home 
improvement giant Lowe’s Cos. is preparing a hostile run at home-grown Rona Inc. 

Sources familiar with the situation say the board of SNC tried to strike a balance in its 
search to replace Pierre Duhaime, who was ousted as CEO in March amid a string of 
scandals that erupted on his watch. The RCMP has raided two company locations in 
Canada and two former company officials have been arrested and faced corruption 
charges, while an SNC internal probe found $56-million in improper payments were 
made to commercial agents to help secure contracts. In addition, the World Bank has 



banned an SNC subsidiary from bidding on contracts in Bangladesh over concerns bribes 
were paid to local officials. 

The board felt its ideal candidate would have been a francophone Quebecker or at least 
someone who spoke French fluently, sources said. But it also needed to attract a veteran 
senior executive from the industry who had handled large-scale contracts - and had an 
unimpeachable reputation for upholding ethical standards. 

The board decided early on to look outside the company after determining that the most 
qualified internal candidates were either unseasoned or otherwise occupied in their 
current roles, a source close to the company said. SNC directors also felt that hiring a 
seasoned outside candidate would send a message that they took seriously the need to 
confront and solve the company’s challenges. 

Sources say the board conducted a global search, resulting in a short-list with two 
francophones, including one who was Canadian-born but had worked abroad for much of 
his career. 

 


