
Can SNC’s reputation recover? 
Time to compete on quality. 

Mar 15, 2013       Canadian Business     Chris MacDonald  

Canadian engineering giant SNC-Lavalin continues to provide plenty of fodder for ethics 
classroom discussion, and for making news in all the wrong ways. Over just the last three 
days, the company has made headlines for making over $1 million in illegal political 
donations in Quebec, for disguising dodgy payments to an agent in Angola, and for police 
searching the home of a former executive as part of a prosecution involving more than a 
dozen criminal charges. 

Against this backdrop, slightly less attention has been paid to an announcement last week 
that the company had hired Andreas Pohlmann, a former Siemens executive, to take over 
the role of Chief Compliance Officer. It’s a portfolio that ostensibly puts him in charge of 
ethics, too. 

I was interviewed about this recently on BNN (see video here) and the key question was 
whether having hired a new Compliance Officer is going to be enough to turn the 
company around, either in terms of ethics or in terms of reputation. In this regard, I think 
three main points need to be made. 

First, a word about the relationship between ethics and compliance. Pohlmann is first and 
foremost in charge of compliance. Compliance with the law will of course be a very good 
start for SNC, but it’s just a start. Ethics has to be part of the picture. For that matter, 
even if Pohlmann’s only goal is to get the company consistently onto the right side of the 
law, there’s good reason he should pay attention to ethics, so that employees at SCN 
understand the ethical underpinnings of the laws the company has been breaking. 

Second, the company needs to see that its reputation has to be built on more than its 
ability to pull off big engineering projects. SNC needs to be a company all 
stakeholders—including investors—can trust, because trust is the foundation of business. 
Given its track record so far, if I were looking for a big engineering contractor I wouldn’t 
put much trust in SNC at all. If they play fast-and-loose with the rules as much as they 
seem to, what’s to say they aren’t going to play fast-and-loose with their obligations to 
me, too? 

Finally, the company needs to get past its apparent belief that bribery is just part of doing 
business. Bribery isn’t just illegal—illegal pretty much everywhere, even in places where 
it’s tragically common—it’s also bad business. And by “bad business,” I mean it is bad 
capitalism. It’s the opposite of free and open competition. 

If SNC is going to regain its place as a rockstar Canadian company, it needs to show that 
it can compete and win on quality, rather than on its ability to bend and break rules. 
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