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Chapter XIII

PAUL COFFIN

13.1
Communication Coffin

After working for other agencies since the mid-1960s, in 1992 Paul Coffin
incorporated a numbered company (2794101 Canada Inc.) which carried
on business as a graphic design and advertising agency under the name of
Communication Coffin (the Coffin agency). It was and remained a small
operation with only two full-time employees, Paul Coffin and his son Charles.
It employed contract workers and freelancers for its remaining personnel needs,
although in its invoices these workers were regularly described as employees,
and Public Works and Government Services Canada was billed for their services
in that way. As will be seen, this was only one of many irregularities in the
billing practices of Communication Coffin.

The Coffin agency became qualified to manage advertising and sponsorship
contracts on behalf of PWGSC in the 1997, agency-selection process which
culminated, on April 28, 1997, with the declaration that ten agencies were

375



so qualified. In the completed questionnaire submitted to the selection
committee, Mr. Coffin made a number of deliberately false statements about
the size of his agency, the number of persons it employed, and the revenues
earned in previous years.1These responses probably did not deceive Mr. Guité,
if he bothered to review the material, because he already knew about the small
size of Mr. Coffin’s agency from their social and business contacts.2

Probably the Coffin agency was destined to be qualified, no matter how well
or badly it presented itself, because it was already working on a sponsorship
contract, named “On the Road to Atlanta,” which in 1996 had been given
to the Lafleur agency. The Coffin agency did all the work as a subcontractor.
More will be said about this contract later. As well, prior to April 28, 1997,
the Coffin agency was already supplying consulting services to PWGSC,3

and on the very date it was qualified, it was awarded five sponsorship
contracts having a total value of $665,000.4 It may be assumed that the agency
knew this work was coming.

Mr. Coffin and Mr. Guité were good friends and had an active social
relationship.5 Their friendship, more than any other factor, is almost surely
the reason why the Coffin agency was kept busy handling sponsorship and
advertising contracts for the next few years,6 since it had no particular
qualifications to justify why it was selected over any other agency. After Mr.
Guité left the public service, Mr. Coffin continued to be awarded contracts
by Pierre Tremblay until the Sponsorship Program came to an end in 2003.
In total, the Coffin agency looked after sponsorship contracts having a total
value of more than $8.5 million in the years from 1997 to 2003.7

What is most remarkable about the contracts awarded to the Coffin agency
is the amount of production costs and fees they foresaw and allowed.
Although the promoters of events and projects received a total of $5,392,500
as sponsorships, the Coffin agency received in commissions, fees and costs
a total of over $3 million. In some years (1998-99 and 1999-2000), the
revenues earned by the Coffin agency were almost exactly equivalent to the
amounts paid to the events being sponsored.8 No other agency’s fees attained
this proportion. Figure XIII-1 reproduces a summary table submitted as
evidence regarding these various sponsorships and fees.
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In his testimony before the Commission, Mr. Coffin was remarkably candid
about the billing practices of his agency and admitted the falsification of its
accounting records and invoices. His candour was all the more remarkable
because he was, when he testified, about to go to trial on 18 criminal charges
of fraud relating to invoices to PWGSC, which were not an issue before the
Commission. Before his criminal trial started, he pleaded guilty to the charges
and submitted to the Court an agreed statement of facts preparatory to
sentencing submissions. In the statement, Mr. Coffin acknowledges many of
the practices which are the subject of the following section of this chapter.9

13.2
Billing Irregularities

In his testimony, and in the agreed statement of facts,10 Mr. Coffin
acknowledges that the Coffin agency regularly and consistently overcharged
PWGSC in its invoices relating to sponsorship files in the following ways:

• Production costs and fees were billed for work which was not performed.

• Hours were billed for the work of persons who were subcontractors
and not employees of the agency, at hourly rates far in excess of what
the subcontractors charged for their services.

• Production costs and fees were billed for work that was performed,
but which should normally have been compensated from the agency
commission. For example, PWGSC was charged for time spent
meeting with the organizers of sponsored events, for visits of a routine
nature to the site, or for preparing post-mortem reports, all services
that should not be the subject of time charges.

• The hours worked by employees were, until 2000, not recorded at
all, and were billed by estimating the number of hours, regularly
exaggerating them to bring the total charges up to the amount of
production costs and fees fixed by the sponsorship contract.

• Generally, the hours worked by Coffin agency personnel or
subcontractors were exaggerated, both in number and value.11

378 Who Is Responsible?  Fact Finding Report



Mr. Coffin says that these billing practices were explicitly authorized and
even encouraged verbally by Mr. Guité.12 Mr. Guité denies this allegation.13

Considering the frank manner in which Mr. Coffin testified and the finding
I have already made that Mr. Guité’s testimony in general is a good deal less
than credible, on this issue I prefer the testimony of Mr. Coffin.

Two of the contracts handled by the Coffin agency deserve more detailed attention.

13.3
On the Road to Atlanta—Sponsorship Contract

In 1996, Robert St-Onge, who did subcontract work of a creative nature
fairly often for Mr. Coffin, conceived the idea of producing a series of radio
spot announcements about Canadian athletes who were preparing to compete
in the Olympic Games in Atlanta. He discussed the possibility of government
funding for such a project with Mr. Coffin, and the two men went to Ottawa
to meet Mr. Guité and to try to convince him to sponsor it. Mr. Guité was
interested but told them that the sponsorship contract would have to be directed
to Lafleur Communication since it was the only Quebec agency qualified
for such work in 1996, but that all the work could be done by Communication
Coffin.14 As has already been shown, Mr. Guité often resorted to this kind
of subcontracting arrangement to circumvent the requirements of Appendix
Q to the Government’s Contracting Policy.

The amount of the sponsorship was based on an estimate of the costs, which
was accepted by Mr. Guité at $225,000,15 to which agency fees of $27,000
would be added as a commission. The contract with Lafleur Communication
is dated May 13, 1996.16

The radio spot announcements were produced by Mr. St-Onge. His personal
company billed the Coffin agency $13,400 for his work. The media placement
costs and other expenses came to a total of $96,065. The Coffin agency billed
Lafleur Communication for $225,000, turning a neat profit of $115,53417

on the project. Obviously no thought was given to billing for the actual time
spent and expenses incurred; the contract was treated as though it were a
fixed-price agreement. The Lafleur agency billed PWGSC for the $225,000
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it paid to the Coffin agency plus the commission of $27,000,18 for which
it did no work at all, other than to send its invoices.19 Poor Mr. St-Onge,
who conceived the project and did almost all of the work, was the least
remunerated of all. At the hearings he remarked ruefully, when told how others
had profited from his idea and his work, that he had most certainly been
taken advantage of. 20

13.4
The Clarity Act—Advertising Contract

A contract for advertising services related to publicity that the Government
wanted in the context of the Clarity Act was given to Communication Coffin
on December 7, 1999,21 because Mr. Coffin understood that someone in
the Government (the evidence does not disclose this person’s identity) did
not wish the agency that was really handling the file to be publicly identified.
That agency was BCP, generally considered to be “Liberal friendly.”

The cost to the taxpayer of this subterfuge was the fees charged by
Communication Coffin to act as the billing agency without rendering any
other services.

Mr. Coffin testifies that in 1999 he was asked by Pierre Tremblay or by David
Myer at the Communication Coordination Services Branch to act as the agency
purporting to handle the contract, it being understood that the services would
be done by others and that they were already well under way. It was agreed
that the Coffin agency would receive a commission for doing so of $30,000,
and would be entitled to charge, in addition, a 17.65% commission on all
subcontracts.22 The contract foresees a total expenditure by PWGSC of
$642,000, of which $214,000 would be for creative services, fees and
commissions, and $428,000 would be for media placement.23

John Parisella of BCP testifies that, in fact, BCP had not been engaged to
work on the Clarity Act contract, and could not assist in the work at that time
due to a lack of resources. He says that BCP suggested that the work be done
by a small agency called Éminence grise Inc., owned and operated by a former
BCP employee named Luc Mérineau.24
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The evidence shows that Mr. Mérineau worked on the project, and that the
invoices for his services and the services of those who worked for and with
him on the project were addressed to Communication Coffin in the name
of Éminence grise Inc., but most of Mr. Mérineau’s work was performed
using BCP’s studio with the assistance of BCP’s employees.25This contradicts
Mr. Parisella’s testimony that no BCP employees were available to work on
the project.

Regardless of who really did the creative work on the project and when the
work was started (it appears unlikely that the Government would have left
the public relations work to be done until the last minute), the involvement
of Communication Coffin was not useful, and very costly. It billed PWGSC
fees of $36,135, a commission of $35,596 on media placement and additional
commissions on subcontracted work of $14,753, for a grand total of
$86,484.26 The fees charged were based upon hours worked that were simply
invented.27 The personnel at PWGSC who had awarded the contract to the
Coffin agency in the first place must have known that it was not in fact spending
time on the project, but authorized payment of the invoices anyway.

The failure of the personnel at CCSB to monitor the work and the invoices
of the agency selected to handle an advertising campaign on behalf of the
Government is particularly scandalous in this case. It may be explained in part
by the expressed desire of the Government to handle what they considered to
be a politically sensitive matter without appearing to use an advertising agency
publicly perceived to have a political bias. As Mr. Coffin says in his testimony: 

They were looking for a small low-profile Montreal-based
agency to handle a project that was highly sensitive and…they
were asking me to help them facilitate this contract that was
being prepared by another firm.28

Of course, the more honest and appropriate way to place such a contract
would have been by a call for tenders. There was no public interest issue or
urgency sufficient to justify awarding the contract without going through a
public tendering process.
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13.5
Relationship with Mr. Guité

Shortly after Mr. Guité’s retirement on August 31, 1999, Mr. Coffin had
dealings with him which will be reviewed in Chapter XV of this Report.
One transaction should be mentioned immediately because it appears
probable that it was discussed and negotiated while Mr. Guité was still a
member of the public service, although it was concluded only afterwards.

Mr. Guité was, prior to his retirement, the owner of a 26-foot pleasure boat
known as a Bayliner Cruiser, on which he and Mr. Coffin together went for
a couple of cruises. In 1999 Mr. Guité decided to sell the boat, and after
he had put it in the hands of a broker, Mr. Coffin offered Mr. Guité
$27,000 for it, which was accepted. The price was paid by two cheques for
$13,500 each, dated September 20 and November 1, 1999, respectively as
reproduced in Figure XIII-2. No documents record the transactions.29

If the negotiation or the sale of the boat preceded Mr. Guité’s retirement,
questions could be raised about their propriety, in view of the ongoing business
dealings of Communication Coffin with the CCSB, of which Mr. Guité was
the Executive Director.
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Figure XIII-2:  Paul Coffin cheques to Chuck Guité.
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