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Executive Summary
The decision to amalgamate the City of Duncan and Municipality of North Cowichan 
required residents of both communities to vote on this question at a referendum on June 
23rd. Duncan and North Cowichan engaged Munro/Thompson in early December 2017 to 
conduct a third-party public information campaign leading up to the amalgamation vote.

A comprehensive communications plan was developed and implemented, including the 
following elements:

• A campaign brand identity and platform visual identity, 

 » Tagline: “To Merge, or not to Merge? You decide.”

• A dedicated website serving as the central communications hub the campaign, 

 » The website contained facts, history, voting information, and FAQs relevant to 
the referendum, as well as newsletter sign-up and feedback engagement options.

 » New or updated content was published on the website, through social media, 
and via email on a weekly basis. This content was approved by the council 
working group.

 » The website received 28,978 views during the campaign.

• Seven newsletters sent to subscribers via email over the course of the campaign

 » These received 64.02 percent open rate, 331 unique opens and a 19.53 percent 
click rate. 

• Two direct mail drops to 15,364 homes 

• Four radio ads on Juice FM, totalling 291 spots.

• Five iterations of digital ads placed on the Cowichan Valley Citizen and Chemainus 
Valley Courier websites. 

 » These ads received 82,626 impressions and 133 click throughs
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To Merge, or 
not to Merge?
You decide.

• Print materials:

 » Three half-page, full-colour newspaper ads in the print and electronic editions 
of the Cowichan Valley Citizen and Chemainus Valley Courier 

 » Full-page ad placed in the June edition of the Cowichan Tribes Newsletter

 » Post card and bi-fold brochure for direct mail campaigns

 » 17 infographic display boards (24” x 36”) for open houses

 » Two billboard advertisements on the north and south end of Duncan on Highway 1

• A 24/7 call-in service was used to provide an option for the less digitally engaged. 

 » This service received 48 calls for a total of 147.25 minutes.  

• Dedicated social media channels: 

 » Facebook

 » Twitter

 » PlaceSpeak

• Four open house information sessions held throughout Duncan and North Cowichan 
in the first week of June, and an information booth at the Duncan Farmers Market. 

 » 82% of the exit survey respondents found the information provided at the open 
houses to be helpful. 

• Local media engagement

Over the course of the campaign following tactics were adapted to meet evolving 
communication requirements:

• Use of PlaceSpeak was minimized as it proved to be an ineffective tool for an 
information campaign - as opposed to a public consultation.

•  Munro/Thompson developed a media pitch clarifying specific misconceptions and 
misinformation that had appeared in op-eds and letters to the editor of local media.

Results of the binding referendum held on June 23, 2018 indicated that voters in North 
Cowichan supported amalgamation (58.75% for, 41.25% against), whereas those in 
Duncan did not (32% for, 68% against).
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Background
Over the past four years, the City of Duncan and Municipality of North Cowichan have 
been engaged in the process of deciding whether or not to amalgamate. A referendum 
asking residents to decide the outcome was held on June 23, 2018. 

The two municipalities have considered the option of merging since their separation in 
1912. In 1978 a referendum was held and the majority of voters in each municipality 
voted against amalgamation. In 2014 electors were asked during the municipal election 
whether they would like to conduct a study on amalgamation - 52% of voters in Duncan 
and 68% in North Cowichan voted in favour of pursuing such a study. In 2017, the two 
municipalities formed a Citizens’ Assembly, led by third-party consultants MASS LBP, to 
consider the technical, governmental and geographical impacts of amalgamation on 
the two municipalities. After an extensive and thorough process, the Citizens’ Assembly  
Final Report recommended the municipalities endorse amalgamation and pursue a 
public referendum for citizens to have their say on whether or not the two municipalities 
should become one. 

The municipalities approached the provincial government with the request to hold 
a referendum on amalgamation and began the process of engaging a consultant to 
conduct a third-party public information campaign leading up to the referendum in 2018. 
Munro Thompson Communications Inc. (Munro/Thompson) was contracted to deliver 
this campaign and worked with the two municipalities from December 2017 until the 
end of June 2018. 

The following report outlines the work completed by Munro/Thompson, in conjunction 
with the municipalities, to provide residents with the facts about amalgamation and 
where and when to cast their vote.
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Campaign Overview
The You Decide June 23 public information campaign included:

• the development of a communications plan;

• the creation of a dedicated website;

• a dedicated 24/7 call-in line;

• traditional and social media relations;

•  marketing and advertising in print, broadcast and digital mediums;

• the facilitation of five information sessions throughout the municipalities 
(four open houses and a table at the farmers market);

• two direct mailings with information delivered to every household in both 
municipalities; and,

• the creation of communications assets, including memos, an FAQ document & 
infographics.

On April 5, the Province called for the referendum to take place on June 23. The public 
information campaign launched May 7 and ran for seven weeks until the vote date on 
June 23, 2018. 

Workflow Structure
To ensure the amalgamation consideration process remained neutral, Duncan and 
North Cowichan established a council working group, made up of two members from 
each council and a staff steering committee made up of two staff members from each 
municipality. Munro/Thompson liaised directly with the staff steering committee who 
reviewed all materials before seeking the council working group’s feedback and approval.
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Communications Plan
To guide the campaign, a comprehensive communications plan was created. The plan 
included:

• Objectives

• Target audiences

• Demographic research

• The communications strategy, including:

• Messaging

• FAQs

• Creative Platform

• Tactics

• Measurement

• Budget

• Implementation timeline
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Brand Platform
A new brand platform was developed specifically for this campaign, with the ultimate 
goal of encouraging residents to vote on June 23. The tagline for the campaign was To 
Merge, or Not to Merge? You Decide., referencing a well-known Shakespeare quote, 
thereby making it familiar and memorable. The tagline also reinforced a sense of civic 
duty, reminding the audience that their input mattered and that they were an intrinsic 
part of this decision. 

Drawing on the two municipalities’ current brand colours and geographically relevant 
influences, the chosen colour palette was inspired by the iconic Cowichan sweater with 
the addition of two more vibrant colours. The deep red and steely blue gave the campaign 
a trustworthy and encouraging aesthetic, setting the stage for a neutral and unbiased 
information campaign.   

For the design elements, there was a desire to bring locality to the campaign without 
depending on current municipal boundaries and structures. A regional topographic map 
formed the backdrop, with the repetition of two overlapping circles of red and blue 
tying the whole identity together. Overlaid on the map, they represented communities 
and ideologies coming together but each still having their own distinct identities. The 
simplicity of the shapes was their success and the small overlap captured a moment 
in time that was intentionally ambiguous as to whether the two shapes were coming 
together or moving apart.         

SAND EARTH PACIFIC SCARLET

ABCDEFGHIJKLKN 
OPQRSTUVWXYZ
abcdefghijklmn 
opqrstuvwxyz
1234567890%&$!?

ABCDEFGHIJKLKN 
OPQRSTUVWXYZ
abcdefghijklmn
opqrstuvwxyz
1234567890%&$!?

ECZAR BOLD THE SANS PLAIN
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Website
The domain youdecide.ca was secured and acted as the central location for all information 
that was developed as part of the campaign. This included history and background 
information, full downloadable versions of the Urban Systems Technical Report and the 
Citizens’ Assembly Final Report, a topical fact section with FAQs, voting information and 
open house locations. There was a also a news section where updates and announcements 
were shared as blog posts throughout the duration of the campaign. 

ENGAGEMENT & TRAFFIC

The website received 28, 978 page views, with an average of 4.8 views per person. The 
average time spent on the website was 4:22 per user, with a total of 5,940 sessions. 2,213 
sessions came from direct traffic, 1,534 from Facebook links, 600 from Google and 366 
from northcowichan.ca. 
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The website included multiple mediums for users to engage with the information 
campaign. The first of these was a contact form that allowed interested parties to sign 
up to receive the latest information as it became available. This sign-up form received 
134 sign-ups throughout the campaign. Direct emails were sent from MailChimp to those 
who signed up. These emails had an average open rate of 64.02 percent, 331 unique 
opens and a 19.53 % click through rate. 

In order to measure understanding of the information being provided and encourage 
engagement, a feedback form was included at the bottom of every FAQ on the website, 
posing the question: “Was this information helpful? Yes or No”. In addition to their 
selected answer, residents were able to leave a comment and/or question as well as 
their contact information if they wanted follow-up. 220 responses were received via 
this feedback mechanism, with 80% stating yes, the answer was helpful. All responses 
requiring follow-up were addressed either directly through the contact information 
provided, or generally through the updating of FAQs or social content. 

Users were also able to contact Munro/Thompson directly through a general contact form.

These pages received the most traffic during the seven week campaign.

5,051 
VIEWS

2,319 
VIEWS

1,771 
VIEWS

1,564 
VIEWS

1,369 
VIEWS

1,035 
VIEWS

https://www.youdecide.ca/
https://www.youdecide.ca/the-facts/
https://www.youdecide.ca/the-facts/category/about-amalgamation/
https://www.youdecide.ca/
https://www.youdecide.ca/the-facts/
https://www.youdecide.ca/the-facts/category/about-amalgamation/
https://www.youdecide.ca/voting-info/
https://www.youdecide.ca/the-facts/category/finances/
https://www.youdecide.ca/the-facts/category/policing/
https://www.youdecide.ca/voting-info/
https://www.youdecide.ca/the-facts/category/finances/
https://www.youdecide.ca/the-facts/category/policing/
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Marketing/Advertising
Traditional marketing and advertising tactics were included as part of the communications 
strategy to engage residents and to ensure a wide reach.

RADIO

A total of 291 spots were aired across Juice FM, an average of 6 spots per day, for a 
total of approximately 80 minutes of airtime throughout the full campaign. Juice FM’s 
coverage area spans from Gabriola Island to Central Saanich, and has a listening audience 
of approximately 83,000 people across the Cowichan Valley. 

Radio ads were written, recorded and produced by Munro/Thompson and featured both 
a male and female voice in order to connect with different demographics. Messaging 
included the tagline and facts including the website, voting date and open house 
information.

Audio elements for the radio ads included recognizable sounds from Duncan and North 
Cowichan including the Duncan City Hall bell.

Coverage Map
CJSU-FM 89.7 FM Duncan

3 mV/m(FM) / 15 mV/m(AM) contour

0.5 mV/m contour
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PRINT

As part of the campaign three half-page, full-colour newspaper ads were placed in the 
Cowichan Valley Citizen and the Chemainus Valley Courier. These ads were strategically 
placed to announce the launch of the campaign, the locations of the open houses and 
the voting places.

These appeared in both print and electronic editions of the newspapers. The circulation 
for the Cowichan Valley Citizen is 21,276 and the Chemainus Valley Courier, 3,988. 

A full-page ad was also placed in the June edition of the Cowichan Tribes Newsletter.

DIGITAL

In addition to the print advertising, five variations of digital ads were placed on the 
Cowichan Valley Citizen and Chemainus Valley Courier websites. In total these ads received 
82,626 impressions and 133 click throughs. These ads served as additional advertising 
touch points to help support brand awareness of the information campaign, and to 
direct people to the website. 
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DIRECT MAILERS

Two direct mailers were sent to each of the 15,364 households in the two municipalities. 
The first mailer announced the launch of the campaign and pointed residents to the 
website to access all information. The second was a bi-fold which included several 
facts that were receiving the highest level of interest, as well as the voting outcomes 
infographics, open house information and voting locations and times. 

BILLBOARDS

The design and installation of two billboards was an advertising tactic added to support 
the campaign. Both were located along the highway, with one on the north end and the 
other on the south end of Duncan. The creative matched all other advertising materials 
and included the tagline, referendum date, the website URL, and the official campaign 
hashtag (see example on following page).

Billboard advertising was not originally included in the strategy and budget, however 
a need for it was identified as the communications plan was being finalized. Munro/
Thompson provided the creative and the municipalities secured the billboard space and 
covered the printing and installation. The billboards were helpful in ensuring the campaign 
received increased exposure and was a worthwhile investment.
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Example of one of the two campaign billboards located along Highway 1

Call-in Line
A 24/7 call-in linewas provided by a third-party service with trained agents to manage 
inquiries for campaigns such as this. A total of 48 calls were received across the seven 
week campaign for a total of 147.25 minutes. Munro/Thompson had access to review the 
calls and listen to interactions between agents and residents throughout the duration 
of the campaign. There were a few instances where agents either did not know, or did 
not have answers for specific questions, and in every case the agents reached out to 
Munro/Thompson for clarification and these calls were returned. The large majority of 
the calls were answered accurately and agents provided helpful information to residents. 

PlaceSpeak
It was recommended that this campaign use PlaceSpeak, a web-based community 
engagement platform familiar to both municipalities. This tool provided a discussion 
section where residents were able to view all of the content available at the open house 
information sessions, and have their questions about amalgamation answered if they 
couldn’t attend in person. All of the information boards used in the open houses were 
made available on PlaceSpeak during and after the in-person engagement.
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Social Media
Facebook and Twitter were priority communications channels for sharing campaign 
information. A minimum of four posts were shared daily from Facebook and Twitter. 
The channels provided an additional outlet for residents to ask their questions about 
amalgamation and for information to be shared quickly and efficiently. 

CONTENT CREATION

Munro/Thompson created the content for the social posts based off of the information 
approved in the communications plan and the FAQs. Posts were accompanied by links, 
infographics and graphics to help create eye-catching and engaging content. The hashtag 
#YouDecideJune23 was the official hashtag of the public information campaign and was 
used frequently. Updates and announcements were also shared via social media, and 
mentions by media and/or credible third-parties were re-shared and/or linked. 



 

15

 

|   You Decide June 23

 

Wrap Report

ENGAGEMENT

The social channels were monitored daily and the Facebook page achieved a 100% 
response rate, with an average response time of five minutes throughout the campaign. 
Where necessary, replies were made to comments to clarify or correct misinformation. 
These replies pointed back to youdecide.ca where the factual content could be found. 
Facebook was the primary social media channel for the campaign, with complementary 
posts shared on Twitter.

The following is a breakdown of stats from the social media channels:

Total likes: 235 // 80,290 views // 3,808 clicks      21 followers 

BOOSTED POSTS

As part of the campaign, Facebook boosted posts were used to geo-target residents 
who live within the electoral boundaries for the amalgamation referendum. Two types 
of boosted posts were employed: the boosting of the page as a whole, to encourage 
followers; and, boosting of particular posts, such as the open house dates and locations, 
and the voting dates and locations. 

The boosted posts received 29,261 impressions and 1,111 total clicks for a click through 
rate of 3.8 percent. When these boosted posts were liked by followers of the campaign 
2,959 people were reached for a total of 481 social clicks. Social clicks equal the number 
of people who clicked on an ad when displayed with social information (ie. John Doe 
liked this). 
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Open Houses
Four open house information sessions were held throughout Duncan and North Cowichan 
during the week of June 4. Munro/Thompson developed 17 infographic display boards 
(24” x 36”) with a clear and concise presentation of important topics and information 
pulled from both the Technical Report and the Citizens’ Assembly Final Report. During 
these sessions, community members had the opportunity to locate infographic displays 
with information they were most interested in and/or speak with a team of experts on 
each subject.

The open house attendance far surpassed expectations with a total of 341 attendees at 
four open houses. The municipalities reported an average of 30-50 at previous public 
information sessions.

Attendees were invited to fill out an exit survey with a poll on whether or not they found 
the information provided to be helpful. 82% of those who completed an exit survey 
said “yes” they found the information provided to be helpful. A full breakdown of the 
information gathered from the exit surveys can be seen and downloaded here. 

Here is breakdown of attendance by open house: 

• Monday, June 4  – Duncan Fire Hall: 139 attendees

• Tuesday, June 5  – Maple Bay Fire Hall: 89 attendees

• Wednesday, June 6 – Crofton Community Centre: 45 attendees

• Saturday, June 9 – Chemainus Seniors Centre: 68 attendees

As a complement to the open houses, Munro/Thompson attended the Duncan Farmers 
Market on June 9 from 9am - 2pm. This venue proved to be valuable as it allowed 
information to be shared in-person with many locals, including a notably younger 
demographic than those who attended the open houses. 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/4rf5thj7v492xf2/Open%20House%20Exit%20Survey%20Example%20and%20Responses.pdf?dl=0
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Media Relations
Media relations  was used to increase information sharing and campaign exposure. Senior 
Account Manager, Emily Marroquin served as the campaign spokesperson to ensure 
that the information being provided remained factual and neutral. All other inquiries, 
including requests for comment and opinion on whether or not specific considerations 
were perceived to be positive or negative, were directed to the municipalities.

At the launch of the campaign, the municipalities shared a joint press release announcing 
the campaign and Munro/Thompson’s role in conducting the information campaign. 
Emily Marroquin spoke with media representatives from the Cowichan Valley Citizen, 
Chemainus Valley Courier and Juice FM/My Cowichan Valley Now. 

TOTAL COVERAGE REPORT

A total of 96 pieces of coverage were published from the time Munro/Thompson was 
engaged in December to the final days in June following the referendum. These ranged 
from articles to op-eds and included coverage in print and digital mediums. A full coverage 
report can be seen and downloaded, here. 

Of the total coverage, 13 pieces mentioned the You Decide June 23  campaign specifically. 

YOU DECIDE 
JUNE 23 

COVERAGE

https://coveragebook.com/coverage_books/a30faee9
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Referendum Outcome
RESULTS 

The result of the vote on June 23, was voters of North Cowichan supported amalgamation 
and those in Dunan did not. The final results were as follows:

VOTER TURNOUT

The voter turnout out was 22.6 percent in North Cowichan and 31 percent in Duncan. 
In the 2014 municipal election, Duncan’s voter turnout was also 31 percent and North 
Cowichan’s was 33 percent. The turnout for this referendum was equal to that of the 
last municipal election in Duncan, however in North Cowichan it was significantly lower. 

MOVING FORWARD

The results of the referendum have been sent to the Minister of Municipal Affairs and 
Housing for confirmation and the two municipalities will continue to exist as separate 
entities, working together to provide efficiencies where possible. 

DUNCAN: 

FOR : 395 (32%)

AGAINST: 835 (68%)

NORTH COWICHAN:

FOR : 3,058 (58.75%)

AGAINST: 2,147 (41.25%) 

DUNCAN NORTH 
COWICHAN
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Strategic or Tactical Adaptations
As the campaign was implemented, elements and tactics were either added or eliminated 
from the communications plan in order to meet changing dynamics and/or communication 
needs. 

LANDING PAGE

The date of the referendum was announced approximately one month before the 
campaign launched, which caused residents and media to start asking for information. 

In order to leverage the attention being received a temporary landing page was 
designed and pushed live. This allowed individuals to pre-register to receive updates 
and information as it became available, find out the key dates (such as the campaign 
launch and referendum dates) and provide a first opportunity to become familiar 
with the creative brand identity associated with the campaign.

PROCESS FOR UPDATED AND NEW INFORMATION

All facts and FAQs were reviewed and approved by the council working group, and 
posted to the website before the campaign launch. As the campaign progressed, new 
information became available that either needed to be added as new FAQs or updated 
to existing ones. 

In order to maintain the integrity of the information, all content additions and 
changes made on the website were labeled with date stamps so it was clear what 
had changed and when. An update post was also added to the news section of the 
website showing the original content and the adjusted content for each occurance. 
Finally, the content changes were then shared across social media and added to 
regular campaign email updates.
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DIRECT MAILERS

Direct mailers were sent as unaddressed mail via Canada Post to every household in 
both municipalities. Canada Post is not 100% reliable in terms of delivery and timing, 
so some residents reported not receiving the information and/or receiving it later than 
their neighbours.

In order to ensure all residents had access to the mailers, extras were made available 
at the municipal offices, digital versions were posted online and shared on social 
platforms. 

PLACESPEAK

PlaceSpeak is used by local governments primarily a consultation tool to gather feedback 
through surveys, polls, and discussion boards. For this campaign, the platform’s intended 
use was strictly to share information, and therefore terms of use were added to the 
discussion board. Even with the terms of use displayed and moderators explaining directly 
what its purpose was, users did not adhere to these rules and began to share their feedback 
and opinions in the discussion section, which resulted in extensive misinformation and 
content unrelated to the amalgamation consideration. 

In order to maintain the message and ensure only the correct information was 
being shared for others, it was decided that the discussion section of PlaceSpeak 
would be removed for the duration of the campaign, and opened only during 
the week of the open houses to serve its original purpose: to act as an alternative 
platform for those who could not attend open houses in person.
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OPEN HOUSES

Many residents expected that the open house format would involve a presentation by 
either the Mayors/Councils and/or municipal staff. Adding to the confusion, media outlets 
incorrectly presented the open houses as ‘consultations’. 

In order to minimize the confusion or disappointment, Munro/Thompson greeted 
each attendee by taking time to explain the format of the open house, including 
what information was being provided and how to navigate the information being 
displayed.

The open houses were conducted between 6:00 - 8:00 pm and at three of the four open 
houses, residents arrived 30-45 minutes before the doors were set to open. 

In order to accommodate these residents, we began the open house sessions early.

Many residents came expecting a list of pros and cons, advice on which way to vote, and/
or even a debate by their elected officials rather than an unbiased information session. 

This was addressed by providing an explanation of the process and the purpose 
of the information campaign.

MEDIA RELATIONS

The topic of amalgamation spurred regular media coverage leading up to the referendum. 
As a whole, the reporters did point to the factual information provided by the campaign, 
however as the campaign continued, misinformation provided by interviews and opinion 
articles became part of the narrative. This led to misinformation and confusion about 
the facts.

In order to address the misinformation, Munro/Thompson drafted a pitch to local 
media outlets which pointed out the misinformation and included the correct 
information. This pitch was well received and published in its entirety by the local 
media.

https://www.chemainusvalleycourier.ca/home/false-info-going-around-about-amalgamation-of-duncan-and-north-cowichan-2/https://www.chemainusvalleycourier.ca/home/false-info-going-around-about-amalgamation-of-duncan-and-north-cowichan-2/
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