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Executive Summary 

 
“Strengthen public engagement activities and improve communications” was identified as a key priority action by the 
Council of the Municipality of Trent Lakes in its 2019-2021 Strategic Priorities. Subsequently, the Municipality sought an 
expert audit and review of its communications and engagement activities. The Letter M (Guelph, ON) was selected in 
December 2019 to lead this review. 
 
The Letter M is a consulting agency in the fields of marketing, branding and communications. The company has 
specialized expertise gained from 25+ years of experience working with more than 100 public sector organizations 
(including more than 20 municipal governments) to create efficient, forward-thinking community-focused 
communications. This project was led by the agency’s two senior-most ranking consultants. 
 
Between January and April 2020, research was completed to understand current activities by the Municipality of Trent 
Lakes, identify opportunities, establish community goals and expectations, define current best practices in comparable 
public organizations, analyze and provide focused recommendations that will inform the creation of a strategic 
communications plan. 
 
Research activities included: 
 

• Materials and online communications audit, and media review 

• Brand audit – look, feel, voice 

• Best practices interviews (4) and additional research 

• One-on-one interviews in-person or by telephone (Council, staff, residents and non-residents) - 30 

• Focus groups – 2 totaling 17 individuals (residents, staff) 

• Consulting team experience with similar projects 
 
Based on findings and analysis, key recommendations are: 
 

1. Implement a staffing resource model including recruiting a full-time specialist responsible for a portfolio to 
encompass communications, community engagement, brand, marketing, tourism and economic development. 

2. Strengthen communication partnerships with external community organizations to enrich ability to reach 
seasonal residents. 

3. Lead a community identity and branding exercise to establish unity across the Municipality, compete effectively 
and have a common look, feel and voice across all communications and marketing. 

4. Significantly enhance primary electronic communications media – website, email and social media – while also 
renewing focus on creative in-person engagement. 

 
The above-noted findings and recommendations are detailed further in this report. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 

 
 
Doug MacMillan   Stacey McCarthy 
President    Sr. Account Manager 
  



Municipality of Trent Lakes Communications Review Report 
 The Letter M 

May 2020 
 

Page 3 of 11 

SCOT Summary  

Observations after our team’s review and analysis of all research and engagement activities are captured in 
the following SCOT (Strengths, Challenges, Opportunities and Threats) summary with essential ‘top 3’ 
observations noted in bold: 

Strengths 

• There is a clear commitment to and evidence of proactive communications across the organization: Strong 
governance, leadership and policies along with effective oversight and consistency in tone and look  

• Vested and engaged Mayor and Council (5 Council members) with some participants leading their own 
communications efforts; Councillor Armstrong’s newsletter is well-received (two pages every 2-3 months) – 
an indicator of community interest in traditional communications 

• Consistent leadership commitment to community engagement and informed decision-making 
 

• Staff with multiple roles and knowledge in their subject areas, with a united commitment to communications 
and understanding of its importance in municipal government 

• Committees driven by community (EcDev; Parks, Rec and Culture) with Council representation set a base of 
transparency and effective communication 

• Number of facilities and sites for community gathering (although these are not all owned by municipality) with 
some in-person communication opportunities (i.e. locations to allow for connection like transfer stations) 

• Internal communications are usually effective and streamlined: small staff group demonstrates culture of trust 

• Strong commitment to and interest in email communications (albeit with low participation rates, irregular 
newsletters/briefs that do not follow best practices, and without an email communications plan) 

• Well-written content throughout materials is professional although highly formal and densely presented, 
reinforcing ‘sterile’ and bureaucratic government persona 

• Department head meeting after every Council meeting to determine solution with which to approach Council is 
ready structure for communications alignment with key issues 

• Templates (Word) for Agenda, Letterhead, Memo, Minutes, Policies and Report lead to consistency in look and 
approach 

• Generally strong and reliable media relationships, objective and timely coverage 

• Tax Infographic – right idea (if too much information) 

Challenges 

• No dedicated communications role with proper training/credentials: staff stretched too thin over multiple 
responsibilities, and without formal commitment to skills development 

• No clear brand, marketing, communications, or strategies leads to standard issue or reactive communication, 
limited issues management process or activity, unable to respond quickly across multiple channels 

• 60% of ratepayers are seasonal residents, difficult to reach and engage with different expectations, modest 
disinterest in ‘different ways’ and polarization with permanent resident on select issues 
 

• Feeling of disconnection since amalgamation – low sense of “community” as many areas of the Municipality feel 
isolated or considered not-as-important as others (Bobcaygeon, Buckhorn, Burleigh Falls, Cavendish, Kinmount 
and Lakehurst) resulting in a lack of shared identity or community brand as in Muskoka, Haliburton, even other 
areas in Kawartha 

• Website is dated, poor design and accessibility, high amount of content and poor user organization or navigation 
structure, minimal analytic analysis and adjustment 
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• Visual brand is low quality ‘amateur’ and dated municipal logo, which doesn’t connote strong tourism or 
economic development brand; graphic design cluttered and inconsistent, does not follow design principals to 
encourage user to engage in content 

• Survey overload as the primary means of engagement, long and often unengaging with inconsistent rates of 
participation 

• Communicating regarding behavioural issues (i.e. beer/butts) may strike offense as heavy handed and require 
more community based social marketing campaign approaches 

• Information overload with busy staff who are fragmented in locations across the municipality and infrequently 
all together 

• Broadband coverage: most centres are okay, although select spots in municipality have of reliable Internet 
access  

• Aging population in community is growing at fastest rate; least able to adopt or be comfortable with digital 
communication 

• Low awareness and usage of facilities and sites 

• Lack of stakeholder awareness as to why some decisions are made 

• Signage overload; losing people 

• Lack of clarity around roles of government in area, who does what and what to expect; Municipality cannot offer 
the same services/resources as a large urban centre (i.e. Toronto) 

• Densely presented content: lack of ‘layered’ approach to messaging: too much information creates unnecessary 
questions or complaints (i.e. see dense newsletter) 

• Low subscription and participation in email newsletter, uninspiring content, inconsistent 

• Often inexperienced Council may not be up to speed on regulations of Municipal Act 

• Geographic spread is vast for population making in-person engagement more challenging 

Opportunities 

• Establish a professional Marketing/Communications/Engagement position and develop a strategic 
communications plan; limit time spent on communications by other staff and streamline decision-making and 
approvals 

• Develop a fresh, bold and inclusive community brand that celebrates an overarching and distinctive identity; 
show how each part of the Municipality is connected; demonstrate commonalities; establish a campaign to 
promote community pride 

• Maintain and build on engagement with seasonal residents through cottagers’ and land association groups, 
including 2-3 annual meetings of all groups, sustained telephone touchpoints with presidents, and 
agreements to distribute key communications via email lists, social media channels and other tactics as 
identified 
 

• Create a user-focused, expansive and comprehensive website presence that is responsive to inquiries 

• Create a significant campaign to increase email newsletter participation, establish an email communications 
plan that follows best practices; measure and recalibrate based on data analysis 

• Develop a new, professional and compelling visual brand and guidelines document for types/quality of imagery 
and fonts, colour palette, accessible layout templates  

• Education of residents on municipal operations and decisions 

• Develop an issues management protocol 

• Focus on key issues to encourage engagement: taxes, environment/water quality, quarry, transfer 
stations/waste, capital planning, roads, mining/logging, facilities Master Plan 

• Communicate the benefits of “small-town” rural, cottage living over large urban centre to balance expectations 

• Seek a more personable, relatable tone in messaging; less municipal, more storytelling 
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• Layer communications to provide succinct, condensed versions of data and avoid overwhelming audiences while 
still accommodating full transparency and the needs of some users (see infographic below) 

• More unique, memorable engagement that builds on surveys: rethink social media – now a Municipality digital 
ad depository – engagement tool 

• Not intranet but rather a dedicated staff server 

• Municipal Communications Committee 

• Create a memorable mobile Town Hall or traveling kiosk for events, special days at community centres and at 
transfer stations 

Threats 

• Polarizing and divisive issues amongst permanent and seasonal residents and difficulty reaching and engaging 
with seasonal residents; further division between these groups due to pandemic may require time to heal 

• Consistent population growth possible by urban people moving to more affordable or desirable areas (many 
retirees) will challenge ability to instill strong community pride, coupled with influx of weekenders with little 
brand loyalty or commitment to understanding ‘the rules’ 

• Economic circumstances and budget restrictions, particularly post-COVID, may limit ability to implement key 
recommendations including hiring dedicated role, implementing branding strategy and rebuilding website 
 

• Mayor/Council engagement expectations may be unreasonable until a fuller engagement framework is created 
and given general levels of engagement ‘fatigue’ in municipalities 

• Strong, vocal members of the community may overwhelm ‘silent majority’ and use municipal communications 
channels and governance practices as a platform, requiring diligence and one:one engagement with said 
community members 

• Many comparable municipal regions boasting similar advantages – natural environment, lower cost, close to 
urban amenities – will be investing in sophisticated marketing and branding activities to lure contributing 
residents, businesses and tourists 

• Long wait until high speed internet access for all residents 

• Extremely limited local media coverage and reach is likely to decline further as local media struggles to remain 
viable 
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Directions 

Communications Goals 

1. Represent a high quality, professional and accountable municipal government 
2. Communicate critical information and emergencies efficiently and effectively to the full community 
3. Consistently reach as many ratepayers as possible in communications activity 
4. Promote openness and accountability from the Municipality and encourage citizen engagement 
5. Collect viable, representative input from community to guide planning and decisions, as well as feedback on 

existing issues or activities 
6. Build a strong, united brand and synergy of community identity across the Municipality 
7. Establish professional and consistent visual identity and look/feel 
8. Encourage easy access to information and promote same to streamline demands on staff 
9. Communicate budget and tax requirements, and encourage participation in same 

 

Imperative for Structured Communications 

Effective communications help the organization meet three critical objectives: 
 

1. Fosters Governance Excellence  
a. Accountability and transparency 
b. Evidence-based decision-making 
c. Alignment and integration of strategic priorities 

 
2. Promotes Service Excellence 

a. Citizen-centred service delivery 
b. Clarity and understanding 
c. Operational efficiency 

 
3. Fosters Organizational Readiness 

a. Internal efficiencies support growing capacity needs 
b. Culture of communications with increased morale, attraction and retention 
c. Issues management, preparedness and response 
d. Economic development attraction 
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Communication Resource Model  

Presently the Communications function is significantly underserved. Given the complexity of skill and growing public 
expectations, increasingly, even smaller municipal governments have a dedicated communications/marketing 
practitioner on staff. While only one of Peterborough County’s lower-tier municipalities currently employs a 
communications lead, we see this as an opportunity for Trent Lakes to get “ahead of the curve” in this regard. Given the 
breadth of requirements and fast-changing world of communications, this expertise and commitment is necessary to 
meet stakeholder expectations and fulfill the goals of this strategy. The following resource model is recommended: 
 

• Centralize communications function and remove communications tactical responsibilities from other positions 
(except Fire Department) 

• Establish a full-time Communications, Engagement and Economic Development/Tourism Specialist position to 
centralize these requirements in one role; recruit experienced professional with these skills/training 

o Why? More consistent, more strategic – more dedicated resources for campaigns and outreach; less ad 
hoc; opportunity for measurement and analysis – which should be done yearly at minimum and 
discoveries should recalibrate next steps. Student support for special projects identified in annual 
planning; spring cottagers’ meetings, etc. 

• Back-up from existing staff: with one lead, ensure processes are in place amongst senior staff for 
absence/vacation/overtime backups 

• Outsource graphic design requirements until a rebrand and development of professional templates for internal 
use by communications lead and select staff 

• Allocate time and resources on a cyclical basis that reflects the seasonal resident cycle: This may include 
Seasonal Ambassadors: summer interns in communications and community engagement, as an example 

• Fire: remains independent and specialized communications, work in cohesion with Specialist 

• Recruit a community communications committee meeting twice/year to provide external input and ideas 

 
First Priorities – Communications Specialist 

• Develop a Three-Year Corporate Communications Plan 
o Supervisor in each department: key connection to staff under them; work with them to create annual 

department communications plans that dovetail with corporate plan 

• Develop issues management protocol to quickly provide information, manage staff expectations and meet 
audience expectations: i.e. boil water advisory – template will define process, deliverables such as Q&A, key 
spokesperson, role of Council, etc. 

• Establish relationships, communications process and distribution channels with community influencers: see page 
8, and with relevant media  
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Overarching Strategic Directions 

Tactics tend to come and go, while strategic directions remain longer term. The following overarching strategic 
directions are intended to guide all specific communication activities: 
 

1. Ensure sustained, strategic and proactive communications through realistic and thorough planning: Corporate 
communications plan, and a greater focus on issues management planning throughout departments to 
anticipate and stay ahead of communication needs.  
 

2. Present content based on user themes and communicate in layers: Organize and consistently deliver content 
around easy-to-recognize themes that are relatable to the majority of residents. In all instances, organize and 
‘tag’ website content within these themes. Provide layers of content to allow more for audiences to control their 
information. 
 

3. Minimize heavy and formal copy in favour of clean, strong visuals: Introduce audiences to, connect them with, 
and integrate them into, the Municipality and its services through clean visuals, ‘infographics’ and photography. 
Reduce copy-heavy communications. Visuals will catch attention and get recipients looking, are preferred by 
most audience groups and are more memorable.  
 

4. Broaden engagement tactics and develop an engagement strategy: Explore in-person engagement via 
ambassadors at a kiosk or “city hall bus” at seasonal community events, gatherings and popular destinations; 
introduce a standing ‘one minute survey’ in email blasts to encourage ongoing input in accessible ways; 
encourage interest and engagement through unique opportunities and gamification: contests/rewards. 
Demonstrate appreciation of citizen and staff engagement, and the value of it, through updates. 
 

5. Build strong community channels with partners and influencers: Establish relationships, communications 
process and distribution channels with key community influencers: primarily landowner and cottage owner 
associations, business associations, library system, and other groups. 
 

6. Create and promote a community brand, identity and voice: Lead a strategic branding exercise to define a 
distinctive, overarching persona and purpose for the community to establish unity, professionalism and 
marketing purpose. Adopt a more welcoming, collaborative (“we”) and “charming” tone to engage and entice 
readers. Ensure proactive and consistent communications using professionally created templates. 
 

7. Let actions inform tactics and content: Introduce processes to draw on inbound phone inquiries, casual 
conversations, emails and website traffic patterns – as well as emerging issues and behaviour adjustment goals – 
to organically influence content choices for website landing page, email and newsletter communications and 
social media posts. 
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Communication Tactics 

INTERNAL 

• Implement a digital communications app-based solution such as Microsoft Teams, What’s App or Facebook 
Teams  

• Appoint a communications liaison for each department – not necessarily the manager but a conduit between 
manager and staff 

• Training: Implement ongoing communications training and Team building sessions including Council  

• Continue to hold department head meeting after every Council meeting and issue follow-up communications to 
all staff highlighting key issues and decisions 

• Create graphic design standards/guidelines and strong templates for staff use: Rigidly oversee 

• Ensuring communications and issues management are a standing item on most if not all agendas 

• Internal campaign: These are our customers profiles of 15-20 community member personas to help connect staff 
to their community and individuals needs/goals 

 
EXTERNAL  
 
Non-Digital 
 

• Design a Council Strategic Priorities ‘report card’ style update flyer; this (and waste cards) is all that should go in 
the tax notices 

• Introduce Mobile/Remote Town Hall “on wheels” that can make its way around the Municipality at key events 
and activities with information and engagement themes 

• Transfer stations: Everyone needs to go there – information board or handout but it needs to be easy/simple for 
staff – don’t overpopulate handout 

• Implement a signage strategy with professional designs focusing on information communications 

• Newspapers/radio: Explore costs for one-page ad in each 507 Express for “Trent Lakes Update” and regular radio 
appearance by Communications Manager to discuss important community matters 

• Surveys: Limit these or shift strategy, shorter and frequent surveys, “one-minute survey”, etc. (see website); 
introduce other forms of engagement including telephone polls, in-community discussions; workshops with key 
stakeholders 

• Newsletter: Revamp, update to be more readable, engaging; special editions for garbage and new owners; 
available twice a year (Fall and Spring); explore publishing a Spring magazine including advertising to distribute 
across region 

• Annual Report to the Community printed bulletin distributed via community centres, Library and other central 
outlets, and online via link 

 
Digital 
 

• Explore use of SMS (mobile text) subscriptions to communicate critical issues, reminders and occasional news to 
participating residents 

• Website: Rebuild to modernize, make accessible and responsive; seek to introduce timely, seasonal data; sustain 
analysis of traffic patterns 

o Establish process for frontline staff to address key issues they’re hearing/noticing via a home page 
bulletin board (of sorts) 

o Introduce a “one-minute survey” feature on home page; change monthly 
o Explore using the site pages where people go most often to ‘advertise’ or include a bulletin board of 

news and information, ie: paying taxes online, purchasing or registers 



Municipality of Trent Lakes Communications Review Report 
 The Letter M 

May 2020 
 

Page 10 of 11 

• Social media: Increase frequency of posts; develop a fulsome engagement strategy for Facebook (both 
municipality and community groups) and Instagram; less so Twitter 

• MailChimp email newsletter: Implement a significant campaign or reward-driving promotion to push online 
subscriptions; lean on relationships with cottage associations and other organizations to promote sign up; 
significantly revamp newsletter structure and design 

• Record and provide online access to Council meetings (as opposed to streaming meetings) 

• Host virtual Town Hall meetings twice yearly, promote heavily; use Facebook or similar service 
 

KPIs to Measure Success 

The full communications plan should include reasonable, accessible metrics to measure success and continue to 
organically evolve the communications plan. Reported at least biannually, these may include: 
 

• Growth in email subscriptions, open rates and click-through rates 

• Growth in website traffic and length of stay 

• Social media participation and engagement 

• Media mentions and nature of same 

• Increased participation in surveys, and overall growth in engagement reach 

• Notable changes in behaviours following purposeful communications 

• Reduction in volume, tone and/or nature of complaints 
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APPENDICES 
 

Interview participants 

Audit intake and research notes 

Best practices interviews and research 

Examples: Mobile town hall 

  Council priorities ‘report card’ 
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MISSION STATEMENT
As stewards of our community, we advance the quality of life in Guelph/Eramosa, foster 
civic engagement, and use taxes wisely to effectively deliver essential services.

VISION STATEMENT
We aim to deliver excellent services in support of a prosperous, healthy and growing 
community, with expanded economic viability and protection of our natural assets.

STRATEGIC
PRIORITIES

2015- 2018



The Township of Guelph/Eramosa is pleased to present 

2015-2017 strategic achievements and 2018 priorities  

that support our Mission and Vision.

2015-2017 Activities
• Increased Transparency: budget documents published for operating costs,  
 capital costs, revenue sources and reserve funds

• Reliable Service: Water and Wastewater Rate Study and Financial Plan  
 approved to inform water and sewer rates that allow for system operating,  
 testing, maintenance and upgrades

2018 Activities
• Cost Recovery: complete Development Application Approvals Process to  
 recover costs related to development applications and inspections

• Manage Growth: update Development Charges Study to ensure new  
 development covers the costs of any supporting infrastructure that is needed

2015-2017 Activities
• Energy Savings: streetlight inventory completed and 565 lights replaced  
 with low-energy LED bulbs

• Strategic Planning: Township stormwater facilities and pipes inventoried  
 to identify repair and replacement needs

• Risk Reduction: Township trees inventoried to identify areas of damage

2018 Activities
• Asset Regulation: create policies that guide the quality and frequency  
 of maintenance, repair and replacement of Township assets

FISCAL/BUSINESS PLANNING: 
Supports Strategic Decision-Making

ASSET MANAGEMENT:  
Informs Business Planning to Achieve Goals



2015-2017 Activities
• Optimized Operations: new Comprehensive Zoning By-law approved  
 to align with best practices and streamline planning processes

• Business Strengthening: participated in Wellington County Business  
 Retention and Expansion project to identify needs and opportunities

• Destination Promotion: “Explore Downtown” map created to provide  
 one-stop directory for visitors and residents

2018 Activities
• Cost Recovery: complete Development Application Approvals Process to  
 recover costs related to development applications and inspections

• Economic Diversity: promote availability of prime industrial Township lands  
 in order to reduce the residential tax burden

• Investment Attraction: further explore a Community Improvement Plan  
 for continued development of industrial lands

2015-2017 Activities
• Long-Term Planning: Capital Forecast discussed during approval of each  
 annual budget, identifying Township capital needs

• Infrastructure Renewal: 15 kilometres of road paved or surfaced, 2 bridges  
 rehabilitated and 500 metres of sidewalk replaced

• Rockmosa Visioning: Rockmosa Park Master Plan completed to ensure 
 readiness to take advantage of federal, provincial or private funding opportunities

2018 Activities
• Asset Planning: complete Phase 2 of the Asset Management Plan,  
 to support long-term financial planning, continuous improvement and 
 adoption of best practices

• Infrastructure Investment: 6 kilometres of road to be paved or surfaced,  
 2 bridges to be replaced and 50 metres of sidewalk to be replaced

2015 2017 A ti iti

ECONOMIC READINESS AND DEVELOPMENT:  
Supports Community Prosperity

CAPITAL INVESTMENTS AND SERVICES 
PRIORITIZATION: Uses Resources Effectively

www.get.on.ca



2015-2017 Activities
• Public Engagement: extensive public input sought during the Rockmosa 
 Park Master Plan, including online discussion and voting, open houses and  
 phone survey

• Community Involvement: feedback and comments sought for new  
 Comprehensive Zoning By-law with open houses, surveys and direct contact  
 with property owners

• Wayfinding Signage: corporate signage strategy implemented for branded  
 signage at all Township entrances, parks and facilities

2018 Activities
• Community Safety: installation of traffic signals at MacLennan Street and 
 Highway 7 to improve safety for students crossing the provincial highway

• Building Trusted Communications: implement communications strategy 
 for the 2018 Municipal and School Board Elections to provide clear and  
 concise information for electors and candidates

COMMUNICATION, ENGAGEMENT AND SERVICE  
ENHANCEMENT: Working to Make Improvements

• Constructed Rockmosa Skate Park  

and held Grand Opening

• Developed social and recreational  

programs for older adults

• Accessibility upgrades to various  

facilities

• Efforts to preserve heritage

• Established a Community Safety  

Zone on Highway 7

The Guelph/Eramosa Council, in collaboration Township staff, created  

this Strategic Priorities framework to measure successes against planned 

goals and to guide future Township activities in Guelph/Eramosa.

Guelph/Eramosa Township 
8348 Wellington Road 124, Rockwood, Ontario  N0B 2K0

www.get.on.ca 
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OTHER ACHIEVEMENTS:
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