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By Rohantha Athukorala

CC
oming from the world of
marketing and having a
insights to costs of run-

ning a press, radio or TV cam-
paign or a burst of posters sure
makes me wonder the colossal
expenditure incurred in the cur-
rent general elections. The last
elections on January 26, cost the
country rupees 1.1 billion on two
candidates. With over 600 candi-
dates that took part in the April 8
elections, one can imagine the
media bill that will be un-earth in
the months to come.

However, as I keep this ethos
that it’s better for a voter to make
an informed decision and any
expenditure incurred is an invest-
ment and not a cost in my view. A
point to note is that even if you
take one of the best brand com-
munications campaign of the
world, it will have its waste com-
ponent. It can be a breakfast cere-
al, a mobile phone Company or
marketing a political candidate
for high office - this principle
holds ground. The challenge is if
it’s the message or the media that
causes the waste.

Brand relevance
If we really analyze many

research studies that has been
done on the effectiveness of
advertising it has been proven
that moneys actually go a waste if
the brand is not relevant to a con-
sumer requirement and not on
the media spend administered.

Brand relevance can simply be
defined as making what cus-
tomers want. If we look at some of
the advertising spends of political
candidates, what we see is that
way too much time has been spent
on the development of long adver-
tisements and public relations
programmes that end up with the
brand (in this case a political can-
didate) featured in most newspa-
pers and hoardings but, if one
digs deeper ends up with low
scores on the impact of the mes-
sage and did it actually move a
voter to consider purchasing on
April 8. One must do an analysis
to see why almost 45% of the peo-
ple did not vote on April 8 elec-
tion. Was it a case of brand rele-
vance or was it some other factor
like people more interested in
shopping for the New Year.

From the world of marketing
in Sri Lanka, the insurance indus-
try is a classic example where cut-
ting edge consumer insight has
led to developing brands which
have become relevant in the eyes
of a consumer. Take for instance
the VIP motor insurance.

The marketers having identi-
fied that motorist want a conven-
ience way of activating an insur-
ance policy where the damaged
vehicle can be on the road in the
shortest time period launched
this innovative brand that has
made this brand a power brand.
An important point to note is that
the brand has not made it for the
multi barrel advertising but, for
the relevance of the brand to a
consumer.

If I am to pick a campaign
from the current elections, the
campaign by the new kid on the

block R. Dhuminda Silva we can
see that it is a very focused cam-
paign targeting the C1,C2 & D
socio-economic group’s families of
the Colombo district. The brand is
targeting the real needs of this
target group and hence the brand
is seen very relevant in the eyes of
the consumer. This is what brand
relevance does to moving a con-
sumer in the purchasing process.

Willing to experiment 
What we see from the current

political campaigns brands have
stayed unadventurous and
remained stuck to their knitting

are heading towards a black tun-
nel. On the other hand brands
that have ventured out and have
been bold to experiment like the
‘Panchayudaya’ campaign that
garnered a 400,000 record votes is
a classic example of the commu-
nication linking to the DNA of
the brand. Even if we take the
endorsement campaign of
Champika Ranawaka have gar-
nered the brand momentum that
has sure caught the eye of a voter.

Samsung is a classic from the
world of business, where from a
strong product development
insight has developed products
which are relevant to consumers
with clever designs and multi-
functional gadgets, like cam-
corders that download songs and
refrigerators that can has the
facility of a user surfing the inter-
net has made this brand a power
brand in Sri Lanka.

Samsung is considered an out-
standing company for refining
other people’s inventions and
today it is known in the world
over for one crucial factor:
Making brands relevant to a con-
sumer. I believe that it’s all about
ruthless focus on a customer.

With strong insights one can
pep up the relevance of a brand
that ultimately drives purchase.
Samsung had mastered this skill
just like some politicians have
done in the in the run up to the
general elections.

To give you some numbers
Samsung is the world’s largest
and profitable brand with a brand
value that exceeds twenty billion
dollars. It employs almost 123,000
employees making a range of
products as diverse as cell phones

and flat-panel televisions to wash-
ing machines, vacuum cleaners,
Semiconductors and LCDs. Last
year, it unseated Sony as the
world’s most valuable consumer
electronics brand, according to a
survey by Interbrand Consulting
Group. This very clearly spells out
that it’s not the money that is
spent on advertising that makes
the difference but, it is the rele-
vance to a consumer requirement
that tilts the scale.

Continuous innovation
We should accept that being a

trend-setter is not sufficient. The
company must get it right with
transformational innovation
which is relevant to the customer.
Dialog is a classic example from
Sri Lanka where continuously
innovating products like ‘KIT’and
‘3G’ has made the company the
market leader in the country. I
remember the holy grail once
mentioned by one of my bosses
when I was working for a British
multinational “Brands are the life
blood of a company- keeps it rele-
vant over time”. This is exactly
the challenge is to my mind. How
does one keep a brand relevant
when the design has changed
between the time one purchases a
brand from the store and bringing
it home, like what we see when we
purchase a mobile phone. I guess
this is then dynamism that chal-
lenges us in the world of busi-
ness. I guess the current IPL is
one of the best innovations that
the world has seen where cricket
has suddenly become relevant to
the busy executive in South Asia.
Latest research reveals that the
number of eyeballs switched on to
IPL is the best it has ever seen
from all the seasons it has been
through. I guess that’s why the
brand is worth over $4 billion as
against the 2.1 billion of last year.

Trend setter
A point to be noted is that it is

not easy to be a trend setter. The
Dove experience captures the
essence of this practice. In 1994,
Dove was doing $200 million
worth of business. Thereafter it
extended into areas like shampoos
and deodourants. Today it is a $ 3
billion brand in one of the most
competitive categories in the
world. The soap bar alone has
grown from $ 200 million to $ 260
million.

None of this would have hap-
pened if not for enhancing the
brand but keeping brand relevant
to consumers.

A key question in one’s mind
is how brand extensions can sup-
port the quest of a brand top stay
relevant. Google is the best exam-
ple that comes to my mind.

It was a trend driver with its
new online advertising model. It
doesn’t present a standing target
for Microsoft and yahoo and like
Virgin, but it enjoys great emo-
tional connect.

Cloguard toothpaste is a local
brand that comes to my mind of a
brand, which has kept it self-rele-
vant by being the driver of the
trend – herbal oral care with the
proposition with clove oil.

Continued on page 3

Unlocking brand
relevance 

Some brands have stayed
unadventurous and
remained stuck to their
knitting finds it tough to
survive in the market
place.On the other
hand, brands that are
willing to experiment
and become relevant to a
consumer, and drives
change in behaviour.One
must analyse why almost
45% of the voters did
not vote on April 8?  Was
it a brand relevance issue
or was it some thing
else.

By Ifham Nizam

GG
enerous government
expenditure on medical
care and active communi-

ty participation has saved the
public from dangerous communi-
cable diseases.

Learning from others helped
Kalutara benefit reducing
Persistent Organic Pollutants
(POPs) generated through indis-
criminate human activities in
Badulla to avert possible dangers
with the help of the United
Nations Development
Programme.

Reducing Persistent Organic
Pollutants (POP’s) generated
through indiscriminate human
activities in Kalutara district 

According to the Central
Environment Authority (CEA)
preliminary inventory report of
Poly Chlorinated Biphenyls
(PCBs) welding plant oil was con-
taminated with PCBs.

Hence, it was timely to carry
out a survey to examine contami-
nation levels of PCB’s in welding
plants.

A survey conducted in the
Badulla district by People to
People Volunteers (PPV) on the
use of PCBs in the welding indus-
try revealed that 52 per cent of the
samples contained PCBs.

Also, it was revealed
that PCB contaminated oil
from the welding equip-
ment was coming in contact
with the bodies of the
welders as they were not
using protective gear such
as eye shades, gloves, masks
and sandals.

Following the findings
they were advised to cover
another district as it would
give them adequate base line
data to propose to the Ministry of
Environment and Natural
Resources Ministry to work with
the Ceylon Electricity Board with
regard to banning of the use of
oil used in old transformers and
promote use of quality sisal kara-
ka oil.

Accordingly, PPV in collabora-
tion with Global Environment
Facility/Small Grants
Programme designed a project to
carry out a PCB screening pro-
gramme combined with a study of
health of welders see if there was
correlation between PCB expo-
sure and health defects in the
Kalutara District 

The project’s focus to screen
PCB positive in welding plants in
all 10 District Secretariat divi-
sions in Kalutara and to make
welders aware of the impacts of
the use of PCBs contaminated oil
and relevant Stake holders aware
of the adverse health and environ-
mental effects of PCBs.

They also motivated the com-
munity, welding plant owners and
stakeholders to take due responsi-
bility to minimize contamination
of PCBs.

The PCB screening study was
carried out as planned combined
with a study of health of
welders see if correlation
between PCB exposure and
health defects.

Three awareness workshops
conducted targeted a strategic tar-
get audience ranging from offi-
cials of state and semi state like
Divisional Secretariat offices,
Urban and Provincial council

members, CEA,
CEB and princi-
pals, teachers and
students from 15
schools in the in
the district. The
participants
agreed to take due
responsibility and
action to minimize
contamination of
PCBs in the dis-
trict.

The

project also enlisted the
help of the health authorities to
do a survey on PCB associated
health issues.

Among other things it was
revealed that the welders were in
the habit of using their bare
hands with no protection and
suck the oil handles it like
kerosene or diesel

Nearly 7,500 leaflets, 3,000
posters and 4,000 stickers about
harm caused by POPs, were print-
ed and distributed for public dis-
play at offices of the Department
of Agriculture, Department of
Health, CEB, Ministry of
Environment and Natural
Resources Ministry offices and
Private Electrical companies and
stickers were pasted on welding
equipment 

Administration barriers to
gain access to inspect transform-
ers as proved to be a major chal-
lenge as transformers were con-
sidered to be good targets for
LTTE attacks. Also testing and
analysis proved to be a costly and
time consuming exercise 

According to United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP)
officials, the project is still ongo-
ing.

Awareness raising programs
were held targeting 500 students
from 15 schools, the health survey
has been completed in six (60 per
cent) of the Divisioans in
Kalutara.

One hundred and five oil sam-
ples from 14 District Secretariat
divisions were collected for test-
ing. Nearly 60 per cent of the
health surveys on welders were

completed.
Future planned activities

under the project include the fol-
lowing:

To form a welders association,
provide protective gear among
members of the welders associa-
tion, to translate and adapt the
training module to suit the Sri
Lankan context public and use it
at workshop for stake -holders,
circulate the findings of the
health survey among welders,
facilitate an agreement between
CEB and CEA to reduce POPs and
to establish a POPs resource cen-
ter are some of the activities
planned shortly.

Sustainability of the 
project 

By targeting the relevant
stakeholders through awareness
raising Programmes and distribu-
tion of posters, brochures and
leaflets, the public has been sensi-
tized about the generation of
POPs through indiscriminate
human activities and their active
support ensured for the protective
measures initiated.

Translating and adapting the
POP training manual to suit the
Sri Lankan context will help to
make it user friendly and effec-
tive.

Engaging schoolchildren in
open discussion during the
awareness raising programs and
sensitizing them had in turn
bought immense knowledge to
the public.

About the harm caused by
POPs will ensure the support
and commitment of the younger
generation.

Furthermore, welders will
be motivated to take necessary
precautions and safety meas-
ures as they will be better
informed about PCB related
health hazards and have protec-
tive gear gifted by the project.

Reducing persistent
organic pollutants 

Inspection conducted by CEB officials 

Community participation

Medical attention on community level

SHANGHAI (AP) — For the
first time in six years, China’s
imports in March outpaced its
exports, leaving a $7.24 billion
shortfall that Beijing says
reflects a trend toward more bal-
anced trade but is likely to be
short-lived.

Last month’s trade deficit
with the rest of the world may
buy China some respite from
building pressure to revalue its
currency, though its surpluses
with the United States and
Europe remain as robust as
ever.

Even if China allows the
yuan to gain slightly in value
against the dollar in coming
weeks, the shift is unlikely to set-

tle the raging debate over
whether its currency policy is
unfairly distorting trade.

“The calm won’t last. China’s
trade surplus will soon reappear.
Indeed, the surplus that matters
most politically, that with the
U.S., is already rising again and
not far off a record high,” Mark
Williams, senior economist with
Capital Economics, said in a
report Saturday.

Beijing appeared pleased
with the trade data for March,
with the commerce minister and
others leaking news of the
deficit — the first since a $2.26
billion deficit in April 2004 — in
advance of Saturday’s announce-
ment by the Customs

Administration.
Zheng Yuesheng, chief of the

customs agency’s statistics
department, said the 60 percent
rise in China’s imports in
January-March, compared to a
year earlier, was a boon to “the
balanced growth of the world
economy.”

“This kind of trade deficit is
healthy because it appears when
exports and imports both grow
rapidly,” Zheng said on national
television.

Zheng echoed other officials
in predicting that China’s trade
will soon return to surplus,
though he said that it will likely
tend to be more balanced than in
the past.

China records trade deficit for
first time in six years


