
Case Study: Weblocal.ca Takes On 
Canadian Local Search   

Summary: Canadian local search destina-
tion Weblocal.ca launched in late October 
as a joint venture between Transcontinen-
tal Media and local search pure-play Yel-
lowBot. The site is one of Transcontinen-
tal’s first moves into online local search. As the 
fourth-largest print publisher in Canada, most 

of its publishing assets are in newspapers, 
consumer magazines and associated Web 
sites. Transcontinental’s size, existing me-
dia assets and local sales force will provide 
a strong backbone for Weblocal.ca, while 

YellowBot will bring valuable online product 
development experience to the table.

Quick Climb in Usage
When The Kelsey Group talked to YellowBot’s top 
management about its Weblocal.ca joint venture with 
Transcontinental Media, one thing immediately stood 
out. After 60 days in operation, the site had more than 
1 million unique users for the 30-day period ended 

Jan. 5. During this time, it ramped up from 250,000 
unique users in November to 925,000 in December. It 
also has 75,000 mobile users.

In fact, said YellowBot Chief Executive Officer Erron 
Silverstein, “we [were] already in the top 10 Canadian 
local search sites after 43 days.” 
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Ramping Up: Weblocal.ca Trailing 30-Day Traffic  
SOURCE: WEBLOCAL.CA (2009)
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The joint venture partners cite several reasons for 
Weblocal.ca’s rapid growth. Transcontinental’s entrance 
to Canada’s local search market utilizes its content and 
promotional abilities, and working with YellowBot has 
given it a rich feature set. 

This is partly a result of YellowBot’s engineering 
talent and top executive team, which comprises former 
Citysearch product managers, including Silverstein. 
The YellowBot team also has a good track record. In 
the United States, Yellowbot.com reached 2.5 million 
unique users in its first six months of operation.  

Right off the bat, visitors to the Weblocal.ca home 
page are met with video, social networking, reviews and 
photo sharing features. All these features have become 
expected among many online users and have led to the 
growth in popularity of sites such as Yelp and Facebook. 

YellowBot has taken a step further with the way it has 
organized its content and allowed users to consume and 
contribute content on Weblocal.ca. It has included many 
of the social features on which YellowBot.com was built.  

Like YellowBot.com, “tagging” is built into 

Weblocal.ca as a core element of the 
user experience and taxonomy. Tags are 
keywords attached to content to make it 
easy to find through search or aggregation. 
The tagging feature encourages users 
to contribute terms that characterize a 
business. It makes the site more social and 
improves searchability of business listings. 

By comparison, categories have 
traditionally structured Internet Yellow 
Pages listings — a function of a legacy 
print model. YellowBot has built its tagging 
structure on the belief that an optimal local 
search product starts from scratch in taking 
into account the way online users behave. 

In this sense, many users have been 
conditioned by Google to expect freeform 
searches that involve granular search terms, 
rather than category browsing. Arguably, 

both are necessary in local search.
This takes form on Weblocal.ca as a “tag cloud” 
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Weblocal.ca Home Page 
SOURCE: WEBLOCAL.CA (2009)

Weblocal.ca Tag Cloud 
SOURCE: WEBLOCAL.CA (2009)
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— a cluster of words whose relative sizes indicate their 
popularity. It essentially supplements categories as a 
tool to browse for local businesses. The difference is 
that a tag cloud allows users to drill down to specific 
products in addition to business categories. 

The ability to actively tag content is similarly in line 
with the user expectation for empowerment and the two-
way street of “many to many” communication that has 
become characteristic of “Web 2.0.” Indeed, the tag cloud is 
a defining symbol of products that carry the designation. 

The goal of featuring multiple social dimensions is 
to deepen and build value-added content and search 
engine optimization benefits. They will also serve as 
tools to virally grow the site and its user base, especially 
among the demographics that are most likely to 
participate in meaningful ways. 

In the meantime, YellowBot’s technology has allowed 
the site to crawl and aggregate third-party reviews so it 
starts off with a good base of content.

“With YellowBot, we have crawled content from 
other sites on the Web,” says Weblocal.ca General 
Manager Andrei Uglar. “This is huge. We just launched 
the site a few weeks ago, and we have thousands of 
comments, which is a good starting base.” 

Looking forward, more social media features on the 
horizon will look to the convergence of separate online 
trends in social media such as user-generated content 
and video.

“I think we want to be a unique site, and we will 
focus on social networking and video and pictures,” 
says Uglar. “As an example, we’re working on ways for 
users to not just post reviews but post video reviews via 
their webcam. This is one example of tens of additional 
features we’re planning to add.”

Content Is King
As part of its strategy, Weblocal.ca will utilize 
Transcontinental’s depth of local editorial content. 
In the future, it will increasingly pull regional 
content from newspapers and other publications 

such as Vancouver Magazine. 
The goal eventually is to integrate local news, events and 

professional reviews with local listings and user-generated 
reviews to bring together the best of both worlds.

“Over the coming weeks, we’ll be getting more and 
more Transcon data into the product, so it will be useful 
from a cross-promotional point of view and a data point 
of view,” says Silverstein.

Transcontinental properties could also serve as a 
source of traffic for Weblocal.ca, according to Uglar. 
He points out that Weblocal.ca branded search 
boxes will be integrated into Transcontinental online 
properties, which will drive traffic to the former while 
adding value and functionality to the latter. There will 
also be opportunities to integrate content in other 
ways, Uglar adds. 

“Editorial content related to specific businesses in our 
newspapers will be populated into Weblocal,” he says. 
“We have the database of all of the businesses in Canada, 
so there are a ton of opportunities to do ‘best of ’ or top 
10 lists or integrate specific editorial content.”

Eventually, this content integration will reach many 
points in Transcontinental’s editorial coverage. This 
could include regional or city-specific content that 
takes the form of city pages or guides. 

“This is something we’ll do in the medium term. It’s 
not on the road map for the next three to six months, 
but we want to explore how to regionalize Weblocal and 
adapt to specific markets,” says Uglar. “It’s just a question 
of how to leverage existing properties. In Vancouver, for 
example, we have a city magazine. Is there something 
we can do together?” 

In the meantime, YellowBot’s technology has 
created a foundation of content through crawling a 
variety of sites, in the same way it has done with user 
reviews. It will be able to monetize this content and 
Transcontinental’s in ways that are both user centric 
and supportive of additional revenue streams. 

“Our technology is crawling, matching and 
merging to get the best head content from the Web,” 
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says Silverstein. “We have the ability to do lots of 
supplemental things like transactional links. So I think 
we’ll be able to do a good job at that secondary revenue 
stream outside of our direct advertisers.” 

Sales Channel a Key Asset
Arguably the biggest asset Transcontinental brings 
to Weblocal.ca is its sales channel. The publisher 
currently has 400 local reps selling print products and 
125 Web properties under its publishing umbrella. 
This not only allows Weblocal.ca to hit the ground 
running with respect to local ad sales, but also bolsters 
Transcontinental’s existing sales bundle and its appeal 
to advertisers.

“Similar to the U.S., about 60 percent of Canadian 
businesses have a Web site,” says Uglar. “So to have a 
profile page on Weblocal.ca with pictures, video, menus 
and other features, we think is a great selling point.” 

Importantly, this could serve as a tool to open up a 
new segment of advertisers it currently doesn’t reach. This 
is similar to Yellow Pages sales organizations’ bundling 
of new products such as search marketing and video in 
order to increase overall penetration among small and 
medium-sized businesses (see TKG Advisory, “U.S. Local 
Video Forecast: Market Overview and Outlook”).

“[Reps] will obviously go and see their existing 
clients to sell Weblocal.ca, but it will also open for them 
a new layer of clients that are not advertisers in their 
newspapers,” says Uglar. “Weblocal will allow them to 
tap into tier-two and tier-three customers that don’t 
have the money to advertise in newspapers but have 
C$89 per month to advertise in Weblocal.”  

Weblocal.ca could also help Transcontinental expand 
its sales operations geographically, asserts YellowBot 
cofounder Emad Fanous. “They are mostly a Quebecois 
company, and now we can get them into other areas and 
expand their sales forces in other parts of Canada.”

As is the case with Yellow Pages, SMB video 
advertising will be a key part of sales growth for 
Weblocal.ca. This will include a 45-second video shot 

on location and hosted on Weblocal.ca. This level of 
service is bundled into Weblocal.ca’s single price point 
of C$89 per month (plus a C$199 sign-up fee). This 
also includes 10 pictures of a business that can be added 
to a given profile. 

The relatively low price point for a personalized 
video is meant to build volume, according to Uglar, 
who foresees this as a key driver of Weblocal.ca’s traffic 
and ongoing advertiser retention. In addition to being 

affordable, the single price point is meant to add 
simplicity and appeal for non Web-savvy SMBs. 

“We offer only one package, so instead of a ‘gold,’ 
‘silver,’ ‘VIP’ or whatever, one package is inclusive of 
all features,” he says. “This makes it easy for [SMBs] to 
understand.” 

The presence of video in Transcontinental sales reps’ 
“bundle” should also be additive, according to Uglar. 
They currently don’t sell video, so it doesn’t overlap and 
offers potential to reach new advertisers. This has made 
it a welcome addition to many reps. 

“There is no competitive or comparable offer 
that they have in their suitcases now,” says Uglar. “It’s 
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Video on Weblocal.ca 
SOURCE: WEBLOCAL.CA (2009)



additional and complementary revenues for them, and 
their advertisers have been asking for this for the past 
two years.” 

Transcontinental’s sales reps span other forms of 
print media, but it will mostly be newspapers that sell 
Weblocal.ca accounts because of the local relevance 
to their existing SMB advertisers. Magazines could, 
however, come into play if they perceive enough 
demand for regional or national advertisers to target 
locally on Weblocal.ca. 

“Magazines will come later because they tend to cover 
more nationals,” says Uglar. “We will tap into those sales 
forces, but it’s 90 percent newspapers for now.” 

As Transcontinental rolls out these products, 
YellowBot will work with it to make sure the product’s 
value proposition is communicated effectively through 
the sales force, and that integration happens as smoothly 
as possible.

“We’re going to share lots of hard-learned lessons 
about how SMBs get online,” says Silverstein, “not only 
to design the Weblocal ad product but to also develop 
the existing Transcon customer base and sales force. If 
we can do this, we expect we’re going to be a No. 2 or 
No. 1 Web site in a year.”

Now the Hard Part: Execution 
Though Weblocal.ca has notable competitive 
advantages, the site’s market penetration won’t come 
without challenges. In addition to the mostly positive 
picture painted thus far in this report, a few realities 
should be acknowledged.

Content
Although a competitive advantage, content integration 
will take some time and effort. It will involve 
Transcontinental’s editorial content coming together 
with Weblocal.ca’s information architecture. 

“It’s getting those reviews into our system. It’s taking 
the content and putting it on our site,” says Fanous.  “But 
it’s more than that; it’s getting all of the content from 
their advertisers in order to build up the database.”

Additional content integration will be the goal, 
such as adding professional reviews and articles from 
Transcontinental publications to Weblocal.ca’s engine. 
This too won’t come without challenges. 

“We need to reconcile the two in order to get the 
content on our site,” says Fanous.
Video
Video advertising also won’t come without its fair share 
of challenges — the same ones faced by all local media 
companies beginning to sell video. Such challenges 
include sales integration, and the complexities 
involved in account fulfillment and customer service 
(scheduling video shoots, postproduction, advertiser 
feedback, etc.). 

Adding to these challenges is a low-cost video 
offering whose competitive price is meant to drive 
volume, as Weblocal.ca’s is. At these levels, margins 
can become difficult to maintain and video becomes 
more of a retention tool or loss leader — at least in 
the short run. (Many of these economics are broken 
out in “U.S. Local Video Forecast: Market Overview 
and Outlook.”)

Sales 
Though its sales channels have welcomed the lower 
priced online product, according to Uglar, there could 
still be some cannibalization. This is usually a concern 
in cases when lower priced products are introduced to 
SMB advertisers. 

This is especially the case in the current economic 
environment where local (and national) advertisers are 
demanding more measurability in their ad campaigns. 
Though Weblocal.ca will be sold by newspaper reps as 
an additive online marketing tool, there could be some 
attrition to the print product in the coming months. 

A similar challenge faces Yellow Pages publishers, 
against which Transcontinental will compete for 
local ad dollars. Cannibalization could in fact be a 
greater challenge for Yellow Pages publishers, given 
the similarities between online offerings and core 
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print advertising. They’re both directional, in other 
words, and their similarities can cause some advertisers 
to see online as a substitute for print rather than a 
complement.

Could this give newspaper publishers an inherent 
advantage in selling a local search product in light of 
their slightly different form of offline advertising (and 
set of advertisers)? Is an online local search product 
more additive and less cannibalistic to a newspaper 
publisher than a Yellow Pages publisher? This will have 
to be proved over time. 

Final Thoughts: Fertile Ground
The Canadian market could turn out to be an opportune 
area for a site like Weblocal.ca. As a new player with 
social media features and lots of content assets, it’s 
already sticking out in a market where there is a relative 
lack of fragmentation. 

This is compared with the U.S. local search market, 
where intense fragmentation raises significant barriers 
to entry. In Canada a few large players hold the lion’s 
share of local search traffic, including Yellow Pages 
Group’s Yellowpages.ca and Canpages. 

That said, these will still be formidable opponents 
with considerable assets, brands and traffic of their 
own. They have each been innovative in the past year 
with respect to redesigns and product integrations that 
give them more social features and Web 2.0 appeal. 

They have also to varying degrees started to push 
strongly on paid search and video. This has begun to 
raise the attractiveness of their local ad bundles and the 
level of competition for the Canadian local online ad 
dollar. YPG and Canpages in particular have shown 
signs that these will be strong initiatives going forward 
(see TKG Advisory, “Canada Local Video Forecast: 
Market Overview and Outlook”).

All these players meanwhile benefit from some 
of the technological and social factors present in the 
Canadian market, including urban population density 

and high broadband penetration. 
“They have about 10 cities that [contain] about 80 

percent of the population,” says Silverstein, “so it’s much 
more like a European country in that sense. That also 
means there is more potential for advertising and for 
local search to reach into the SEM budget. [Advertisers] 
know they have to compete.” 

The level of engagement in social media is also larger 
than in the United States, according to Silverstein. This 
is an important metric for Weblocal.ca, as it drives a 
significant portion of the site’s value. 

“The rate of people who go in and participate on 
the site has been higher than we see in the U.S.,” says 
Silverstein. “Everyone says [Canada] has about one-
tenth the population of the U.S. and one-tenth the 
advertisers. But for UGC, I would say it’s about two to 
three times faster and deeper.” 

Fanous sees this as a leading indicator of Web 2.0 
growth in the Canadian market and anecdotally reports 
a number of undisclosed companies with similar 
expansion plans.

“As far as Canada is concerned, the people there 
really have a good grasp on things,” he says. “People 
tend to under-deliver a good online presence to these 
consumers, and I think the demand is there so you see 
lots of them utilizing U.S. properties like Facebook.”

Combining this market opportunity with the 
strengths of an established media player could be a 
model for others that wish to enter this market or a 
similar one. This also comes at a time when traditional 
local media organizations face economic challenges — 
meaning valuations are low and the propensity to take 
risks is high.  

“If you look at the number of newspapers who are for 
sale or bankrupt now, the question is how traditional 
media is going to adapt,” says Silverstein. “[Weblocal.
ca] will be an acid test for how well existing companies 
with enough resources and enough time can repurpose 
and move into the next generation.” ILM
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