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Batch 17 is a publication aimed at helping craft brewers, cider-makers 

and distillers with practical advice on how to increase their returns  

and be more successful with better management practices.

 A WORD FROM THE  

AGRI-FOOD  

MANAGEMENT 

INSTITUTE...

Batch 17 
SPRING 2017 — VOLUME 01

“ A lot of what we do is help 
producers and processors 
have the tough but essential 
conversations that help move 
their business forward.”

 –  
 Juli de Lange

 
In these pages, you will find useful 

information on how to start up, 

expand and differentiate your brand 

from the pack. 

Looking for financial help to grow 

your company? It’s here.

Need to breathe new life into your 

business plan? Got that. 

Want to know the latest trends in 

getting customers’ attention? Got 

that too. 

Like to learn about product 

packaging and how crucial it is  

to get it right? Check.

We’ve talked to dozens of people  

in the know – those who have been 

through it and those with skills that 

can bring you and your company to 

the next level. 

So why? 

The Agri-food Management Institute 

(AMI) is dedicated to promoting new 

ways of thinking about agri-food 

business management. 

We develop business management 

tools, information, resources, and 

training for Ontario’s agri-food and 

agri-based producers, processors, 

and their business advisors. We are 

grateful to the Canadian and Ontario 

governments, which fund us through 

the Growing Forward 2 initiative.

The craft drinks industry is growing 

fast, and there are plenty of real 

opportunities for entrepreneurs and 

small businesses to thrive, given the 

right tools, advice and resources.

Our mission is to help people like 

you meet your business goals.

Hope you enjoy the read! Contact  

us at takeanewapproach.ca for  

more details. 

– 
Ashley Honsberger
Executive Director

Agri-food Management Institute

  

Ashley Honsberger

“ Business plans help simplify 
decision-making, allowing an 
entrepreneur to meet their goals!  

We’re here to help!”
  –  
 Deanna Hutton
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One of her best pieces of advice to 
business owners is to “share and 
tell their stories – be mindful that 
people are interested in learning 
about their products and that what 
might seem totally mundane to 
them is fascinating to other people.”

She says millenials especially are 
“obsessed” with food and drink and 
will travel quite a distance to buy 
specialty products. Now that these 
younger adults are coming into 
their own with more buying power, 
it’s more important than ever to 
connect with this demographic.

Having a good product with quality 
ingredients, a strong brand and 
a team whose members can be 
ambassadors for the brand inside 
and outside the business are three 
critical components to success in 
the food tourism industry.

“You can have an amazing product, 
but if it isn’t branded properly, it 
doesn’t matter,” Mackenzie says. 
She suggests that, if branding 
isn’t “in your wheelhouse”, hiring 
a qualified consultant is a good 
investment in your success.

She points to Dillon’s Distillery and 
Beau’s Brewery as two businesses 
that have it right – everything is  
on brand and speaks to their  
target markets. 

“Everyone who works at Beau’s is an 
ambassador,” she says, adding that 
Beau’s staff believe in the product 
and the brand, and are comfortable 
talking about it to customers, 
suppliers and others. Having that 
kind of loyalty and passion is a big 
part of the company’s success. 

"Having a welcoming space at the 
business where people can come  
in, learn about how products are 
made, sample them, and then be 
able to buy the product is also 
important to being able to attract 
tourism customers." 

Mackenzie suggests that craft 
drinks makers can diversify their 

revenue streams by providing 
customized products to 
local trade events and 
weddings. They can also 
offer customers promotional 
items, like t-shirts, key 
chains and ball caps.

Cross-promotions with other 
businesses in the local area can  
also boost profits, and, for those 
starting out, sharing space at trade 
shows with other complementary 
businesses can cut down on 
marketing costs. 

Getting into culinary tourism is an 
excellent way to increase exposure 
and sales, Mackenzie says, and 
making sure your business is on 
local tourism maps makes it easier 
for locals and tourists can easily  
find you and your products.   

 Tapping INTO TOURISM
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Get on the map!  
TOURISM MAPS IN ONTARIO

Brewery Discovery Routes (Greenbelt) 
—

Culinary Explorer  
(Culinary Tourism Alliance) 

—
Ontariofresh.ca 

—
Regional initiatives with local  

drink passports 
— 

Harvest Ontario

—
As experts in food tourism 
development, the Culinary 
Tourism Alliance seeks to ensure 
that authentic tastes of place 
become a significant economic 
driver for communities and 
regions, and a primary way 
for travelers to enrich their 
experience. 

www.ontarioculinary.com

Craft breweries, cideries and distilleries can increase their 
businesses exponentially by feeding tourists’ appetite for local 
products, according to Rebecca Mackenzie, Executive Director 
of the Culinary Tourism Alliance.
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People who buy craft drinks feel like the 
products are designed just for them, so the 
packaging has to reflect who they are and 
what they like and value, according Jolene 
MacDonald, a partner at The Blondes, a 
branding, marketing and graphic design agency.

“What’s crazy and different stands out to consumers 
in niche markets,” she says, adding that there  
are people who collect craft beer and cider bottles, 
and that craft drinks have developed an almost- 
cult following.

MacDonald and her Kitchener-based team have 
almost 15 years’ experience in getting companies 
and products noticed. She has five tips for craft 
drinks business owners looking for new or 
refreshed packaging.

Know what you want your 
packaging to do. The best 
results come from clients 
who know what they want to 
achieve, thoroughly understand 
their product and brand and 
can highlight its benefits or 
differences from other products 
in the same category. Knowing 

the target audience – whether it’s women from 
the ages of 30 to 40 or men in their 20s – is also 
helpful, as is knowing the competition and how  
well they’re doing with their products. 

Get expert help. 
Marketing and 
branding agencies 
spend a lot of time 
researching and 
keeping on top of 
the latest trends. 
After finding out 
the company’s needs, they know how to position 
the product with packaging that has the right look 
and feel for what should be conveyed and what 
the target audience will buy. Depending on the size 
of the budget, they’ll help you conduct consumer 
testing to see how people react to the product.

Take a strategic approach to 
graphic design. Packaging 
is crucial because to get 
the results and sales, it’s 
about getting the product 
to stand out on the shelf, 
being functional for shipping 
and storage and expressing 
the attributes that make the product different. For 
example, having the bottle shape reflect the brand, 
or using metal instead of glass for containers.  

Choose materials wisely. 
The kind of paper, box 
or bottle that’s used to 
package the product 
can help determine its 
value, as well as reflect 
the brand’s identity. A 
premium product might 

have a slick, glossy label with an embossed name, 
whereas an all-natural product may have a raw, 
textured paper label. 

Be eco-friendly. 
Consumers are more 
environmentally 
conscious than ever, 
so using packaging 
that reduces waste, 
uses recycled or 
biodegradable 
materials and can be returned for reuse is a way  
to promote a ‘green’ image. MacDonald cautions 
that sometimes, the more ‘eco’ the packaging is,  
the more expensive it is to maintain - for example 
using crates instead of cardboard boxes. 
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—
The Blondes Inc. is a branding, 
graphic design and marketing 
services agency that helps 
companies get noticed.  

www.theblondes.ca

01
02

03

04
05

EFFECTIVE  
PACKAGING  

Can Make Your  Brand 

“ The goal is to combine creative messaging, focused 
communications with the target audience and great graphic 
design,” MacDonald says. “If you don’t have those three 
pieces, most products will fall flat.” 
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Getting financial help 
from government can 
give your growing craft 
drinks business a boost 
when you need it most, 
but it takes planning, 
patience and good 
working relationships, 
according to Jennifer 
Running of accounting 
services firm BDO Canada.

Running says that having a growth plan in 
place that includes a list of projects in order of 
priority, means that your business can be ready 
to match the projects to funding opportunities 
as they come up.

“If a program opens for a couple of months, 
you’re not scrambling around trying to  
decide what you’d like to do - you already 
have a list,” says Running, who is BDO’s Senior 
Manager, Tax and Advisory Services, in 
Woodstock, Ontario.

Other requirements for most funding  
programs are:

• a business plan, 

• two years’ worth of financial statements, 

• incorporation,

•  shareholder agreements, if there are investors. 

Growing Forward 2
Running really likes Growing Forward 2 (GF2), 
since it offers food processors financial help 
for capital, as well as operational projects and 
skills training.  

“I would encourage all breweries, cideries and 
distilleries to apply,” she says. 

“There’s funding available for bottling and 
canning lines, market development, export 
development, business planning, equipment, 
food safety and more.”

GF2 is a directly funded, competitive initiative, 
which means submitting an application, making 
a case for the project, getting approved and 
then starting the project. Any invoices that are 
generated from the project after approval  
are submitted and then reimbursed.

“It’s not a fast way to get 
funding, but if you receive 
say, $100,000 for putting in a 
bottling line, that’s good for 
your bottom line,” Running says. 

While the current initiative  
for processors has expired, 
there are options under 
other areas of GF2 – for 
example, if several companies 
combine their forces to apply 
as a collective. It is hopeful 
that the National Policy 
Framework will allow federal, provincial and 
territorial governments to continue offering 
programming to agri-food participants.

As of 2016, more than 40 Ontario craft 
breweries and seven cideries received  
funding under the initiative.

Scientific Research and Experimental 
Development (SR&ED) Tax Incentives 

This federal program is aimed at encouraging 
businesses to do research and development 

in Canada. For small to medium, Canadian-
controlled private corporations, the 

program provides a refundable tax  
credit rate of 35 per cent.

It is the single largest R&D program 
in the country and is run by the 
Canada Revenue Agency through 
the tax system.

“Breweries and distilleries do get 
funding from SR&ED,” Running 
says, adding that, in order to 
qualify, companies have to have 
science-based hypotheses that 

provide a technical advancement  
or resolve an issue that has so far 

not been solved.

She says that, in general, companies 
can get back 66 cents on the dollar for 

labour costs and 44 cents on the dollar  
for sub-contracting and materials. 

Industrial Research Assistance 
Program (IRAP) 
IRAP provides up-front funding to help small  
to medium-sized incorporated businesses 
speed up their growth through innovation.  
The National Research Council runs the 
program and it has a network of Industrial 
Technology Advisors across the country  
who receive applications. Among the criteria 

they look for are: 

•  How well the business  
is run and its potential  
to successfully 
complete the project.

•  How well the business 
is managed financially 
and how it plans to 
commercialize the 
resulting technology.

•  What the technical 
aspects of the project 
are and their potential 
impact on the firm.

Ontario Centres of Excellence, 
Economic Development Offices
Running highly recommends contacting local 
organizations that are geared to helping  
local businesses grow and thrive. For example:

The Ontario Centres of Excellence are 
dedicated to helping commercialize innovations 
from universities, colleges, research hospitals 
and companies, and have had successful 
projects in 75 Ontario communities.

Economic Development Offices support  
efforts in municipalities across the province  
to improve the viability of local businesses  
and communities. 

“There is some great help out there, and good, 
solid information that staff can help you with,” 
she says, noting that BDO also has people like 
her to assist business owners in developing 
plans, feasibility studies, and thread through 
the sometimes complex paperwork involved  
in applying to the programs. •
 

 
 
 
– 
BDO Canada provides tax preparation,  
assurance and accounting services  
and business advice to businesses. 
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As of 2016, more 
than 40 Ontario craft 
breweries and seven 

cideries received funding 
under the Growing 

Forward 2 initiative.
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Craft drinks makers don’t always know where to go 

to get funding and business support. Here’s a short 

list of the programs that would be most helpful...
  Research and  
Development Programs
The Ontario Business Research Institute Tax Credit (OBRITC): a refundable tax credit that is available to a 
qualifying corporation that performs scientific research 
and experimental development (SR&ED) in Ontario under 
a contract with an eligible research institute.

Scientific Research and Experimental Development (SR&ED) Tax Incentives: a federal tax incentive program 
that encourages Canadian businesses of all sizes, in all 
sectors, to do R&D in Canada.

   Workforce Development
Apprenticeship Training Tax Credit Ontario: Companies 
that hire and train apprentices in certain skilled trades, 
including millwrights and process operators can receive  
a tax credit from the Ontario government.

Apprenticeship Job Creation Tax Credit Federal: a federal 
incentive program designed to help employers offset the 
cost of hiring and training employees who have entered 
into an apprenticeship contract.

Career Edge: an innovative program for employers seeking 
qualified workers and for recent immigrants seeking 
professional level positions in their fields of expertise.

Ontario Immigrant Nominee Program (OINP): an 
immigration program that is designed in part to help 
employers who are having difficulty recruiting qualified, 
skilled workers in Ontario.

Ontario Co-op Education Tax Credit (CETC): a refundable 
tax credit available to employers who hire students 
enrolled in a recognized Ontario university or college  
co-operative education program.

Sector Initiatives Fund (SIF): a funding program designed 
to encourage sector groups and organizations to improve 
competitiveness, support skills acquisition, and provide 
general benefit to companies within a particular sector.

Youth Employment Strategy: food and beverage 
manufacturing companies looking to develop new 
products or improve their technical production  
processes may qualify for funding to hire an intern 
through the Industrial Research Assistance Program 
(IRAP). This program provides financial assistance to 
innovative Canadian small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) to hire post-secondary graduates to work on 
innovation projects.

  General
Agri-food Management Institute (AMI): develops business 
management tools, information, resources, and training for agri-food 
and agri-based producers, processors, and their business advisors.  
AMI also creates linkages to existing resources and conducts research 
to share with the industry.

Growing Forward 2 (GF2): offers funding assistance to established producers, processors, organizations and collaborations to grow profits, 
expand markets and manage shared risks. Individual businesses may be 
eligible to receive up to $350,000 over the life of the initiative. Review 
the initiative guide and submit an application.

The Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs’ (OMAFRA) Business Development Branch: helps you grow your 
business. Contact a Business Development Consultant for assistance.

 Business Development
Federal Economic Development Agency for Southern Ontario  (FedDev Ontario): helps create and grow businesses, cultivate  
partnerships and build strong communities across southern Ontario. 
Funding available to start, grow and increase productivity in small, 
medium and large businesses. 

Eastern Ontario Development Fund (EODF): gives money to  businesses, municipalities and not-for-profit organizations for 
economic development in eastern Ontario. The fund supports projects 
that create jobs, encourage innovation, collaboration and cluster 
development, and attract private sector investment.

Southwestern Ontario Development Fund (SWODF): gives  
money to businesses, municipalities and not-for-profit  
organizations for economic development in southwestern  
Ontario. The fund supports projects that create jobs, encourage 
innovation, collaboration and cluster development, and attract  
private sector investment.

Northern Ontario Heritage Fund (NOHFC): a crown corporation 
and development agency of the Ontario government that invests 
in northern businesses and municipalities through conditional 
contributions, forgivable performance loans, incentive term loans  
and loan guarantees. Business plans must demonstrate how funding will benefit the North and create jobs for the region. 

WHERE TO GET     
 FUNDING & SUPPORT
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If craft drinks makers want to protect and increase 
their market share, they need to make their processes 
sustainable, according to Cher Mereweather, 
Executive Director of Provision Coalition, a non-
profit organization that helps food and beverage 
manufacturers be more environmentally responsible, 
socially conscious and financially successful.

“Consumers are 
demanding a lot, 
and retailers are 

responding by asking 
what’s going on in 

their supply chains,” 
she says. “Manufacturers 

and farmers have to be 
transparent about where  

the food comes from, how  
it’s produced and what’s in it.”

While many people think only of the 
environment when they hear the word 

sustainable, Mereweather advocates a 
more integrated approach that encompasses 
economic and social elements, as well. 

“When we’re talking to companies who are 
making major business decisions, we say you 
need look at all three, every time,” she says. 
“They have to be the filters for the company’s 

strategy, operations and culture.”

The coalition’s online integrated 
sustainability portal takes users 
through five questions from the initial 

assessment and strategy to sharing 
results. In each section, it offers 
practical advice, information and 
actions that help companies make 
changes that address all three 
elements in their operation. 

The portal won one of Canada’s 
Clean50 Top 15 Projects for 
2017, which is given to projects 
that advance the cause of 
sustainability and clean capitalism 
in Canada.

In order to get to a higher level of 
sustainability, Provision Coalition 

also has a number of tools including:

•  A self-assessment to determine 
potential gaps.

•  A performance indicator scorecard  
to set and track baseline goals.

•  A technical checklist that can be used 
during a walkthrough of the facility to zero 
in on specific concerns with energy, water 
and waste.

• A database of different funding programs.

They also have a database 
of consultants who can help 
carry out the projects, including 
experts in energy efficiency  
and getting rid of food waste.  
All the consultants listed have  
at least five years’ experience  
in their field. 

Mereweather says that it’s best  
to start with easier projects –  
‘the low-hanging fruit’ – to get 
some quick wins and instill 
confidence in the process for 
when more complex issues  
need to be tackled. 

Mereweather warns that 
utilizing a consultant doesn’t 
automatically make a company 
sustainable, because there has  
to be a systemic commitment 
from the leadership and 
employees to making real 
progress through cultural  
and operational changes.

One of Provision Coalition’s 
specific areas of focus recently 
is to help companies understand 
embedded losses. 

For example, a small amount of 
waste in the brewing or distilling 
process can seem trivial, but if 
the problem persists, the costs of 
the wasted energy, water, labour 
and ingredients can add up to 
a significant loss. A new tool to 
help companies deal with this 
kind of problem is being tested  
in several major companies.

“We also encourage more 
government programming 
for food and beverage 
manufacturers because we 
understand the public good in  
all this,” Mereweather says.  

 
— 
Find out more at  
www.provisioncoalition.com
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PROVISION COALITION  
CONTINUOUS  

IMPROVEMENT LOOP

Where do you want to go? 
Current state, goals and strategy

— 
Are you aligned?  

Develop team, get buy-in from leaders, staff
— 

What are you doing? 
Identify performance indicators and specific operational  

improvements. Reach out to suppliers, customers, community 
— 

How are you doing it? 
Verifying and improving performance

—
Are you sharing results? 

Communicate internally and externally



LCBO carries  
21 ciders  

from 11 local  

craft cideries. 

Sources: LCBO, OCCA, OBN

CRAFT CIDERIES  
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CRAFT 
BREWERIES 
IN ONTARIO

46  operating cideries listed on the Ontario Beverage 
Network listing, with 11 planned

Cider sales have  
quadrupled in  
three years to  

$17.6 M 
in 2015-16

212  
craft breweries  

with 103 planned

$220M 
in sales in 2015

1,500 direct jobs

110 communities

30%  
rate of sales growth at LCBO,  

with 9% share of market

10% 
rate of sales growth at TBS  
with 1.5% share of market

Source: O
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Minimum shelf 
space requirement 
of 20% local in 
Ontario grocery 

stores – Loblaw has 
committed to 50%!

CRAFT 
DISTILLERIES 
 IN ONTARIO

24  
operating craft distilleries  
in Ontario with 14 planned

Net sales in Ontario  
have grown by 

64% 
 to $3.7 million for the  

2015-16 fiscal year

Total annual spirits sales of  

57,904,794 L  
for 2015 calendar year

Craft cider  
sales up  
54% to  

$5.1M  
in 2015-16

Potential for  

$35M 
in sales  
in 2018
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“When somebody calls me looking for apples, I give 
them the list of packers, because generally they are the 
ones that actually do the selling,” she says. There are 
also some growers that do direct sales.

For the cider makers who are not growing their own 
apples, Ciceran says it’s a good idea to really get to 
know the local apple industry, its seasonality and the 
role that Mother Nature plays. 

For example, she cites the harvest of 2015, which 
was about 40 per cent below normal because of crop 
damage. As a result, there wasn’t as much supply in 
storage for spring 2016, when cideries were interested 
in pressing for the summer season. 

When buyers came looking for apples during that 
time, some of them were disappointed. So the lesson 
learned is that getting written contracts when the 
supply is fresh from harvest is the best practice.

“By August, we usually know what kind of harvest 
we’re going to have, so getting contracts in place then 
is a good idea,” she says. She says the 2016 crop is 
much bigger and in excellent shape.

Ciceran says that cider makers can pick from a very 
wide variety of apples grown in Ontario – the OAG 
website lists 16, from Ambrosia to Spartan. Depending 
on what taste they’re looking to achieve and what 
recipe they’re working from, she says local orchards 
can pretty much supply what’s needed. 

In terms of tips for dealing with packers and growers, 
Ciceran says that cidery owners need to know what 
varieties they want, what kind of volume they want, 
delivery timing and location expectations and price.

“Farmers want to be paid a reasonable amount for  
their fruit,” she says. 

As for the relationship between buyers and suppliers, 
Ciceran says mutual respect and understanding are 
very important. Cideries can either contract with 

packers for whole apples or with processors for 
juice. The OAG has contact information for both  
kinds of businesses on its website. 

She says the future looks bright for good relations 
between growers and cideries, and that there may  
even be opportunities for working together on long-
term research projects aimed at producing different 
varieties for the industry.

“We love the fact that most craft cideries are trying 
to get 100 per cent Ontario apples, and we totally 
support that,” she says.  

—
The Ontario Apple Growers represents about  
200 grower-members and its mission is to foster a  
viable apple industry through advocacy with government 
and collaboration with industry partners for the health  
of consumers and the wealth of producers. 

...mOst craft 
cideries are 
trying tO get 
100% OntariO 
apples and 
we tOtally 
suppOrt that.

Kelly Ciceran’s most important advice for cidery owners looking  

 to buy apples is to plan ahead and contract early with packers.  

          Ciceran is the general manager of the Ontario Apple   

             Growers (OAG).
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“No matter 
where they see 
it, consumers 

have to be able 
to recognize 

the brand 
and make the 

connections.”

 SupplIeR relaTIOnshIpS
—  

Having a solid 
brand strategy is 
the most important element 
to breaking through the clutter and 
making your beverage brand stand out, 
says Birgit Blain, president of Birgit Blain 
& Associates, a Toronto-based packaged 
foods consultancy.
“The brand strategy is the road map for product 
development, packaging and how business will 
be conducted – basically the essence of the 
brand,” she says. The strategy 
can even point the way to 
how the phone is answered, 
and how the company is 
presented to buyers, suppliers, 
consumers and in social media. 
Within the strategy, Blain says 
it’s important to identify the 
purpose of the brand and what 
it represents – whether that’s 
organic or convenience or 
ingredient purity – and it has  
to infuse everything the 
business does. The strategy 
should include a scan of the 
industry’s environment and what competitors  
are doing to make sales.“You also have to 
identify your target customer – not the buyer  
but the end user – and what they’ll use your 
product for,” she says.

Target customers are not ‘everybody’, she warns. 
It’s essential to choose who you want to buy your 
beverage product and zero in on their wants and 
needs and how they conduct their lives. 

It’s also not enough to have a great recipe 
passed down through generations of the family  
– although that can be part of the promise. 
Having a brand promise – or what the product  
 

will do for the customer is key. It has to meet 
an unmet need and has to be demonstrated 
consistently in everything from packaging to 
social media to paid advertising. 

In terms of packaging, Blain says that tactile 
packaging can be one way of differentiating the 
product – using matte and textured formats. 

Most of the time, packaging should have a 
consistent look and feel across a portfolio of 

products – in order to create 
the ‘billboard effect’ on store 
shelves. But limited edition 
packaging can be a boost – 
for special times like major 
sporting events or Canada’s 
150th anniversary.

Having everything 
professionally designed is 
an absolute must, says Blain, 
in order to make sure there 
is consistency across many 
marketing platforms.

“No matter where they see it, consumers have 
to be able to recognize the brand and make the 
connections,” she says. 
 
–
As president of a packaged foods consultancy, 
Birgit Blain makes brands more marketable. Her 
experience includes 17 years with Loblaw Brands 
and President’s Choice®. She also writes for Food 
in Canada magazine and publishes the Food Biz 
Blog to help brand owners position their brand 
for growth. 

Food Biz Blog www.BBandAssoc.com/blog.  
Contact her at Birgit@BBandAssoc.com 



Brent Davies’ advice to brewery 
owners looking to expand operations 
is to research, plan carefully, and 
most importantly, anticipate cost 
overruns and timing setbacks.
Company president Davies recently 
oversaw the completion of a major project 
that quadrupled production at Wellington 
Brewery in Guelph, Ontario to 100,000 
hectolitres and increased the size of the 
brewing operation by 12,000 square feet.

The first company in the modern wave of 
Ontario microbreweries had grown slowly 
since its launch in 1985. As the years went by 
and the popularity of the brand grew, so did 
the need to expand. Three years ago, despite 
running production on a 24/7 basis, Wellington 
was unable to keep up with demand, and the 
owners initiated a major overhaul.

But scheduling conflicts with permits, 
contractors and a nastily cold winter in  
2015 hampered construction. 

“Ideally, we would have liked to have  
been done in October, 2015,” Davies  
says. He’s not blaming anyone, but the 
problems meant that, nearly a year later,  
in September, 2016, the beer started  
flowing in the updated brewery.

Initially, the plan was to add space to 
the existing facility for a packaging line, 
tank farm and warehouse. But early on, 
the owners realized they wouldn’t have 
enough warehouse capacity for the kind of 
production they’d be doing, so they rented 
a 20,000 square foot building across the 
street from the brewery. It now houses not 
only the warehouse, but also the company’s 
distribution and administration operations.

As for improving the original production 
facility, Davies says there is a lot of 
equipment in Europe and in Asia that is 
available at different price points and that  
it took time to come up with the right fit  

for the operation. They finally settled on  
a German-made Krones package for their 
canning and bottling line.

“We think it’s the best packaging equipment 
you can buy – beer is at its peak the day it’s 
packaged – and this packaging allows the 
product to have a longer shelf life,” he says.

They also bought an NSI Newlands brewhouse 
from Abbotsford, British Columbia. 

“We try to buy Canadian if we can,” Davies says, 
adding that the brewhouse probably cost about 
1/3 more than it might have otherwise. 

“But the quality is there and we can tell the 
story,” he adds. 

Davies had to deal with more than one crisis 
through the process, the worst being the sudden 
death of his 46-year-old friend and company 
president Doug Dawkins in June, 2016.

“It was tough – he didn’t get to see the fulfillment 
of our dream,” he says. “But we wanted to 
respect him and finish this project.”

The upgrades will also gain efficiencies – in terms 
of malt extraction, reduced energy bills and 
recycling steam from the boiling process to  
warm water. 

Davies says that some have criticized the 
expansion because the facility is outgrowing  
its microbrewing origins.

To that he says, “We’re still small, working  
with all natural ingredients – all we’re doing  
is improving the quality and consistency of  
the product for our customers.”

expanding 
OperatiOns  
TO MEET 
DEMAND AT 
 Wellington Brewery
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Brent Davies, President of Wellington Brewery in Guelph, 

just finished a massive expansion that quadrupled 

production at his facility to 100,000 hectolitres. 
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Davies says that the craft beer 
industry is growing in Ontario, 
and with the government 
launching different programs 
and initiatives that open up 
shelf space at the Beer Store, 
the LCBO and grocery stores, 
demand is only going up.

Wellington Brewery has also 
taken advantage of the Growing 
Forward 2 initiative offered 
by the federal and Ontario 
governments, and Davies highly 
recommends it to others. 

“We probably should have 
looked at the initiative earlier, 
but being a small business, it’s 
difficult to allocate the time,” 
Davies says.

The brewery has received three different grants. Davies says 
that applicants have to demonstrate a need and show that the 
money is spent wisely in order to receive funding. 

“It’s not like they say ‘here’s a pocket full of money’,” he says, 
noting that his company had to invest about $2.3 million into 
the packaging line and $1.2 million in the brewhouse. 

When asked about the potential for exporting, Davies says 
they’ll look into it, but the whole idea behind craft beef is to 
keep it local and fresh. He feels that places like Michigan, 
New York State and Ohio – about a day’s drive from Guelph – 
would likely be as far afield as they would like to ship.

For now, though, he’s concentrated on the Ontario market  
and being able to fill the shelves that they hadn’t been able  
to fill before the expansion. 

As to his advice for others thinking of expanding their 
operations, he says to make sure the finances are in order,  
to expect to pay more for everything, and to think about not 
just this year but also further ahead. 

“Sometimes you have to spend a little bit more now, so it will 
pay off in two or three years down the road,” he says. 

– 
Wellington Brewery is 
Canada’s oldest independently 
owned microbrewery.  
Based in Guelph, Ontario,  
they craft their award-
winning beers in small  
batches using the freshest  
all-natural ingredients.  
 
Check it out at 
wellingtonbrewery.ca 

Wellington Brewery
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Sometimes you have 
to spend a little bit 
more now, so it will 
pay off in two or three 
years down the road. “

“ The new production 
line at Wellington 

Brewery is part  
of a 12,000 square 

foot expansion that 
was completed in 

the fall of 2016. 

Photo Credits: Wellington Brewery
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Having a good business plan helps
 you make better decisions on a  

day-to-day basis, as well as keep
ing you on track over the long te

rm,  

says Randy Blackwood, Vice Presid
ent of Financing and Consulting a

t 

Business Development Bank of Cana
da (BDC).

“If you have a business plan, you can avoid encountering 

the same problems over and over again,” he says, adding 

that if you’ve done a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and strengths) analysis in your plan and 

follow through with tactics that address all four elements, 

you can save yourself a lot of time, money and energy. 

Blackwood says that there is currently a lot of buzz and 

excitement around the craft drinks industry, but there has  

also been some consolidation, giving business owners  

all the more reason to have a clear plan in place. 

“You really have to figure  

out how you and your 

product fit into the 
marketplace,” he says.

Blackwood 
understands how 
taking time to do 

business planning 

cuts into doing other 

important tasks, and 

actually can make 

you feel guilty. He’s 

experienced it himself  

in his own job. 

But he believes 
that the payoffs are 

exponential – having  

a business plan and 

the discipline to follow 

it helps you achieve 

your goals.

“If your objective is to be 

number one in your industry in 

Ontario and you start getting 

offers from Florida, you might want to stay focused on  

the market you planned on,” he says.

Blackwood also says that in the craft drinks industry, 

which is currently growing and changing quickly, it’s a 

good idea to have a shorter planning horizon – between 

18 and 24 months, depending on the needs of the 

business. He recommends a quarterly check-in to see 

whether things have changed, stayed the same, or the 

business needs a course correction. You can also do  

your benchmarking at that time.

He says it’s a good idea to schedule the quarterly 

meetings so time doesn’t slide by without re-visiting  

the plan.

With a strong background in helping others with business 

plans, Blackwood says there are two mistakes that are 

often made – the items in the plan don’t connect to one 

another and the plan isn’t executed once it’s completed.

For example, if you identify a weakness of having high  

staff turnover, you need to think of – and follow through  

on – ways to keep employees longer. This could be 

anything from sharing the company vision to changing 

your hiring practices to having flexible work hours to 

hosting events for employees outside work.

Blackwood subscribes to the idea of not overloading the  

plan with a lot of goals or objectives. He suggests starting  

with a brainstorming session where you gather lots of 

ideas, and winnow them down to three top-of-mind items 

that you really want to accomplish or challenges you want 

to overcome. 

Three is a good number because you can keep 

them front and centre when dealing with those daily 

operational demands. 

Ultimately, Blackwood says that better processes and  

tactics come from having a strong business strategy  

in the first place.■ 

 
– 
BDC’s mission is to help create and develop strong 

Canadian businesses through financing, advisory 

services and indirect financing, with a focus on small 

and medium-sized enterprises.  

Look it up at bdc.ca

Improving daily operations  
    through business planning

Randy Blackwood  
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15OUT“ You can’t just use buzzwords and say your product is 
better, unique or different – you have to demonstrate it.”

FOCUS  
ON THE  
PRODUCT 
ITSELF. 
What it looks like, the 
innovation behind it, 
what goes into it, how it’s 
made and how it tastes 
are all areas that can be 
used to make your brand 
different. For example, 
part of the brand could 
be using local ingredients 
like homegrown barley or 
hops for beer, or apples 
from your own or nearby 
orchards for cider. 

MAKE YOUR 
LOCATION 
INTO A 
TOURIST 
DESTINATION.
Having a meeting space, 
food available and/or bringing 
live bands to perform at your production  
facility can create a community space  
that locals and tourists  
will visit. Not only will 
it increase product and 
merchandising sales, it 
gives your brand extra 
recognition. This also 
fits well with industry 
organization’s plans – for 
example, the Ontario Craft 
Brewers have made it a  
goal to have a brewery  
in every community. 

IDENTIFY 
OPPORTUNITIES.
Figure out where the new markets or niches are that haven’t 
been considered before. In ‘crowded’ markets, everyone 
coming forward with similar products with similar prices 
and similar looks and it’s harder to differentiate yourself and 
products from your neighbours down the street. That’s  
why doing your homework and looking for untapped markets  
– say women getting together after work – is a good idea.

 
   Getting busy consumers’  
   attention in a crowded     
 marketplace takes planning, 

networking and creativity says 
Mishka Balsom, President and 

CEO of the Greater Niagara 
Chamber of Commerce.

“You must have a clear and 
compelling message and  
strategy to differentiate 
yourself,” says the seasoned 
advertising and publishing 
executive. “You can’t just use 
buzzwords and say your product 
is better, unique or different  
– you have to demonstrate it.”

Balsom has five tips for craft  
drink makers to differentiate  

   their products.

FIVE WAYS  
TO STAND  
OUT  
FROM  
THE  
CROWD

Determine the best  
places to make  
the product available. 
It’s best to plan out which stores, 
restaurants and pubs are the best fit for 
the product. In addition, take the product 
to events where the target customers are 
gathering – go to them, rather than always 
expecting them to come to your premises 
or going on-line. 

“It’s an effective way of saying ‘we are reaching,  
 out to you’,” Balsom says. “If you’re looking to 

attract active, energetic people of a certain  
age group, think cyclists, for example.”

 

FORM PARTNERSHIPS 
 WITH COMPLEMENTARY  

BUSINESSES  
AND PEOPLE. 
Bringing a food truck onto the 
brewery, cidery or distillery 
grounds, for example gives 
customers more reason to 
come and try the product. 
They can tour the facility, 
taste the drink and have 
dinner all at one time. In 
addition, teaming up with 
a celebrity can help with 
differentiation if the name 
recognition moves beyond  
the person to the product. 

 
—

Mishka Balsom is President 
and CEO of the Greater Niagara 

Chamber of Commerce, which 
is dedicated to the success of 

businesses and organizations  
in order to ensure the long-term  

prosperity of the Niagara region.  

www.gncc.ca

Mishka Balsom 
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