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MEAT MATTERS

Laurie Nicol

Meat Matters is a publication aimed at providing small and medium-sized meat processors with practical advice on how to increase their returns and be more successful by using better management practices.

In these pages, you will find useful information on a range  of topics:

Looking for financial help to grow your company? It’s here.
Want to know how to work more collaboratively with input suppliers? Got that. 

Interested in attracting more customers? Got that too.  
Like to learn about how to build a better food safety culture  in your plant? 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 program.

The Ontario Independent Meat Processors (OIMP) is an industry 

organization that provides leadership for Ontario’s meat and poultry 

industry by fostering innovation, promoting food safety and integrity and 

recognizing excellence. The OIMP’s mission is to strengthen Ontario’s 

meat and poultry industry by working with stakeholders, responding to 

challenges and identifying opportunities on behalf of the membership. 

Together, we’re publishing this magazine as new tool in meat processors’ 

business management toolbox.

There are plenty of opportunities in today’s meat processing industry for 

entrepreneurs and small and medium-sized businesses to thrive, given 

the right tools, advice and resources.

We want to help people like you meet your business goals.

Hope you enjoy the read! Contact us at takeanewapproach.ca or oimp.ca 

for more details.

– 
Ashley Honsberger

Executive Director

Agri-food Management Institute

–
Laurie Nicol 
Executive Director 

Ontario Independent Meat Processors
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Franco Naccarato, program manager for the Greenbelt Fund, has been in the food industry for 17 
years and has more than a decade of experience in marketing, sales and business development. The 
Greenbelt Fund runs the OntarioFresh.ca website that links businesses buying and selling local food. 
It currently has close to 1,300 registered sellers and 761 buyers. Businesses can register online at 
OntarioFresh.ca/register

Naccarato has four tips for meat processors looking to attract and retain customers:

Find the right-sized 
customer and go after 
a specific market. When 
the Greenbelt Fund staff 
were doing the research 
to create OntarioFresh, 

Naccarato says they found that businesses were 
looking for “the right dance partner.” They wanted 
to find customers that were in the same stage as 
themselves – smaller operations selling to smaller 
places, medium and large operations to medium 
and large companies. 

“Finding the right size of business is just as 
important as finding the right type of customer,”  
he says. 

In terms of that customer, he adds, “it’s easy to say 
you want to sell to everybody, but it’s important to 
focus on a specific type of market.” 

Naccarato says it’s best to determine who’s going 
to be the most interested in the products you’re 
offering. These can range from direct-to-consumer 
to foodservice (whether that’s quick serve like 
McDonald’s or institutional like universities), to 
restaurants or retail – as in grocery stores.

Businesses should also play to their strengths 
– whether that’s providing a cost competitive, 
high-volume supply (institutional), or a low-volume, 
artisanal or niche product (fine dining). 

Build relationships. Whether 
owners are looking to sell 
products themselves or 
through a broker, establishing 
good relationships is key. 

Naccarato says that food 
brokers have already established connections 
with many distributors and wholesalers and can 

make it easier to enter new marketplaces. He says 
there are brokers for retail and food service and 
they represent multiple accounts – for example 
desserts, pastas, beverages and meats.

Doing it yourself means building trust directly with 
wholesalers and distributors. Naccarato suggests 
taking the wholesaler’s sales team out for a meal 
to sample the product or going on a ride-along to 
see how they operate with customers. 

“Most have listings of up to 10,000 products, but 
they’ll sell the same 1,000 products over and over 
again, and will push the ones they know best,” he 
says. Having the face-to-face interaction means 
they may look to your products before others.

Know your value 
proposition. The number 
and variety of products 
that are currently on 
the market are why 
businesses have to 

promote what makes their sausage, chop or  
cut of meat stand out from the crowd.

“Why are people going to buy your steak versus 
anyone else’s?” Naccarato says. 

The point of difference should be something that 
will solve the customer’s problems, or fill a hole in 
their customers’ demands. These can be anything 
from supply efficiency and volume, to product 
uniqueness, flavour and/or quality.

He suggests it’s good to know the unit cost of the 
product, as well. Rather than quoting prices by 
the case, it’s better to quote on what’s going on 
the end consumer’s plate (e.g. a rasher of bacon). 
The smaller per-unit price makes it easier for 
customers to figure out what they need to charge 
the end consumer to make their profit. 

                     
Work the trade  
shows and upsell.  
With the explosion in 
local food interest, there 
are many opportunities 
to network and sell 

products at industry and regional events. 

Naccarato cites the annual Grocery Innovations 
and Restaurants Canada shows, as well as  
SIAL Canada, along with many regional culinary 
and tourism groups like Taste Real Guelph,  
Savour Ottawa, Foodlink Waterloo and Foodlink 
Grey Bruce.

He also says that if restaurants are your customer 
base, it’s great to chat with chefs, find out  
what their customers are asking for, and fill  
that demand. Having suggestions on new and 
different products or items that they can highlight 
on the menu are usually welcomed by busy chefs 
and provide an opportunity for sellers to supply 
more products. 

–

Additional information 
about food brokers and how 
to choose the right one is 
available on the Ontario 
Ministry of Agriculture, Food 
and Rural Affairs website at 
omafra.gov.on.ca/english/
new/food-broker-dist.htm

ways to 
attract  
& retain 
custOmers
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Franco Naccarato

 Business advisors 
help seize 
opportunities, 
resolve issues

“An outside perspective can be hugely valuable to business owners 
because it helps you see things that are hard to see when you’re 
busy day to day,” says Rob Hannam, President and Client Director 
of Synthesis Agri-Food Network, a company that provides business 
advice to farmers and food processors, among other services.
Hannam says that having “fresh eyes” look at your operation can help shine a light on 
opportunities you might be missing, or ways to resolve challenges that are tough to figure out.

“It’s human nature to become too focused on one thing or one product or customer group –
changing demographics, new products and different preparations are being introduced all the 
time, and your customer base may be shrinking without you realizing it,” he says.

Advisors can help in many areas – working through finances, understanding customers and 
markets, strengthening food safety or process engineering, and resolving human resource issues.

Business owners should first figure out where they need the most help, and then seek out the 
advisor who can do the job.

“Think of it as expanding your management team” he says. Hiring an advisor can be temporary, 
to deal with a specific issue, or longer-term, to provide ongoing business coaching and be a 
sounding-board for decision-making. 

To find the right fit, the Ontario Ministry of Economic 
Development and Trade has business advisory 
service offices in London, Toronto, Ottawa and 
Thunder Bay and the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, 
Food and Rural Affairs has a business development 
unit . Financial institutions such as BDC and Farm 
Credit Canada can also be useful for strategic 
insight. And there are organizations who can link 
you to advisors who work with food businesses such as 
Food Starter or the Ontario Agri-Food Venture Centre. 

Hannam says that business owners can also reach out to another 
business person – someone they admire and can act as a mentor, 
or recommend who they have worked with for business advice. 

“Mentors are great for either confirming what you’re thinking  
or challenging it,” he says, but cautions that these are busy  
people too, so if more in-depth help is needed, it’s better to  
hire an advisor.

Finally, Hannam says that meat plant owners should think  
about the value of having good advice and a good plan. Then, 
determine how much they’re willing to invest. Depending on  
the outcome they want, it could be just lunch with a mentor, a  
$5-10,000 consulting project or something longer term.

“A business advisor is like any other professional service that 
you pay – for example, an accountant or a lawyer,” he says. 
"They bring additional knowledge and that  
outside perspective". 

Meat Matters 
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Kevin Stemmler knows a thing 
or two about successfully 
obtaining government grants, 
after having received close  
to $400,000 over five years. 
Stemmler's is an artisan gourmet meat 
manufacturer that has been producing a wide 
variety of meat products, including gluten-
free options for 32 years. A 17,000-square foot 
manufacturing facility located in Waterloo 
Ontario, is a recent addition to the company’s 

6,500 square foot retail and manufacturing 
building in Heidelberg Ontario.

“We wanted to get further 
into supplying local meat 

products to the broader 
public sector – including 

the school system,” 
Stemmler says.  

“So we needed  
to ramp up our 

product lines.” 

Altogether, the expansion project cost slightly 
more than $3 million, took 10 years of savings – 
the family shareholders deferred some dividends 
in favour of an expansion fund – several years of 
planning, and the help of many people outside  
the company. 

Alex Barlow of Mentor Works Ltd. – an 
organization dedicated to helping businesses 
obtain government funding so they can grow -  
was one of them. 

Barlow worked with the Stemmler's to determine 
what their needs were, what programs would 
best meet those needs, and write the applications 
for the funding. 

The Stemmler's have had a very positive 
experience with Mentor Works, having received 
cost-share funding from both the federal-
provincial Growing Forward 2 program and the 
Greenbelt Fund, a not-for-profit organization 
financed by public and private sources.  

While the Growing Forward 2 program is 
wrapping up as of March 2018, Barlow is hopeful 
that the next generation program “won’t be 
drastically different” from the current one. 

“There will always be funding for projects 
related to improving productivity, adopting 
more automation and launching new products 
– usually around equipment,” she says. 
“Government is looking at how the changes  
can grow businesses and in turn, grow jobs.” 

For the Stemmler's’ expansion, it started with  
a feasibility study, which produced some 
surprising results. 

“We fully expected 
to add on to our 
current facilities – 
but it turned out  
it would have  
been the worst 
decision we could 
have made,” 
Stemmler says. 

The family actually didn’t believe the first study’s 
conclusions. But three studies and a year and a 
half of crunching the numbers later, they were 
convinced that obtaining a long lease from the 
landlord of the new facility was the best way to 
go over the long term.

The company also received funding for computer 
systems, software, packaging, production 
machines and a smokehouse.

Stemmler advises others to be patient and 
take as much time as is needed to get a proper 
application together. 

“Nothing is done in a short amount of time – you 
have to plan ahead,” Stemmler says.  “You can’t 
think straight when you’re rushing.”

Barlow agrees, and cautions that applications 
take a while – 90 to 100 days – to get approved, 
and the funding is provided after the work is 
done and invoices submitted. 

Before getting to the application itself, Mentor 
Works advises companies to start planning far 
earlier in the process – at least six months in 
advance of, say, buying packaging equipment.

“Businesses should think strategically about what 
they want to do in the next three to 24 months,” 
Barlow says. “The lack of a proactive funding plan 
is the biggest mistake we see companies making.” 

A funding plan is part of a strategic plan that 
describes priority projects that could use 
government help – whether it’s expansion, capital 
investments, research and development or hiring 
and training. With a plan in place, when new 
programs and opportunities arise, the business  
is better positioned to take advantage of them.

Barlow’s job, networking and contacts mean 
that she knows the latest on what’s happening in 
Ontario manufacturing in terms of food safety, 
technology, equipment and more, and can help 
guide business owners to finding solutions that 
work for them. 

For the Stemmler's’ application, Kevin says that 
they had to be rigorous about pinpointing why 
they were interested in supplying schools, long-
term care facilities and hospitals, and how they 
were going to do it. 

“We had to demonstrate that we were serious 
about going after the market, and show the 
relationships we had already built up,” Stemmler 
says, adding that he didn’t mind having to do 
the hard work, because “it’s public money – they 
want to see that it’s being spent properly.” 

GOVERNMENT  
FUNDING DEFRAYS  
COST, HELPS MEET GOALS

above: the 
stemmler family 

right: alex 
barlow of  

mentor works

above:
stemmler's new 
manufacturing  
facility in 
waterloo

left: the  
stemmler  
family

LEADING BY EXAMPLE IS 
CRUCIAL TO SUCCESS. 
From the CEO to the staff on the floor, developing an 
excellent food safety culture means everyone in the 
company understands and embraces how their actions 
contribute – both within and outside the company. 

THINK BIGGER  
THAN FOOD SAFETY.

Consider how people interact with each other,  
how important messages get passed along and how 
feedback is given in your organization. Positive,  
effective communication needs to happen top  
down, bottom up and peer-to-peer. How are you 
contributing to an atmosphere of trust and confidence  
in employee behaviour?

MAKE IT RELEVANT. 
To help gain understanding from company 
staff, learn to talk each department’s 
language. For example, explain food safety in terms 
of dollars to the CFO and CEO, in terms of shippable 
product to production and shipping staff and so forth. 
Getting people to understand food safety in their terms 
makes them see their participation as more concrete 
and achievable.  

SET UP KEY 
PERFORMANCE 
INDICATORS. 

If they help develop the measurables, staff will be more 
likely to be interested in achieving results. Outcomes 
related to food safety and quality can be: days without 
a customer complaint; or per cent of product meeting 
or exceeding specifications. If milestones are met, 
celebrate the success with frontline staff. What do  
you do to show the importance of these outcomes?

make sure it is embedded 
in all departments. 
Purchasing, maintenance, sanitation, R&D and 
others have key roles to play and each person, 
including temporary employees and contracted 
crews, needs to know that food safety is part of 
everyone’s job. How broad-based is your food  
safety team and how have you included food safety  
in job descriptions? 

BE PREPARED FOR SETBACKS. 
The path to a food safety culture is not 
straightforward. There are many decisions 

and choices with high and low points. What’s important 
is to keep pressing forward with talking, teaching, and 
learning from others who have achieved success. 

–
Interested in Joining our Food Safety Club? We are 
actively seeking QA Managers to join and learn from 
peers how to effectively improve food safety culture  
in your operation. 

Email Ashley Honsberger at  
Ashley@takeanewapproach.ca for more information.
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fOOd safety 
culture  
means quality 
prOducts, 
better business
“There’s a direct link between the bottom line and food safety,” says Kevin Thompson, 
CEO of Sargent Farms. 
 
Sargent Farms has 260 employees in two 
main sites – a primary processing plant in 
Milton and a further processing plant in 
Mississauga.

Food safety is an integral part of day-to-day 
operations at the company, and maintaining 
it not only benefits the product quality, but 
also the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
business, he says.

The successful chicken processing company 
was the first in the province to be registered 
under the Hazard Analysis and Critical  
Control Points (HACCP) program in 2004,  
and has stayed on the forefront of food  
safety ever since.

“Any systems or tools that we can put in place 
to maintain or enhance food safety are not 
nice-to-haves, but 
essential - and the 
side benefits are quite 
extensive,” Thompson 
says, explaining that 
the monitoring aspect 
of HACCP provides 
a perfect opportunity 
to keep track of 
productivity as well. 

It seems to be 
working, given that the 
company has been 
selected by Canadian Business magazine  
as one of Canada’s Best Managed  
Companies for seven years running,  
reaching the Platinum level in 2016.

The company’s dedication to food safety 
comes from the top, with Thompson actively 
involved in the HACCP team and sitting in  
on monthly quality assurance meetings 
whenever possible.

“Food safety should not be seen as a 
regulatory requirement or a burden,” says 
Gaurav Tewari, Sargent Farms’ Director 
of Quality Assurance (QA). “It should be 
integrated with everything the company does.”

Tewari says it’s crucial to train QA staff 
in implementing food safety programs, 
technology and systems so they can translate 

 
them to the people on the floor. When the 
relationships are strong, the employees can 
also provide feedback that can then be used 
for improvements.

“Certifications are great – but we need to  
see them in action in the plants,” he says.

“On a practical level, we talk to our staff 
not about being a chicken processor or 
abattoir, but rather that we’re in the business 
of producing food,” Thompson says. “That 
resonates, because we all think about eating 
and feeding our families.  Everyone wants to 
ensure their families are eating safe food.”

HACCP remains the key component of the 
food safety system, and Tewari says the 
control points are reviewed at least every six 
months as to their relevance. Occasionally 

some may be added 
and some may be  
dropped, depending  
on the outcome  
of the reviews. 

Any additional 
programs, technologies 
or practices that are 
required are built on 
the HACCP foundation.

While the plants are 
provincially-licensed, 

Tewari also keeps an eye on outcome-based 
approaches coming from the Canadian Food 
Inspection Agency and implements them if 
they make sense. 

To him, the job of maintaining food safety is 
never done, and he’s constantly looking for 
technology and products that can improve  
the systems at Sargent Farms.

“Food safety is an ongoing process,” 
Thompson says. “It’s not like you put in a 
program and walk away – there are always 
things that can be improved or done in a 
better way.” 

For Sargent Farms, creating a culture of food 
safety not only helps produce a high-quality, 
trusted product, but also maintains a healthy 
bottom line. 

Building a Food 
Safety Culture: 
IDEAS FROM THE  
AMI FOOD CLUB
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“Food safety should not 
be seen as a regulatory 

requirement or a burden.  
It should be integrated 

with everything the 
company does.”
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ROB & MARYJO TAIT 

Thatcher and her husband Adam own Thatcher Farms Butcher 
Shop and Bakery, located on 150 acres northeast of Guelph 
near Rockwood, Ontario. It’s a unique combination of a working 
livestock and crop farm, a butchery, bakery and retail shop.  
They also sell their products at the Guelph Farmers’ Market. 

“Things are really going well – we have loyal customers and 
an awesome staff,” she says, adding that social media lets her 
authentically tell the story of all aspects of the enterprise. 

While she’s a big believer in the power of social media – it’s  
the only advertising she does – Thatcher says it takes a lot of 
effort. She’s a busy mom with three children and does most  
of the office work for the business, so posting daily on each of 
three platforms – Instagram, Facebook and Twitter – is a bit  
of a chore.  But it’s proven effective.

“When I do a post that says a cut of meat is on sale, it’s gone,” 
she says, adding that tickets to the special events they organize, 
like the Father’s Day Blues Beer BBQ they held on June 18th, 
sell like hotcakes. In her posts, Thatcher makes a point of 
ensuring she profiles every part of the business from farm to 
retail, and she targets families, because that’s the market she 
most wants to reach. 

Through social media, Thatcher says she can tell the story of 
her family business to, and engage with, hundreds of customers 
who come from as far away as Orangeville, Oakville and Toronto 

SOCIAL MEDIA  
AND ONLINE MARKETS  
THE WAY TO GO IN THE DIGITAL AGE

“ Everybody’s on social media,” says Dana Thatcher.  

“It’s a simple, economical and fast way to reach out  

and engage customers.” It’s also been a profitable  

choice, contributing to the five-year-old company’s  

substantial success.  

The BFO developed the program to capitalize  
on the current local food movement and meet  
the demand from city consumers for local  
protein. The organization has even produced a 
handbook about the online business model to 
help farmers who are interested in selling directly 
to their customers.

Tait was one of those farmers, because  
he wanted to get more value out of his 
livestock than he could by selling the  
animals at stockyards. 

“We’ve had a website since 2013, and  
we had the online shop in the plan for  
a couple of years,” Tait says. 

He has 45 cattle and 50 ewes on the 
farm. He ships two cattle a month and a 

lamb a week for slaughter to Highgate Tender Meats, 
where he and his family have had a ‘great relationship’ for years. 

Strong communications with the processor mean that Tait is able to 
supply his customers with exactly the kinds of cuts they want – which 
brings them back again and again. 

On the other end of the supply chain, Tait sells beef to the Talbotville 
Berry Farm Market, a customer that found his business through social 
media. He also supplies Tasty Sweets Café and Bakery in West Lorne 
and his lambs go to Chris’ Country Cuts in London’s Covent Garden. 

The Taits are active on Facebook and Twitter – platforms on which 
‘lots of people’ contact them to buy meat. Maryjo has even posted 
a YouTube video demonstrating how many and what kinds of cuts 
customers can get in a quarter of beef. 

They’ve become so popular that  
Tait says it’s been tough to meet the 
demand, and they’ve had to ‘pump 
the brakes’ a bit to ‘allow things to 
grow more sensibly.’

There’s no shortage of ambition in  
the Tait family – besides having two 
young children, running the farm and 
the retail business, Rob’s a full-time high 
school teacher and Maryjo has a day 
job at the Ministry of Environment and 
Climate Change. 

Tait says that the next step in the 
business’s progression is to start an 
online subscription service, so they  
can get more consistency in terms of 
monthly deliveries, rather than having  
to wait for orders. 

Both the Taits and Thatchers are young, 
up-and-coming entrepreneurs who are 
tech-savvy and making great strides for 
their businesses in the online and social 
media worlds. 

to visit the farm and buy her products.  
Of course, she adds, the Thatchers have to  
make the drive worthwhile once they arrive. 

The Thatchers added an online shop in early June, 2017, selling  
pre-paid five pound and 30-pound box lots of pork and beef, and  
were looking forward to adding more items. 

Rob and Maryjo Tait have had an online store from which they have 
sold their farm-raised beef and lamb since the fall of 2016. They own 
300 acres of land known as Celtic Ridge Farms, located southwest  
of London near the community of Dutton. 

Their ordering process goes like this: customers order cuts of beef, 
lamb and sausages. The Taits calculate the final price and send an 
email back to ask for confirmation of the sale. The customer then 
arranges to pay for the order either by e-transfer or cash on delivery 
and arrangements are made for shipping the package to the home. 

Tait says they got involved in the online store through the Beef Farmers 
of Ontario’s (BFO) “Farm to City” program which makes it easier for 
people in urban areas to obtain locally produced meat. 

Set measurable goals  
– establish objectives that can be 
tracked and measured. That way, 
you can focus on winning strategies 
and change it up when you need to.

Choose the right network – whether 
it’s Twitter, Facebook, Linked-In, 
Google+, or a combination, find out 
where your customers hang out, 
and go there. 

Brand your social media profile 
pages – Over all your platforms, 
make sure the look, feel and tone 
is consistent. It makes it easier for 
customers to identify your business.

Monitor social media analytics 
– Check in weekly to see if your 
goals are being supported. There 
are several methods for doing this 
- through Hootsuite, Buffer and 
Google Analytics.  

Quality over quantity – More is  
not necessarily better. Make sure 
your posts provide something  
your readers/customers want  
and engage with your followers. 

Know your competition — Stay 
current with what others are doing 
in the industry in terms of branding, 
popularity, frequency of posts, 
engagement and types of content.

Be patient and give it a shot! It takes 
time to develop a following and the 
kinds of relationships that produce 
results, but in the end, it’s worth it.

–
Credit: Sonia Chopra Gregory, 
FreshSparks
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PigTrace is a live animal traceability initiative aimed at tracking the 

movement of pigs across the province and the country so that, in 

case of a foreign animal disease outbreak, the source can be found 

and the problem resolved quickly. “If we can track the animals, we can stop the spread of disease 

quicker, and everyone in the industry can resume normal business 

sooner,” says Frank Wood, Ontario Pork’s manager of member and 

industry services. Wood says that under the program, meat plants 

need to verify that animals have been delivered, and adds that he 

is available to help meat plant owners and managers walk through 

the steps of the program.Ontario Pork also has a branding program that uses labelling to 

designate meat that has been raised in Ontario. The green circle 

and grey check mark shows customers that the product is safe, 

fresh, high-quality product grown close to home. Processors  

and retailers can participate in the program, and information  

is available at ontariopork.on.ca.Finally, Ash says that Ontario Pork works to support producers 

and industry partners dealing with challenges, including animal 

activism and protests. “We can offer communications advice and 

guidance to help prevent situations from escalating,” she says.Ontario Sheep Marketing Agency “Processors are the linchpin of the meat industry,” says  

Martin Gooch, CEO of VCM International, a consulting company 

that helps businesses develop better relationships with customers 

and suppliers. Gooch was contracted by the Ontario Sheep 

Marketing Agency (OSMA) to develop a growth strategy for  

sheep and lamb production in 2017.Among his major recommendations for growing the sector is 

improving the consistency of the product and the predictability  

of the Ontario lamb supply to retailers and the food service sector.

“Processors need to provide feedback to producers about how 

their lambs are performing after they get to the plant,” he says. 

“The industry needs systems to capture and share information 

about yield, for example, and it wouldn’t require big investments 

to get them up and running.” Big lamb-producing countries like the United Kingdom, New 

Zealand and Australia have effective grading systems which Gooch 

says is key to their success, and should be copied here in Ontario.

The new growth strategy includes feedback resources for 

producers and processors to measure and monitor lambs’ 

performance. More information is available at ontariosheep.org Veal Farmers of Ontario Kendra Keels, director of industry and producer development at 

the Veal Farmers of Ontario, also says that keeping clear lines of 

communication between processors and producers, and planning 

supply needs, are crucial elements to supporting the veal industry.

“Our farmers really need that feedback in terms of what they’re 

seeing with the loads and telling them what they can improve  

on – for example, if the finish isn’t there or the colour’s not  

there,” she says.
She says overweights are a big problem in the industry – veal  

has to have a dressed weight of less than 180 kilograms. If it’s  

even 180.1 kg, the meat can’t be sold as veal, and it has to be  

sold as ungraded beef - for which there sometimes isn’t a market, 

and commands a much lower price. Farmers also sometimes  

get docked in the money they receive for the animal.
“It would help if processors set some parameters around  

whether and when they can take overweight calves,” Keels  

says, adding that some processors can sell on ungraded  

beef when there’s a shortage of protein on the market.
Planning ahead and providing farmers with information on plant 

capacity would also help. Keels says that farmers get frustrated 

when they have a load of calves that will be ready for slaughter 

and they’re told a week before that the processor isn’t taking 

calves. She cites this can happen 
around Easter time, when plants  
are busy with lambs and goats.“Most of the time, it’s a matter of  

giving the farmers a heads-up and 
keeping them informed,” Keels says.  
For more information on veal, check  
out ontarioveal.on.ca

Chicken Farmers of OntarioChicken Farmers of Ontario’s (CFO)  
New Entrant Chicken Processors Program 
is aimed at ensuring the Ontario supply 
management system is able to fill consumer 
demand for niche and specialty products, 
according to Mike Philp, who supports the 
program for CFO.

“The current program is aimed at primary 
processors only,” he says. “We also provide 
smaller processors with support for their 
ideas and to drive their businesses forward.”Every year, CFO consults with members of 

the industry to help determine what strategic 
market segment needs support, and applicants 

to the program are scored higher if they 
help fill that need. Last year, Yorkshire Valley 
Farms obtained chicken supply for its organic 
production and in 2014, Sheik Halal Poultry Farms 

received supply for a special type of halal chicken 

in which the meat is browned with flames.Under the Program, CFO makes up to  
100,000 kilograms of chicken available per  
quota period for new or expanding processors.  

The supply can be provided to one or more 
successful applicants, who must meet a number 

of criteria, including having strong financials, 
experience with protein processing and have or  

be able to meet Canadian Food Inspection Agency  

or provincial inspection approval.  If no applicant  

is chosen, the 100,000 kgs can be added to the  

volume available for the following year.  This year, applications are due by December 29,  

2017, and successful applicants will be informed  

in the first half of 2018. Mike Philp is available to  

help with applications and details are available  

at ontariochicken.ca.  

Turkey Farmers of OntarioThe Turkey Farmers of Ontario (TFO) organization is 

dedicated to meeting the needs of both producers and 

meat plant owners by raising consumer awareness of  

the diversity of turkey products as meal options.
Marketing Co-ordinator Emily Danard says the  

idea is to drive turkey sales by developing innovative  

recipes and demonstrating that turkey meat is a tasty, 

nutritional choice that can be enjoyed all year round –  

not just during the holidays.The #TurkeyONTour trailer is a crowd-pleaser at grocery 

stores, festivals and other events throughout the province. 

This year, breast meat was on the menu, with a Crispy Lemon 

Sesame Turkey Gobbler recipe that tempts consumers taste 

buds and drives sales of the product. Anyone interested in 

having the trailer come to their retail outlets should contact 

Danard at Emily@turkeyfarmers.on.caTFO also runs a food service program that helps both chain  

and independent restaurants and cafeterias develop menus  

that highlight turkey options. Their digital marketing mix 

includes using short recipe videos and online banners for  

social media and other, related websites. 

“We get detailed production 
results daily,” Halenda says. 
“With the system, we are able 
to continuously improve, 
know our costs, and price 
products correctly to get a 
fair return.”

Halenda owns Halenda’s 
Meats, an Oshawa-based 
company with two 
provincially-licensed 
plants and seven retail 
locations throughout 
the Durham Region 
and Greater Toronto 
Area. He also 
wholesales 100 
different products 
right across the 
province. 

The software 
system he bought 

monitors costs at every stage of 
the process, from receiving to disassembly 
of whole muscle meats, reassembly into 
sausages, cooking, smoking, packaging 
and weighing. 

At first, the system had to be modified  
to fit the needs of his processes, and  
it took about six months for his employees 
to get used to working with it. A decade 
later, though, the processes run smoothly, 
and staff are able to chase down errors  
and deviations before they become  
big headaches. 

Before this technology was available, the 
ingredients per product and their current 
costs were recorded in a spreadsheet 
and an expected labour cost per item was 
added based on historical averages. But  
the system was stagnant and didn’t allow 
for things like constantly changing prices. 

“We used to judge our success by the build-
up of cash in the bank, but the problem 
with that is that you don’t know what part of 

what you did is working and what part isn’t, 
or can be improved on,” Halenda says.

Bruce Cowper, President of Mallott Creek 
Group in Elora, agrees. His company 
consults with food processors to meet 
their engineering, business development 
and food safety needs. He says owners 
and managers should know the cost of 
everything that’s happening in the plant – 
even down to how much they’re paying  
for pencils.

“The first thing our industrial engineers do 
is look at product flow – how does it move 
throughout the organization – what parts 
are value-added and what parts absorb 
costs,” he says.

His main advice is to ‘walk your product’ 
through the plant – look at every stage 
of the process, determine where value is 
being added, and if it’s not being added, 
there are costs being incurred, so these 
should be noted.

Another factor is yield – every time there’s 
a piece of meat taken off, it needs to be 
valued and that value has to be factored 
into the final price of the product. 

For example, for a 10-pound loin that costs 
$50, the end-product tenderloin and every 
piece of meat comes off of it in the process 
has to be priced in a way that recovers at 
least that original $50.

“The meat industry is different that way – 
with muffins, for example, it’s easy to cost 
out all the ingredients, because you’re 
adding them together – with meat, you’re 
taking pieces off,” Cowper says.

He says this industry 
is the also the only one 
that sells product before 
the input price is known, 
making it doubly important 
to keep an eye on commodity 
prices, and reduce costs as 
much as possible.

Among the other factors to consider  
are labour, distribution, equipment and 
utility costs. 

Cowper says a simple way to figure out how 
much owners are spending in the plant is to 
take the total costs from last year’s financial 
statements and divide it by the total volume 
sold. This way, owners will have a basic 
understanding of their per-kilogram costs. 

While Cowper thinks that automation is a 
good thing, he cautions that, in the meat 
business, there needs to be a return on 
investment in less than one year. 

While he understands the need to invest, 
“I’ve seen a lot of machines out there that  
I don’t see how they’re ever going to make 
money with them,” he says. 

For Halenda, his investment in his 
software system has more than paid off in 
efficiencies. As an example, he says that, 
although his business is five times the 
size it was 10 years ago, his accounting 
department isn’t any bigger. 

He advises anyone looking to make 
major technological change that senior 
management has to be on board and 
that a champion is named to steer the 
transformation to a successful conclusion.

“You have to have someone driving  
the charge,” he says. 

Beef Farmers of Ontario
The Regional Marketing Initiative (RMI)  
is a new program launched this year to 
increase market penetration for Ontario 
beef brands, maximize the value of beef 
products and enhance consumer confidence 
in the beef industry.

“We needed to mitigate challenges with 
declining beef production and increasing 
competition from imports,” says John 
Baker, who runs the RMI for Beef Farmers 
of Ontario (BFO). “Plus, right now, there’s  
a high preference for locally-produced 
beef in the province.”

A total of $600,000 is available  
each year over three years for 
projects that meet the program 
objectives. Farmers, processors, 
distributors, industry associations 
and supply chain partners are 
eligible to apply to have up to  
50 per cent of their projects paid 
for through RMI.

Baker says that the program can 
defray the costs of bringing new 
meat products from concept to 
market and lists such things as 
consumer research, marketing, 
packaging and Point of Sale 
material. Applications are 
available on the BFO website 
at ontariobeef.com

Ontario Pork
Ontario Pork works 
with meat processors 
on everything from 
traceability to branding 
to dealing with animal 
activists. 

“Their success is 
critical to our success,” 
says Stacey Ash, 
communications 
manager at Ontario 
Pork, referring to 
the importance of 
supporting meat 
processors.  

WORKING WITH LIVESTOCK  
COMMODITY ASSOCIATIONS

Ontario’s commodity 
associations are 
attuned to the needs of 
their members and are 
providing advice and 
initiatives that benefit 
both farmers and 
processors.

“ A healthy processing sector 
is important to Ontario beef 
farmers and a vital link to 
creating demand pull for 
Ontario beef from the farm  
gate through to the consumer.” 

   − Beef Farmers of Ontario website
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Monitoring  Costs Helps  Manage  ThemRichard Halenda decided 10 years ago to electronically track and 
monitor all his costs and the payoffs have been so significant, 
he’s never looked back.
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