
 
 
 

 

 

Sprouting New Connections- Scaling up! October 19, 2017 
 
Q&A panelists:  
 

● Ron Brennan, Old 4th Hop Yard 

● Josh Biemond, Upper Canada Creamery  

● Tom Manley, Homestead Organics 

● James Loucks, The Community Market 

● Marc Renaud, Farmboy  

● Shelley Spruit, Against the Grain Farms 

● Julie Graham, Quirky Carrot  

● Stephen Burgess, Cedarcroft Honey from the Glen  

 
 
Sample questions from moderator:  
 
Knowing what you do now, what are some of the things you would have changed when 
you were first starting your business? 
 
The speakers just outlined three areas- Food Safety, Packaging, and Delivery. Which 
out of these would you say is the most relevant for your business and how have you 
managed them? 
 
What sorts of challenges do you/did you face when increasing local product on shelf?  
 
What types of labelling issues have you faced? 
 
What types of experiences have you had regarding using health claims? 
 
Can you elaborate on some of the issues you had with packaging and you dealt with 
them? 
 
 
 
Challenges faced as a start-up 
 
Ron Brennan 
❖ Lack of knowledge, no local experience to draw upon 
❖ Many mistakes made, get the information you need 
❖ Volunteered at a hop farm to get the knowledge necessary 

 

 
 
 

 



 
 
 

 

 

 
 
James Loucks 
❖ Knowledge – people “know” but cannot teach 
❖ Paperwork—underestimated effort required 

 
Bob Hogg 
❖ Homestead / Mountain Path, early day challenges between natural vs. organic 
❖ Make the best product possible to sell 
❖ Wheat, not adaptable at the time and worked piece by piece to build flour mill 

 
Josh Biemond 
❖ Overhead at the beginning, profit goes directly against paying off the investment 
❖ Co-pack at the start instead, Biemond should have done this first 
❖ Build your brand first 
❖ Challenges with being the first business of its kind; no competition  

 
Julia Graham 
❖ Sourcing quality ingredients – locally 
❖ Freshspoke idea, awesome 

 
Shelley Spruit 
❖ One and only person in the business 
❖ Stretched resources, at what point do you hire? 
❖ Companies are not necessarily driven by profit alone 

 
Stephen Burgess 
❖ Love of bees – sideline production 
❖ Learning to be a “business” person, stumbling block on the business side 
❖ Escaped to the bees, vs. focusing on business, steep learning curve 
❖ Co-packing facility within SDG would be great 

 
 
 
Question from Lang Farm, posed to Marc Renaud, Farm Boy. What can we as 
small producers do to make it easier to get product into somewhere such as Farm 
Boy? 
 
Marc Reneaud 
❖ Consistency – repeat customer purchase  
❖ People like to go to one location and make a purchase and be able to get that 

product at another location in another city 
❖ Standardization can be a challenge for small producers because of the volume 

required 
 

 
 
 

 



 
 
 

 

 

❖ How to teach / produce a more consistent product. Go to Farm Boy website for 
link “Doing Business with Farm Boy” 

❖ Good quality and local foods, Farmboy is developing ready-to-eat foods 
❖ Customers can be ruthless (if they cannot find a certain product on shelf they 

bought at another location) 
 
 
 
 
Question:  1. Food Safety, 2, Packaging or 3. Delivery, what is your biggest 
challenge? 
 
Stephen Burgess 
❖ Labelling:  playing on the “Glen” in Glengarry county 

 
Shelley Spruit 
❖ Packaging re-design, it should be smart, educate the consumer 
❖ Ensure that the nutritional claims and labelling are accurate (thanks to Cathy and 

her team!) 
 
Julia Graham 
❖ Traceability, i.e. Kale purchasing during winter months poses as a challenge, 

Kale is not consistent, GFS… (Mexico/California) packing and date picked, etc. 
will not be fresh as locally sourced 

 
Josh Biemond 
❖ Dairy and dairy packaging—they knew NOTHING about packaging 
❖ If you look at their containers, Biemond chose the colour blue, which is the colour 

of 2% in the dairy produce aisle, and their yogurt is “whole”, so really should be 
red-coloured. 

❖ Also went through many lids, always spend a lot of time investigating your 
decision before purchasing, like, 20,000 lids… 

 
Marc Renaud 
❖ Problems with best before dates are a challenge.  For example, a case of a 

particular product had the wrong year indicated on the label—delivered four 
different SKUs to 23 stores.  Instead of trashing the product, which was perfectly 
good, the product could not be sold, so was donated to the Boy’s and Girl’s club 

❖ Share the story! These errors are huge 
 
Bob Hogg 
❖ Packaging, whole line of flour products, labels to print vertically? Or horizontally? 

Be flexible with sizes to accommodate different sizes of product packages 

 

 
 
 

 



 
 
 

 

 

❖ Invested in a Toshiba, printer to print in black…onto labels that were pre-printed 
with colour 

❖ Quality packaging is key 
 
James Loucks 
❖ Food security (after the fact) 
❖ Get the right questions to the producer and ensure paperwork is in place 
❖ Suppliers, now adhere to necessary requirements 
❖ Safety factor – critical factor and needs to be met 

 
Ron Brennan 
❖ Has only one customer (Beau’s) and as they are certified organic, they need to 

meet “specs” 
❖ They produce a hop that is pelletized for sustainability and longer shelf life 
❖ Vacuum sealed packages that were being delivered 25% of them had popped 

and the rest of the inventory needed to be re-packaged,  
❖ Mylar packaging, same bag supplier that provides packaging for NASA—the 

bags were better quality, however, eliminated a good portion of the profit margin 
❖ Northumberland food hub—should have access within SDG to provide similar 

types of services 
❖ Stresses that the end customer will tell you what your product should look like 

 
Question from Brenda Norman to panel: 
 
Cross-promotion of product, i.e. How to ensure that the integrity of the ingredients is 
being met? i.e. ingredients within salsa, etc. 
 
Quality assurance: 
❖ Ron Brennan, certification and on-line traceability app 

 
Bob Hogg 
❖ wheat for bread flour, local product had quality issues, from harvest sources 

locally (SDG) so had to source from Quebec, which is a little closer compare to 
the Prairies or Europe 

 
Wisdom:  last words to start-up suppliers: 
 
Ron Brennan 
❖ Do your homework, have a good business plan 

 
James Loucks 
❖ Plan for all your costs, all the little things add up, the things that you don’t think 

of.  Have someone else look at your plan and offer advice 
 
 

 
 
 

 



 
 
 

 

 

Bob Hogg 
 
❖ Start-ups: retail requires bar codes at the register 
❖ There could be a co-op group sharing the bar codes, so that each member could 

have 10 to 15K of bar codes 
❖ Be circumspect on how you go forward 
❖ Bar codes do not always solve all your problems from a traceability perspective 

 
Marc Renaud 
❖ Don’t give up! 
❖ There is a growing demand for stores to have local product 
❖ Tell and sell your story not just the product  

 
Josh Biemond 
❖ Consider the retail/grocery store as them selling “shelf” space—how to pitch to 

them, to convince the store that you will make them money… 
❖ They need to give your product a try! 

 
Julia Graham 
❖ Don’t give up 
❖ Local stories are key 
❖ Consumers care and want to know where the ingredients are coming from 

 
Shelley Spruit 
❖ Keep your timeframe in mind, be realistic and comfortable with the business 
❖ Their product was a three-to-four-to-five-year project before actually getting to 

market  
 
Stephen Burgess 
❖ For the business side, talk to a lot of mentors 
❖ Their honey (the product) – was a nuisance as a sideline to others, where the 

business was selling the “queens”, and not the honey itself 
❖ Ensure your business skills are in place, and look broader for growth 

 

 
 
 

 


