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OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS

I

“

While challenges
will always exist,
it’s important
industry players
stop viewing
such issues as
impediments
to success and
look at them
as an impetus
for growth

”
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s the glass half full or half empty? It’s
a question that can often reveal a great
deal of information about someone’s
personality. Are you prone to see challenges as opportunities or are you apt
to view them more as obstacles stifling
your success? Chances are if you’re a restaurant operator in today’s über-competitive landscape, your answer would
more than likely be half empty, with
most operators believing that every new
challenge is yet another roadblock to
success. And, who could blame them?
In the last decade restaurant operators have had to contend with an tsunami of challenges — from escalating
costs, to stifling legislation, to intensifying competition, not to mention the
changing demands of an increasingly
more discerning and sophisticated clientele as well as pervasive issues with
staffing (see series starting on p. 31). And,
if that’s not bad enough, operators are
still required to deal with the day-to-day
minutiae of running a restaurant as well
as circumstances beyond their control
— the economy, geopolitical tensions
and a host of other possible calamities.
What’s a foodservice operator to do?
Well, these days, the simple answer
is to evolve and stay as nimble as possible. As much as operators may feel
overwhelmed by the rate of change
taking place (understandably so), it’s
only going to intensify. The industry
has been forced to change in ways few
could have previously imagined. Who
would have predicted, for example, the
emergence and growth of the fast-casual segment, the popularity of healthy
foods and the impact of technology on
a restaurant’s operation?
While challenges will always exist, it’s
important industry players stop viewing
such issues as impediments to success
and look at them as an impetus for
growth, all the while differentiating res-

taurants from the crowd. Speaking at
the recent Hotel Association of Canada
conference held in Toronto, retail Doug
Stephens, founder, of Retail Prophet
entertained the room of hoteliers with
lessons from the most innovative companies and made some startling points
in the process.
“We now have access to a universe,”
Stephens said, pointing to the growth of
the online world. “No one needs what
you sell anymore. We’ve moved to an
abundance economy.” As an example,
the futurist asked, “Does the world really need another fast-food chain?” He
answered his own question by positing
that by “starting with a different place,
a remarkable and addictive experience
unlike any other” can ensure success. He
cited Chipotle’s mission of “Food with
Integrity” and Starbucks’ mission “To
inspire and nurture the human spirit
one person at a time,” as examples of
companies that are doing it right.
“When you focus on the why, and
not the what, it becomes a gravitational
pull,” he told the audience. “The real
competition isn’t your competitors, it’s
the next new thing.” In the same vein,
it’s not the challenges that will impede
business, it’s a failure to see them as
opportunities for growth.
Speaking of growth F&H is pleased to
offer an executive summary culled from
the results of this year’s “Bottom Line”
report (see story on p. 23). The full digital
report will be available later this spring.
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GLOVES OFF

FYI

La Cage aux Sports is fighting to build sales by modernizing its footprint
BY JACKIE SLOAT-SPENCER

F

or more than three
decades, La Cage
aux Sports has
served as the ultimate
watering hole where sports
lovers snack on casual fare
while watching the latest hockey game or UFC
fight on a mammoth flatscreen TV. But, it’s been a
tough ride during the last
quarter for the Quebecbased brand, which posted
a sales decline of 5.2 per
cent to $26.3 million for
the 13-week period ended
Nov. 30. “The economy here is very slow, especially the last two quarters of 2014. I think all the
retail [operations], including restaurants, had a tough time, because disposable income from our
customers is getting lower,” explains Jean Bédard, president and CEO of Sportscene Group Inc.,
which operates 51 La Cage aux Sports units.
The growth of Quebec’s micro brewery and brew-pub segment (including Les 3 Brasseurs),
coupled with increased competition from full-service (including Scores, Boston Pizza and
St-Hubert), drove La Cage to kick its restaurant experience up a notch. The exec team travelled
across North America, visiting sports bars in New York, Chicago and Las Vegas to find inspiration
for a brand refresh, unveiling a $2-million flagship in Boucherville, Que. in late 2013.
Designed by Patty Xenos, the flagship features a 13-ft. by 36-ft. TV and art made from sports
memorabilia, including a sculpture of hundreds of intertwined hockey sticks hovering above the
bar. A new section (see “Red-Hot VIP”), exclusive to the Boucherville location, offers box seats
upstairs. Behind the scenes, new kitchen-display systems make it easier for the crew to track and
time orders, and a menu that’s more focused on house-made items is rolling out in a few months.
The work is paying off. A year after opening the Boucherville location, the president has
revealed sales are up seven to eight per cent from its opening weeks. And, it’s just the beginning of
the rebirth. Already, six Cages have been enhanced, and the executive team hopes to have 10 units
refreshed by August. Two new locations have also been signed for 2016. The team at La Cage will
continue to entice customers to leave their living rooms to watch a game. “People have their giant
screens at home, so we have to give them a reason to get out. We think our menu and work on the
[new concept] will help us be successful,” Bédard says.

RED-HOT VIP
Inside Boucherville Que.’s new
La Cage aux Sports, customers can watch the game from
an upscale section called Les
Rouges Steakcage. Inside the
52-seat section, servers take
orders on iPads from a special
menu designed by celebrity chef
Louis-François Marcotte. Guests
can choose from steak options,
including a Côte de Boeuf dish
served with garlic mashed
potatoes, blue cheese, seasonal vegetables, onion rings and
mushroom sauce ($80) or a beef
burger topped with foie gras, blue
cheese, onion rings, spinach and
horseradish mayo ($25).

OUT OF THE CAGE La Cage aux Sports is a Quebec mainstay, but execs are hinting
at moving the sports-themed resto bar into English-speaking territory as early as 2016.
Jean Bédard, president, was adamant about keeping La Cage in Quebec due to language
differences within Canada, but he’s encouraged by the success of the recently upgraded
Boucherville restaurant. “We’ve met people outside Quebec, and they think this concept
[will fit] outside Quebec, so we’re looking,” he says, adding that he’s considering the Maritimes and Ontario for possible expansion.
FOODSERVICEANDHOSPITALITY.COM
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COMING
EVENTS

FOR MORE EVENTS,
VISIT http://bit.ly/FHevents

MARCH 8-10: International Restaurant & Foodservice Show of New York,
Javits Center, New York. Tel: 203-484-8055; email: bsheaffer@urbanexpo.com; website: internationalrestaurantny.com
MARCH 29-30: ApEx 2015, Cunard Centre, Halifax. Tel: 866-216-0860,
ext. 227; email: chuckn@mediaedge.ca; website: apextradeshow.ca
APRIL 23: OHI Gold Awards Dinner, Four Seasons Hotel, Toronto.
Tel: 416-363-3401; website: theohi.ca
APRIL 28: Icons and Innovators Breakfast Series, featuring Zita Cobb,
Innkeeper, Fogo Island Inn, Toronto Region Board of Trade, Toronto.
Tel: 416-447-0888, ext. 236; email: talexandrou@kostuchmedia.com;
website: kostuchmedia.com
APRIL 28-30: SIAL Canada, Direct Energy Centre, Toronto.
Tel: 514-289-9669, ext. 2239; email: jlesongeur@expocanadafrance.com;
website: sialcanada.com
MAY 2: Friends of We Care 2015 Gala, The International Centre,
Mississauga, Ont. Tel: 905-841-1223; email: fowc@friendsofwecare.org

BLAZIN’ TRAILS
The fast-casual pizza
industry has a new
player now that Los
Angeles-based Blaze
Fast-Fire’d Pizza has
announced plans to
open 60 franchised
units north of the
U.S. border. The
company signed a
deal with Five Star
Blaze Holdings,
Inc., a wholly owned subsidiary of South Jordan, Utah-based
Cypress Five Star, LLC — the largest Five Guys Burgers and
Fries’ franchisee. The Blaze concept is built on an assembly line
model whereby “pizzasmiths” prepare 11-inch, thin-crust pizzas,
topped with gourmet ingredients such as Applewood bacon,
crumbled meatballs and gorgonzola. Once dressed, it’s fired in
an oven for 180 seconds. Customers can also choose from signature pies, such as the White Top with white cream sauce, mozzarella, bacon, garlic, oregano and arugula. Toronto, Edmonton
and Calgary will host the first units.

Say goodbye to gimmicks.

Smart business for your business.
With Vicinity, you can make customers happier by offering rewards that will keep them coming back more often.
Customize and create your own loyalty program with smart, simple technology and grow your business.

• Quick and easy set-up
• Customized to your business
• Improves customer communications
Get a free demo 1.855.981.6121 vicinitywelcome.ca
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CIRCLE OF
INFLUENCE

FAST FACT

Terroir Symposium organizers have announced this
year’s lineup of chefs, food
writers and community
developers set to grace the
stage at Toronto’s Arcadian
Court May 11. Keynote
speakers include Ruth
Reichl, author and food writer, The New York Times; Gabrielle
Hamilton (pictured), chef and owner, Prune Restaurant in
New York City; Dominique Crenn, chef and restaurateur,
Atelier Crenn in San Francisco; and Douglas Quint and Bryan
Petroff, proprietors of New York-based Big Gay Ice Cream
Truck. The symposium is based on the idea of pioneering
change. “This year’s theme will focus on influential individuals
who challenge colleagues and consumers to rethink and reimagine food and beverage cultures,” said Arlene Stein, chair,
Terroir. “As industry professionals, we have the power to affect
change in how societies eat and drink and to create legacies
that impact and strengthen the hospitality industry.”

Environmentally friendly food packaging may be linked to increased
consumer traffic, according to a recent Asia Pulp & Paper Canada
study, which found a third of Canadians will actively seek out
restaurants that embrace sustainability practices. Approximately half
of the millennials surveyed said they research restaurants to determine
their sustainability practices. Meanwhile, 77 per cent of Canadians want
more environmentally friendly food packaging; baby boomers (82 per
cent) felt the most strongly about the issue.

IN BRIEF
The Moncton, N.B.-based Imvescor
Restaurant Group Inc. has reduced
its staff by 10 per cent and is
relocating its corporate finance
department to Montreal to improve
operational efficiency and reduce
occupancy and administrative costs.
The company’s Pizza Delight brand
support team will be moved to a
more cost-efficient space…Toronto
restaurant group Oliver & Bonacini

(O&B) acquired The Carlu venue in
downtown Toronto. It joins O&B’s
growing portfolio of restaurants and
event spaces, including Arcadian
Court and Malaparte at the TIFF Bell
Lightbox…Baskin-Robbins Canada
turned 70 and is celebrating by
offering ice-cream specials all year.
Founded in 1945, the Canton, Mass.based brand has grown to 96 units
in Ontario, Quebec, Alberta and

You won’t want to miss our truckload sale
with HOT DEALS on hundreds of items.
Be sure to stock up at the show!
Additionally, the show is overflowing with fresh ideas
to help promote, grow, and manage your business:
Network with other food service operators.
Explore industry trends.
Discover new products.
Learn time-saving techniques.
For more information, contact your Sales Representative
at (800) 268-0159 or register at gfs.ca

TORONTO, March 25, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.
Toronto Congress Centre, Halls A-B-C

When you’re preparing a meal to be remembered, start from the top. Hand selected from only top-tier AAA and Prime grade beef, every
cut of Sterling Silver® Premium Beef is impeccably marbled, so you can count on it to be bursting with delicious, juicy flavour, every time.

U N M AT C H E D Q UA L I T Y ° U N PA R A L L E L E D F L AVO U R

Request a complimentary Sterling Silver information pack & find out
what chefs, like Dave Cuntz, are saying about Sterling Silver.
visit

f h . s t e r l i n g s i lv e r s t o r i e s . c om

SterlingSilverMeats.com | 800.757.2079 | © 2015 Cargill Limited. All Rights Reserved.
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SUPPLYSIDE

B.C., and the company is actively
seeking franchisees to expand
in Canada…Chipotle Mexican
Grill, based in Denver, took pork
off the menu at nearly one-third
of its U.S. restaurants recently
after it discovered a supplier was
not complying with the chain’s
livestock housing policies, which
requires outdoor access for hogs.

Don Thompson

Steve Easterbrook

troller, will take Bensen’s place as
EVP and CFO…Kevin Johnson
is the new president and COO of
Seattle’s Starbucks Corporation,
replacing Troy Alstead, who is
on sabbatical. Johnson has been
Don Thompson announced his
a Board member since 2009 and
retirement as president and
was chief executive of Sunnyvale,
CEO of McDonald’s after 25
Calif.-based Juniper Networks
years with the company. Steve
from 2008 to 2013…Doug
Easterbrook, previously senior
Pendergast is the new president
EVP and chief brand officer,
assumed the position this month. and CEO of the Denver-based
Quiznos. He previously served as
Peter Bensen, senior EVP and
president and CEO of GeorgiaCFO, will become the new chief
based Krystal Company…
administrative officer. Kevin
Project1_Layout
1 13-02-13
Page 1N.B.’s Imvescor has
Moncton,
Ozan,
SVP and corporate
con-9:36 AM

PEOPLE

Kevin Johnson

made several HR announcements: Vincent Dugas is the new
VP of Purchasing, Tania Melanie
Clarke is the new CFO, John
Prontzos is the new Brand Leader
for Scores and Robert Longtin is
now senior director, Restaurant
Development…The International
Hotel, Motel + Restaurant Show
organizers announced Anthony G.
Mangano, president and majority
shareholder of Syramada Hotel
Corporation in Syracuse, N.Y., will
serve as chairman of the Board
for this year’s 100th anniversary
event in November.

Cargill Pork, LLC, based in
Wichita, Kan., announced it
completed its conversion to
group housing of its sows at
company-owned farms 11
months ahead of schedule.
Meanwhile, the company hopes
to finish the same project at
contract farms by the end of
2017…After 40 years in business,
Toronto’s Hirschberg Design
Group founders, Martin and
Marion Hirschberg, announced
their retirement and closed
shop last month…Kevin Breton
is the new marketing manager
at Rational Canada, based
in Mississauga, Ont….Scott
Coke-Davis is the new business development manager at
Mississauga, Ont.-based KBC
Specialty Products...Three

Save
$4,000
year one and

$1,000
per year
thereafter.

DH5000

DH5000

Condensate Direct Vent
Removal INDUSTRY EXCLUSIVE

Removes heat and water vapor at
the end of the cycle while recovering
the normally exhausted heat and
transferring it to the booster.
Decreases energy usage
for utilities savings.

Allows unit to vent directly to the
outside. We remove steam
and heat…not your
conditioned air.

Champion. Singularly focused on Warewashing.

800.263.5798 | championindustries.com/canada
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RESTO BUZZ
Michelin-star chef Stefan
Hartmann is creating a contemporary approach to German cuisine
at the new Bauhaus Restaurant
in Vancouver, opening later this
month. The 120-seat restaurant
includes a chef ’s table with a tasting menu, plus a private dining
room, which can accommodate 10
guests. Hartmann was previously
Rodney’s Oyster House
at the helm of his eponymous
restaurant in Berlin. He earned
a Michelin star in 2010…Rodney’s Oyster House, with locations in Vancouver, P.E.I. and Toronto, has
landed in Calgary, with the opening of its largest unit yet in the Beltline District. The 8,000-sq.-ft. space
is split into two levels and hosts 320 seats spread out over four bars, communal eating areas and private
dining areas. Serving up to 20 different oyster varieties, Rodney’s Maritime-inspired classics include warm
lobster rolls ($21) and New England clam chowder ($10 to $13)…Sluggish sales and high debt has forced
Bianca’s in St. John’s, N.L. to close after 23 years in business. The fine-dining mainstay was known for its
regional fare with Mediterranean roots; it earned a Wine Spectator best-of Award of Excellence in 2012.
Opening a new restaurant? Let us in on the buzz. Send a high-res image, menu and background information about the new
establishment to bbinelli@kostuchmedia.com.

COMING IN
APRIL 2015
SUSTAINABILITY:
GOING GREEN FOREVER
+ CANADIAN CUISINE
+ REFRIGERATION
+ CALIFORNIA WINES
+ NRA PRODUCT PREVIEW

THE PRODUCE
& PROTEIN GUIDE
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PHOTO: BRADLEY CONRAD [RODNEY’S OYSTER HOUSE]

new turkey-breast products are
now available from Butterball
Foodservice, based in Garner,
N.C. The Butterball Just Perfect
HandCrafted line features all-natural oven-roasted turkey breast,
a browned-in-oil variety and a
petite roast-and-serve option…
Ronkonkoma, N.Y.-based Mercer
Culinary has introduced a Chef’s
Line of apparel featuring jackets,
cook shirts, pants and accessories. The core products are
65/35 poly-cotton twill blends,
which will withstand frequent
laundering…Menomonee Falls,
Wis.-based Alto-Shaam’s CT
Proformance 7-20 Combitherm
oven earned the 2015 Product
of the Year award from Gas
Foodservice Equipment
Network. The award recognizes
products for speed, energy-efficiency and versatility.

FROM THE DESK OF ROBERT CARTER

FIGHT
FOR
SHARE

The battle for share will continue
in 2015, so it’s important to
understand consumer dynamics

I

t’s going to be a tough road ahead for
the foodservice industry as market traffic is expected to grow at a rate of less
than one per cent per year during the next
five years. Restaurant operators who steal
share by remaining relevant can get ahead,
but they will need to continually stay on
trend and understand customer needs.
Convenience, value, innovation and
service remain high on the foodservice
consumers’ wish list in 2015, but the definition of these expectations is frequently
changing. For example, convenience generally refers to portability, saving time
and order accuracy, but the technology
revolution has raised the bar in these
areas. What’s more, online marketing is no
longer nice to have, it’s a necessity. Moving
forward, expect increased proliferation of
mobile apps for ordering and payment
and other technologies, which offer customers greater convenience.

These trends are important to consider,
especially in Canada’s quick-service restaurant (QSR) segment, which accounts
for 4.3-billion annual consumer visits and
generates $23 billion a year. QSR visits,
which increased only one per cent over the
past several years, are forecast to increase a
little less than one per cent per year from
2013 through 2020, based on NPD’s “2020
Vision: The Future of QSR” report. The
slight traffic growth expected will be driven
by population increases and not actual visits,

PHOTOS: DREAMSTIME.COM

QSR market growth through 2020 will come from
off-premise occasions — mainly carry-out and drive-thru
ON-PREMISE

CARRY-OUT

DRIVE-THRU

0%

+9%

+12%

Expected Growth from 2013 to 2020

as per-capita visits are forecast to decline.
Meanwhile, off-premise QSR visits — primarily carry-out and drive-thru — are predicted to grow by 10 per cent.
The challenge over the next several
years will be for quick-service operators
to encourage their customers to eat on
premise. QSR operators must be prepared to deal with this continued shift
towards off-premise occasions by providing consumers with convenient, flexible
meal solutions throughout the day while
focusing on fast and precise service.
Overall, operators need to focus on value,
which has been redefined by foodservice
consumers and now involves more than
just a good price. Food quality remains the
most important value driver when choosing
restaurants, and it should be viewed as a
cost of entry. Today’s operators must offer
more choice as it pertains to portion size and
price, deliver on customization and fresh
ingredients, offer different preparation styles
and focus on quality and service.
In this evolving and dynamic marketplace
foodservice operators who want to be prosperous need to peel back the layers, return
to the basics and focus on the customer. l

Robert Carter is executive director, Foodservice Canada, with the NPD Group Inc.
He can be reached at robert.carter@npd.com for questions regarding the latest trends
and their impact on the foodservice business.
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PHOTOS: JUSTUS LOWRY [SANDWICH, TEPPAN GYOZA, SHRIMP GYOZA & PHOTO WITH VARIOUS DISHES]

GO SMALL OR GO HOME

SHARING PLATES ARE WINNING FAVOUR AMONG CANADIANS
WHO ARE INCREASINGLY ENJOYING AUTHENTIC ETHNIC
FLAVOURS FROM SPAIN, THE MIDDLE EAST AND ASIA
BY CINDA CHAVICH
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A NEW ALLURE Customers searching for new
dining experiences are being drawn to restaurants
such as Vancouver’s Gyoza Bar + Ramen and
Earls Restaurants as well as Toronto’s Tabule
restaurant, which all cater to authentic small-plate
ethnic tastes

The appetizer is simple yet completely on
trend. Consider a variation on the popular
Chinese dim sum pork bun or bao but reimagined as a pillowy pancake filled with spicy
Hoisin pulled pork, perfect to pick up in one
hand, while sipping a cocktail from the other.
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AEP Resinite™ - The Canadian
Leader in Food Packaging
Don't accept anything but the best...
“The Professional’s Choice™”
Resinite™ - the Gold Standard in
Foodservice Cling Film
Featuring our Patented Zipsafe Cutting
System – replacing traditional blades and
cutting film safely and quickly, while
reducing wastage.
ASIAN
INVASION
Japan and China
are inspiring
culinary innovation in Canada
with dishes such
as steamed pork
buns at Earls
Restaurants
(above) and
chicken ramen
at Gyoza Bar
+ Ramen

™
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PHOTO: JUSTUS LOWRY [CHICKEN RAMEN]

www.aepindustries.com
595 Coronation Dr.,
Toronto, ON M1E 2K4
416-281-6000

This bao, a.k.a. Earls’ BBQ Pork Bun (3/$11.50), comes in a bamboo steamer and is offered alongside other global noshes, from crispy
dry ribs ($11) to Los Cabos Chicken Tacos (2/$13). “A global menu,
with modern versions of ethnic staples,” is what Mo Jessa, president
of Vancouver-based Earls Restaurants, says has long been the company’s strong suit.
While restaurant sales across Canada have remained relatively flat,
NPD Group’s Tyler Baks says consumers are still searching for new
tastes and dining experiences, which is where ethnic restaurants and
global snacks fit the bill. “Korean is showing double-digit growth and
Asian food is trending up,” says Baks. “Greek, Middle Eastern and
Latin is driving growth.”
A recent NPD CREST survey asked consumers what flavours
they’d like to see more of in restaurant meals, and the results were
almost identical for a number of popular ethnic cuisines — 11 per
cent for Asian, 12 per cent for Mexican/Spanish, 12 per cent for
Greek/Middle Eastern. Overall, 15 per cent of respondents wanted

FOOD FILE

more hot-and-spicy options with garlic being the number-1 flavour.
That’s exactly what companies such as Earls are banking on,
especially as Jessa introduces Earls’ new $1.2-million test kitchen
in downtown Vancouver and the team he’s hired to run it — top
toques, including Dawn Doucette, a former Top Chef Canada contestant; David Wong, Canada’s 2009 Bocuse d’Or competitor; Iranianborn Hamid Salimian, former executive chef at Vancouver’s Diva at
the Met; restaurant consultant Tina Fineza, with Filipino roots; and
American chef Jeff McInnis.
Together they offer a wealth of experiences, training and ethnic
backgrounds, a “chef collective” Jessa hopes will create new menu
items to keep the 60-restaurant chain ahead of the ethnic food wave.
“These are people with knowledge, whether it’s South American
ingredients, Persian food, Spanish or Korean flavours,” says Jessa.
“Today’s customers are more educated about food, and we want to
dazzle them with the tastes we’ve discovered. We want to bring the
real thing from those countries.”
NPD researchers say immigration is driving consumer interest
in ethnic flavours and spice. Over the next decade, net migration
to Canada is expected to be nearly 50 per cent higher than the U.S.,
with most immigrants continuing to arrive from Asia. “Stats Can
shows Canada’s population of visible minorities was 16 per cent in
2006, and that’s projected to be 31 per cent by 2031, driven by South

Asian and Chinese immigration,” says Baks. “That diversity will continue to influence foodservice.”
Visible minorities also skew younger; it’s a group interested in
small bites to share, portable snacks and inexpensive meals such
as noodle bowls. “Millennials are driving growth in the market,”
says Baks, noting a generation of culturally diverse diners — with
upcoming Generation Z, the most ethnically diverse group ever —
not afraid to try different foods and intense flavours, whether it’s
hoppy IPAs or sweet-and-spicy Korean gochujang.
For this generation, global flavours are part of everyday choices
— think Butter Chicken Poutine ($4.75) at Canadian QSR chains
such as Toronto-based New York Fries or burger condiments, ranging from dill pickles to guacamole to mango chutney, at sister chain
South St. Burger.
While ethnic appetizers offer consumers a chance to try new
dishes or ingredients without making a major commitment, the
small-plate trend may be driving the growth in new global restaurant
concepts, especially those that have their roots in simple street food,
which translates well to cocktail noshing and sharing.
So alongside the growing Spanish tapas style of dining (pinchos or
toasts topped with various meats, cheese and fish), Latin tostadas and
arepas, Middle Eastern mezze dips and kabobs, there’s Asian street
foods, whether it’s a gyoza bar in Vancouver, a Calgary family serving

The Tetley® Tea Cold Program
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The tea experts at Tetley continue to brew up new and
exciting ways for Canadians to enjoy their favourite tea
brand.*
Their latest tea innovation? The Tetley Tea Cold Program.
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Made with real Tetley tea
Easy to execute, just brew as you would coffee
Extremely profitable - just pennies per cup!
Versatile and trendy product - cold tea consumption
in Canada is on the rise, and words such as
“healthy” and “hand-crafted” are gaining popularity
with consumers
Enjoy Tetley Tea Infusions
Made from premium white Tetley tea
No artificial flavours or colours
Real sugar; No high fructose corn syrup
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*Source: Nielsen Homescan,
52 weeks to September 20, 2014
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Indian naan bread ‘tacos’ from their Naaco food truck or Toronto’s
Kanpai Snack Bar, promising authentic Taiwanese street food with
handcrafted Canadian cocktails.
Toronto celebrity chef Grant van Gameren, the poster child for
small plates, was poised to open the seriously Spanish Bar Raval in
late January, refining the authentic Spanish tapas experience he’s
honed at Bar Isabel. “The style of eating came first, and it’s been
driving every type of restaurant for the last couple of years,” says
van Gameren of small plates. “But when it comes to how it’s eaten,
Spain has more energy and originality. I want to transport people
to another time and place, evoking an experience, a convivial and
social atmosphere.”
Modelled after the tapas bars of San Sebastián in Spain, Bar Raval
is designed for finger foods. “We’re doing a stand-up restaurant —
no tables — and we’re trying to get away from cutlery,” says van
Gameren. “We’ll chop it up and provide toothpicks, like a meat-andcheese board at a cocktail party.”
INGREDIENT OF THE MONTH:

GOCHUJANG

This pungent Korean condiment
has an instantly addictive flavour. A
little salty, a little sweet, a little spicy
— with the umami of fermented
soybeans — the red paste hits all of
the flavour receptors and is just the
right texture to slather over a steak
or chicken breast to grill. Fermented
in large clay amphoras, gochujang
is made with chilies, soybeans,
glutinous rice, salt and sometimes
sugar or honey; it’s often seen
aging on sunny rooftops in Seoul.
Sometimes simply labelled “hotbean paste,” gochujang is different
than chogochujang, which has
added vinegar, sugar and sesame
seeds. Known as Korean ketchup,
it’s the marinade used on beef that’s
grilled for bulgogi and the condiment on your rice bowl of bibimbap.
Try combining it with soy sauce,
garlic, ginger and mirin to marinade
pork steaks or ribs for the grill, or
add a spoonful to an Asian dressing
for a noodle salad.
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The Spanish menu of pinchos and tapas is authentic and artisanal,
like Bar Isabel’s Bacalao, Egg and Chistorra Pintxo ($7) or Pan con
Jamon Ibérico de Bellota ($16), but it features the chef ’s Spanishstyle charcuterie and fish conservas, from B.C. mussels to clams in
escabeche and Galician spices. “I’m doing my own canned seafood
products, in natural sea water or sauces — sardines, barnacles from
B.C., cuttlefish, mackerel, smoked and canned in olive oil with
rosemary, eaten out of the canning jar, with beautiful bread for sopping up all of the tasty sauce,” he said during a January interview.
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“Boquerones (white anchovies
marinated in vinegar and
garlic) are my favourite
thing to eat.”
Others serving
Spanish cuisine
across the country
might not be quite
as ambitious, but
whether it’s the new
Perro Negro tapas
bar and Bodega Bar in
Victoria, Sardine Can in
Vancouver, Segovia Tapas
Bar in Winnipeg, Barsa
Taberna in Toronto or Pintxo
in Montreal, there’s a taste for
authentic Spanish tapas dining from
coast to coast.
The shareable experience of a Middle Eastern mezze meal taps
into the small plates trend, too. And, at Tabule in Toronto, that’s
meant constant growth. Since opening their first restaurant in 2005,
Diana Sideris and husband chef, Rony Goraichy, expanded with a

home delivery and catering arm, a second location and a third is
in the works. “It’s the whole experience — people can try different
things,” says Sideris. “We brought Middle Eastern food to a different
level and, within two years of opening, we doubled in size.”
Their modern Mediterranean fare, made from scratch with local
ingredients, is also a healthy take-out alternative. From tabule with
hand-chopped parsley and whole-wheat bulgur ($4.80/$8.50) or
gluten-free organic quinoa (add $1.50), to cured Basturma beef with
Labni (yogurt cheese), arugula and za’atar ($12), or seared Akaawi
cheese with nigella seeds, tomato concasse and extra virgin olive oil
($11.95), it’s fresh, authentic, and often vegan or gluten-free. Sideris
adds: “With hot and cold appetizer platters and kebabs, there are 25
different dips and small plates to share.”
Authenticity is paramount on the Asian front, too. In Vancouver,
where sushi bars and izakaya have become commonplace, there’s a
new wave of Japanese concepts. At Shirakawa, Japan’s Itoh Dining
company showcases a modern teppanyaki menu from Tokyo, with
Gastown Gyoza ($7) and fried hamburger on grilled Japanese milk
bread ($10), miso-glazed black cod on enoki ($15) and teppanseared Wagyu Tataki ($20), all designed for sharing.
Ramen is also on the rise, and the cheap and cheerful meal is
heading into gourmet territory. Japan’s Santouka Ramen chain has
opened two locations in Canada — Vancouver and Toronto — com-
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MIDDLE EASTERN MANIA Toronto’s
Tabule restaurant is one of many Middle
Eastern restaurants garnering interest in
Canada with its shareable mezze meals

mitting 20+ hours to creating pork broth and sourcing quality ingredients, from the pork rib meat cha-shu to the pickled plum in its
signature Shio Ramen ($11).
In Victoria, chef Patrick Lynch and partner Sterling Grice recently
opened Foo Ramen, a sister spot to their popular take-out, Foo
Asian street food. With fresh, local ingredients — from their own
pork broth to locally made ramen noodles — the big bowls of

Miso Ramen with puffed tofu, soft-boiled egg and kimchi ($11) or
Tonkotsu with pork belly confit, egg, mushrooms and Asian greens
($12), take this bowl food into new territory.
And Vancouver-based Aburi Restaurants Canada has expanded
beyond its upscale Miku and Minami Japanese restaurants, with
casual Gyoza Bar + Ramen, an 80-seat space for innovative dumplings and noodles. This is Japanese food with a global twist — chef
Kazuya Matsuoka’s Kaisen Tomato-Saffron Ramen ($17), with
house-made noodles and lots of local, Ocean Wise shellfish, is closer
to bouillabaisse than traditional ramen, and the teppan-style gyoza,
grilled and delivered on a special cast-iron pan, features Fraser Valley
pork and local vegetables with Korean chili paste (7/$8; 15/$15).
Other cross-cultural, shareable fare includes the jalapeño-soy glazed
Miso Short Rib Gyoza ($12.50), Crispy Harissa Tofu and Kabocha
Gyoza ($11.50) and Edamame-artichoke Hummus ($7). Hideaki
Saito, director of Operations, says the company will expand the
brand across Canada with Miku Toronto opening in the summer.
In the hands of Canadian chefs, international street foods and
flavours are hitting a new level. Like the Earls’ BBQ Pork Buns or
Korean bibimbap, topped with a perfect sous-vide egg, it’s about
elevating a simple dish with good ingredients and techniques. “It’s
about knowing what customers want,” sums up Earls’ Wong, “and
trying to do it better.” l
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THE RESULTS ARE IN

The 2015 “Bottom Line”
survey results show
successful restaurant
operating practices are
being implemented in all
sectors and across the
country, suggesting the
industry has gained footing
for the years ahead
BY DOUGLAS P. FISHER
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oronto’s FHG International
Foodservice and Franchise
Consultants, F&H magazine
and The Ted Rogers School
of Hospitality and Tourism
Management at Ryerson University are
pleased to present the summary findings of
our third restaurant industry financial operating report, which is published every two years.
“The Bottom Line” is based on the feedback of approximately 400 restaurant operators, representing more than 1,000 units
across the country in all four sectors of the
industry (quick-service, family, casual and

fine-dining). The report is based on year-end
2014 industry-operating performance and
provides cross-sectional operating analysis
based on criteria, such as — but not limited to
— operations by region, sector, square footage, seat, location, menu theme, menu type,
years in business, sector by region, multi-unit
vs. single unit, cost to build, alcohol vs. nonalcohol service and days open. The report
offers insight on sales per seat and sales per
square foot by sector and region. It’s the
only comprehensive report of its kind in the
Canadian marketplace.
The following is a summary of the report.
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We’ve been helping restaurants offer their customers great food experiences for over
80 years. The stuffed burger is just the latest example of how Cardinal leads the way with
great new products. But we’re not limited to cheese and bacon. How can we stuff one for
you? Want to shake up your menu and get people talking? You should be talking to us.
Contact us at stuffed@cardinalmeats.com or call 1-800-363-1439.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

FROM A REGIONAL
POINT OF VIEW
Overall, the industry is healthy. From an operating profit perspective, Eastern Canada drives the
strongest bottom line at 10.7 per cent of sales, due
to its relatively low-occupancy costs and favourable
labour costs. It’s followed by Ontario at 10.6 per
cent, which benefits from the lowest overall labour
cost. Operating profits in the Prairies and Quebec
are the lowest in the country, primarily due to high
food costs in the west and very high occupancy costs
in Quebec.
With the recent fallout of the oil sector, restaurant operators in the Prairies, especially Alberta,
will have to watch their operational costs as a drop
in sales will likely accompany the announced layoffs
and modified operating budgets in the oil sector.

ALL REGIONS
B.C.
*numbers

Prairies
Ontario
(Alta., Sask., Man.)

Quebec

Atlantic
National
(N.B., N.S., P.E.I., N.L.)

are represented in percentages

SALES
Food

85.73

79.60

80.89

89.00

79.79

82.81

Beverage

13.50

17.26

14.03

7.70

15.70

13.21

Other Revenue

0.80

3.12

5.10

3.33

4.50

3.94

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

Total Sales

COST OF SALES
Food

28.54

35.90

29.37

29.10

31.29

29.23

Beverage

31.80

25.90

23.96

27.73

27.85

26.22

Other

39.68

39.39

43.03

45.15

40.90

44.38

Total Cost of Sales

29.10

34.30

29.30

29.50

31.20

29.40

Gross Margin

70.90

65.70

70.70

70.50

68.80

70.50

EXPENSES
Salary, Wages & Benefits

32.93

31.13

28.89

31.52

29.36

30.61

Occupancy

8.61

9.76

11.92

13.61

7.00

10.70

Operating

5.34

4.15

4.17

3.92

5.14

4.57

Paper

2.15

1.76

1.66

1.06

1.43

1.84

Utilities

2.63

2.73

2.53

1.99

3.86

2.64

General & Administration

3.31

3.13

3.18

2.53

3.86

3.28

Marketing

3.71

3.94

4.03

4.16

3.21

3.91

Entertainment

1.55

1.34

1.11

3.79

0.86

1.40

Repairs and Maintenance

2.47

3.00

2.65

2.14

3.43

2.63

Total Expenses

62.70

60.90

60.10

64.70

58.10

61.60

Operating Profit

8.30

4.80

10.60

5.80

10.70

9.00

Royalty Expense

2.54

2.40

2.69

2.20

1.70

2.48

WANT TO LEARN MORE?
Download a complimentary copy
of this year’s complete “Bottom
Line” report from kostuchmedia.
com or fhgi.com
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DID YOU KNOW? Annual foodservice
sales have grown from $40 billion in
1999 to more than $70 billion in 2014.
They are projected to reach $80 billion in
2018. That’s all according to Restaurants
Canada’s “Foodservice Facts 2014”

NATIONAL BY SECTOR

FROM A SECTOR
POINT OF VIEW

26 FOODSERVICE AND HOSPITALITY MARCH 2015

Family

Casual/
Theme

FineDining

National

are represented in percentages

SALES
Food

90.85

90.00

76.70

65.56

82.81

Beverage

4.59

8.37

19.54

32.40

13.21

Other Revenue

4.57

1.58

3.79

2.07

3.94

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

Food

31.84

26.40

30.68

32.15

29.23

Beverage

27.93

24.40

30.95

32.60

26.22

Other

40.23

52.24

38.40

44.68

44.38

Total Cost of Sales

32.00

26.60

31.10

32.60

29.40

Gross Margin

68.00

73.30

69.00

67.50

70.50

Salary, Wages & Benefits

24.20

32.53

30.55

35.20

30.61

Occupancy

11.26

10.07

9.81

7.57

10.70

Operating

4.51

4.84

4.55

4.21

4.57

Paper

2.06

1.52

2.07

1.72

1.84

Total Sales

COST OF SALES

EXPENSES

Utilities

2.40

2.51

3.04

2.38

2.64

General & Administration

3.75

2.31

3.85

4.32

3.28

Marketing

3.26

3.36

4.19

3.40

3.91

Entertainment

0.69

2.67

0.45

1.23

1.40

Repairs and Maintenance

1.81

3.58

1.81

3.11

2.63

Total Expenses

53.90

63.40

60.30

63.20

61.60

Operating Profit

14.00

9.90

8.70

4.30

9.00

Royalty Expense

4.70

2.70

3.80

0.50

2.48
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While profitability will inevitably be different by
sector in each region, the overall health of each
industry segment is strong. Quick-service restaurants (QSRs) lead the market as they historically
have, based primarily on their overall lower staff
requirements. In addition, as the fast-casual sector booms — attracting customers with its higher
quality (despite higher pricing) — it’s seeing new
dimensions and growth.
The family market is holding its own with operating profit up almost two per cent since our 2012
analysis. The casual/theme sector has been stable
in operating profit over the past two years, indicating its operators have monitored and maintained
price in relation to costs. The fine-dining sector,
which makes up only two per cent of the market,
saw a doubling in operating profit over the past
two years, primarily as it garnered sales, which
have subsequently reduced occupation costs as
a percentage of sales. This increase is also due to
economic and business growth since the end of
the recession (from 2008 to 2012), which curtailed
sales and profits for this sector, as customers chose
cheaper dining experiences.

*numbers

QSR

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

FROM A SQUARE FOOTAGE
POINT OF VIEW
It’s interesting to review sales and expenses based on
a restaurant’s square footage since the results show
establishments with lower footprints often generate
the most profit. In 2014, restaurants with a footprint
of less than 1,000 and 1,001 to 2,000 square feet
earned 10.9 per cent and 12.0 per cent operating
profit respectively, outperforming all restaurants
with larger footprints. It’s likely the lower footprint
spaces represent non-alcoholic service QSRs where
sales have been augmented by the growth generated
from the fast-casual sub-sector. Another optimal
restaurant footprint is 3,001 to 4,000 square feet,
representing better branded family and casual/
theme restaurants.

BY SQUARE FOOTAGE
*numbers

1,000 or less

1,001-2,000

2,001-3,000

3,001-4,000

4,001-5,000

5,001-8,000

National

are represented in percentages

SALES
Food

88.04

84.73

74.65

83.16

69.92

82.41

82.81

Beverage

6.74

11.46

20.94

15.42

29.17

15.18

13.21

Other Revenue

5.24

4.73

4.83

1.87

0.87

3.00

3.94

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

Food

25.35

31.22

31.52

32.24

31.64

29.89

29.23

Beverage

15.17

24.03

27.67

25.00

32.90

32.27

26.22

Other

44.76

31.66

39.21

37.53

48.68

52.02

44.38

74.30

69.30

68.80

68.60

67.80

68.90

70.50

Salary, Wages & Benefits

30.04

24.23

33.26

29.80

31.92

33.69

30.61

Occupancy

12.95

13.13

8.32

8.56

9.13

8.76

10.70

Operating

4.13

4.43

4.30

3.48

4.38

5.16

4.57

Paper

0.92

2.59

2.09

1.92

1.90

2.10

1.84

Utilities

2.20

2.56

3.65

4.12

2.64

2.68

2.64

General & Administration

2.42

4.42

4.57

2.52

4.36

3.08

3.28

Marketing

4.87

3.32

2.74

3.88

4.23

3.60

3.91

Entertainment

2.48

0.92

0.70

0.96

0.85

1.11

1.40

Repairs and Maintenance

3.40

1.71

2.74

3.52

3.72

2.19

2.63

Total Expenses

63.40

57.30

62.40

58.80

63.10

62.40

61.60

Operating Profit

10.90

12.00

6.40

9.90

4.70

6.60

9.00

Royalty Expense

2.70

3.70

1.80

0.90

0.40

2.40

2.48

Total Sales

COST OF SALES

Gross Margin

EXPENSES
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
BY SEATS
		
*numbers

25 or less

26 to 50

51 to 100

101 to 200 201 or more National

are represented in percentages

SALES
Food

90.94

79.94

82.11

88.31

69.08

82.81

Beverage

3.54

16.05

12.17

10.02

27.26

13.21

Other Revenue

5.56

4.00

5.69

1.69

3.63

3.94

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

Food

28.25

30.41

30.47

27.31

31.66

29.23

Beverage

28.73

23.38

26.44

24.89

29.86

26.22

Other

45.04

24.92

43.32

49.71

42.66

44.38

70.80

70.90

69.30

72.60

68.40

70.50

Salary, Wages & Benefits

30.10

28.41

28.43

31.74

34.60

30.61

Occupancy

10.47

10.25

12.40

11.58

8.47

10.70

Operating

4.74

4.76

4.27

4.87

3.98

4.57

Paper

1.75

2.00

2.67

1.88

1.58

1.84

Utilities

2.72

3.35

2.57

2.55

2.73

2.64

General & Administration

3.32

3.82

4.54

2.88

3.63

3.28

Marketing

3.21

2.53

2.99

4.50

3.82

3.91

Entertainment

0.19

0.53

0.89

2.10

0.87

1.40

Repairs and Maintenance

1.92

3.53

1.70

2.97

2.79

2.63

Total Expenses

58.40

59.20

60.50

65.10

62.50

61.60

Operating Profit

12.40

11.70

8.80

7.50

5.90

9.00

Royalty Expense

2.50

1.20

4.10

2.00

1.60

2.48

Total Sales

COST OF SALES

Gross Margin

EXPENSES

FROM A SEAT
POINT OF VIEW
Interestingly, the more seats a
restaurant had in 2014, the less
its operating profit was as a
percentage of sales. This is the
first time in the past six years
that this has been the result,
although in previous years the
best-performing units had less
than 25 seats and 26 to 50
seats, respectively. Restaurants
in the 51-to-100-seat range
performed marginally, at 4.9
per cent in 2012, but recovered to 8.8 per cent in 2014;
restaurants with 101 to 200
seats (typical casual/themesized) had 7.5 per cent operating profit.

CONCLUSION

Last year was a strong year of recovery for the restaurant sector. This was driven by a general upturn in the
market as a whole, enabling guests to spend more and
patronize higher-end restaurants. The beneficiaries were
restaurants in the fine-dining sector, which needed, and
achieved, a full recovery from a marginal operating status as well as the QSR sector, which saw growth based on
the increased popularity of the fast-casual sub-sector. l
Douglas Fisher is president of
FHG International, a foodservice
and franchise consulting firm he
founded in 1984. The company
specializes in operational reviews,
business format franchise development, business and strategic planning and litigation support among
other services. Douglas and his team can be reached at
416-489-6996, at doug@fhgi.com or at fhgi.com.
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NEW Gluten-free Seafood
From High Liner
Sea CuisineTM Gluten-free Breaded Cod Nuggets

Watc h for more
Glute n-free items
co ming soon!

Sea CuisineTM Mediterranean Glazed
Haddock Portions

Sea CuisineTM Wild Pacific Salmon
Fillets in Creamy Dill Sauce

It’s deliciously simple!
NEW! Sea Cuisine Gluten-free Breaded Cod Nuggets
TM

are crunchy, delicious and filled with top quality, flaky
white Cod. Perfect for sharing, a kid’s meal, or a light
entrée. No deep-frying required! Ovenable and retherm
compatible.
Also gluten-free, Sea CuisineTM Mediterranean Glazed
Haddock Portions with a delicious Italian herb and
spice glaze over premium white and flaky Haddock;

1-800-387-7422

and Sea CuisineTM Wild Pacific Salmon Fillets in Creamy
Dill Sauce. Easy to prepare and ready in minutes, in the
oven or cold plate/bulk system rethermable.
With High Liner Foodservice products, gluten-free doesn’t
mean giving up on delicious taste and plate appeal.

Call your High Liner Foodservice
representative today.

www.highlinerfoodservice.com

ILLUSTRATIONS BY MARGARET MOORE
We’ve all seen restaurants open and close in a matter of months. There’s no
doubt the operating environment is tough, and the challenges have only intensified as the economy, the consumer and the government have transformed
with the times. But smart restaurant operators continue to grow and improve
their businesses. How do they do it? F&H addresses that question in the following series of stories, which examine the opportunities that are borne out of
operating roadblocks such as competition, costs, labour, legislation and service.
Sometimes the answers come easy, other times they take considerable brainstorming and research. Here’s one tool to jumpstart the process. Best of luck.
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COMPETITION

IT’S A JUNGLE
OUT THERE

The Canadian foodservice market is increasingly competitive,
but foodservice operators can thrive by being
strategic and engaged BY CAROL NESHEVICH

I

t’s never been easy to thrive in the restaurant business, but today’s über-competitive business-operating environment in
Canada makes it incredibly challenging.

THE CHALLENGES

“Today’s foodservice market is more competitive than it ever has been,” confirms Geoff
Wilson, president at Toronto-based FsStrategy
Inc. and a foodservice industry consultant
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since the 1980s. “There are a number of factors
causing this. Increased consolidation is one of
them,” says Wilson, citing recent headlinegrabbing acquisitions, such as Vaughan, Ont.based Cara Operations’ acquisition of former
Mississauga, Ont.-based Prime Restaurants,
and Toronto-based Fairfax Financial Holdings
Ltd.’s acquisitions of Cara and the Richmond,
B.C.-based Keg Steakhouse and Bar. “We’re
getting organizations with better competitive
strength in terms of buying power and influ-

ence with landlords.”
Another factor is consumer traffic. NPD
Group statistics show customer traffic only
increased by approximately one per cent in
2014. Furthermore, NPD stats last year show
45 per cent of the Canadian population visited a restaurant every day, down from 46.3
per cent one year earlier. “The restaurants are
trying to grab as much market share as they
can, but [since] the traffic levels aren’t coming back, things [are getting] more competiFOODSERVICEANDHOSPITALITY.COM

tive,” says Wilson. Toronto-based Restaurants
Canada data shows that there were 41,757 fullservice restaurants in 2014, up from 40,223 in
2013; and there were 35,915 quick-service
units in 2014, up just slightly from 35,329 in
2013. With all those restaurants looking to
improve revenues, but no significant increase
in traffic, it’s become a truly intense battle for
foodservice dollars.
Wilson says this is especially true in casualdining. Players in the family casual segment
are facing heavy competition, not only from
other family casual restaurants but from
QSRs and fast-casual chains as well. “Many
quick-service brands have really improved
their food quality and experience, and there
are countless new brands entering the marketplace targeting the same guests,” confirms Alan Howie, EVP of Operations and
Development with Mississauga, Ont.-based
Boston Pizza International.
The same goes for the upscale/premium end
of the casual market. “Is it getting more competitive? The answer is yes,” says Bruce Fox,
COO and VP, Development for Vancouverbased Browns Socialhouse. The West Coast
in particular is buzzing with upscale-casual
action, says Fox, with Vancouver players such

COMBAT COMPETITION
TRY UNIQUE LOCATIONS: Take a
cue from Milford, Conn.-based Subway
Restaurants, which has been making
waves in recent years for opening unique,
non-traditional locations such as a church
in Buffalo, N.Y.; a car-assembly plant in
Toledo, Ohio; a soccer centre in Calgary;
and a riverboat in Germany.
STAGE HIGH-PROFILE, BRANDENHANCING EVENTS: Staging fun,
high-profile events linked to a brand keeps
an organization in the spotlight. Smoke’s
Poutinerie’s annual World Poutine Eating
Championship in its hometown of Toronto
draws huge crowds and makes a big
impact on social media.
GENERATE EXCITEMENT WITH LTOs:
According to the NPD Group, limited-time
offers (LTOs) can be an effective way to
draw crowds to a restaurant. The Dine Out
Vancouver Festival — where, among other
deals, a number of high-end restaurants
across the city offer prix-fixe menus at a
reasonable price for several days — is a
good example.
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as Browns, Moxie’s Grill Bar, Cactus Club and
the like showing up on every corner.
West Coast dwellers clearly love upscalecasual chains, but real estate is becoming
scarce. “There’s big demand for locations,
but there isn’t a lot of good dirt left,” explains
Wilson. “So the rents are going up, and operators are questioning whether their businesses
can survive. Meanwhile, the competition for
space is intensifying because the better the
space, the more likely you’re going to achieve
the revenue you need to grow.”
Competition is a factor across the industry.
When asked about competition in his market
segment, Jay Gould, president and CEO of
New York Fries and South St. Burger Co., simply laughs. “You mean there are other people
in the premium burger-and-fry business?”
he asks facetiously. It’s no secret premium
burgers have exploded in the past few years.
Still, as competition increases, is there hope
for the hard-working foodservice operator?
Absolutely, says Gould: “There’s room at the
top. You just have to make yourself stand out.”

THE OPPORTUNITIES

Increased competition means restaurateurs
need to step up their game. According to
FsStrategy’s Wilson, successful operators use
many of the following strategies: introducing buzz-worthy dishes to attract diners;
organizing special events to keep them coming back (“This Sunday we’ll have facepainting for the kids!”); constantly using
social media as a marketing and advertising
tool; being sticklers for consistent quality;
and introducing value pricing and limitedtime offers to foster excitement.
“You’ve got to create excitement and buzz,”
says Wilson. “Nobody wants to sit in an empty
restaurant. They want a place that feels like a
great gathering place.” To that end, Browns
Socialhouse’s small footprint seems to hit the
mark. A typical Browns’ location might have
125 to 135 seats, says Fox. Many of its competitors, he says, often have up to 300 seats — so
even when there are 150 people in a restaurant
that size, it’s only half full. “People want to go
to a place that looks full and busy,” says Fox,
explaining that a lively, bustling atmosphere is
part of the Browns’ character essence, and a
smaller footprint helps foster that vibe.
The smaller footprint also offers an advantage for growth. At 3,000 to 4,000 sq. ft. per
unit, Browns can find real estate in smaller
towns where their larger-sized competitors

often can’t or won’t go. This is a deliberate strategy for Browns, which has grown
from about a dozen stores three years ago
to 36 units (and growing) in five provinces
today, with great success in smaller markets such as Dawson Creek, B.C., Nanaimo,
B.C. and Moose Jaw, Sask. “There’s pent-up
demand for sophisticated upscale-casual in
those smaller markets,” says Fox. By targeting
these types of markets, Browns is creating the
opportunity to really stand out to local residents. “They can get a quality glass of wine or
a nice draft beer with interesting food, and it’s
not same old, same old,” says Fox. “In downtown Toronto or Vancouver, that may be no
big deal, but in Dawson Creek, that’s huge.”
In the family/casual market, Boston Pizza
employs numerous strategies to stay on top
of the competition. “Going out to a restaurant should provide guests with an experience they can’t get at home,” says the chain’s
Howie. “We offer a lively sports bar where the
biggest games and sporting events are always
on the big HD TVs. We have a best-in-class
kids’ program that includes an interactive
kids’ pack and smartphone app to keep kids
entertained and engaged with the brand. And,
finally, we’ve introduced amazing menu items
like the Pizzaburger, Pizza Taco and flat-bread
Pizzatizers to keep guests coming back.”
According to Gould, of New York Fries
and South St. Burger, many of today’s selective consumers also look for restaurants
that foster social advocacy. “Our customers
are well-informed about the issues, and
they want to see us trying to be environmentally responsible,” says Gould. To
that end, South St. Burger opened its first
LEED-certified (Leadership in Energy and
Environmental Design) shop in Toronto a
couple of years ago. While Gould says the
process was extremely expensive, customers were impressed, and the chain is taking
what was learned from the LEED process
to eventually make all its stores more environmentally friendly, potentially helping its
bottom line.
Finally, consistency is more important
than ever. You have to deliver every single
time. “I’ve been in this business for a long
time, and consistency is still a hallmark.
People now want better service, they want
better quality food, and they will pay an
extra dollar or two for it,” says Gould. “But
if they’re paying an extra dollar or two and
we don’t deliver, that’s a lost customer.” l
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OPERATING COSTS

PROFIT
PIGS

From labour to food to occupancy, operating costs can
whittle profit margins down to the single digits
BY HELEN CATELLIER

R

estaurateurs could soon dole
out $15 per hour to staff, at
least if NDP leader Thomas
Mulcair has anything to say
about it. Labour, along with
food, continues to be the biggest load on the
bottom line.
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THE CHALLENGES

Canadians love dining out, and they’ve
got the cash to do so. According to the
“Foodservice Facts 2014” study by Torontobased Restaurants Canada, disposable income
was expected to grow by 3.4 per cent in 2014
following a 3.6-per-cent increase the year

before. But the lunchtime and dinner-hour
crowds may leave landlords ravenous for a
greater piece of the pie, even though pre-tax
profit margins range from just 2.8 per cent
(in Ontario) to 7.9 per cent (in Manitoba),
with a national average of 4.2 per cent.
Scott Vivian, chef and co-owner of Beast
FOODSERVICEANDHOSPITALITY.COM

restaurant in Toronto, will go head to head
with his landlord during the next few months
to find an amicable middle ground. He locked
in his current rate five years ago when prices
were still relatively affordable, but he’s uncertain how things will pan out when the lease
expires. “Landlords can charge whatever they
want for restaurant spaces,” he says. “I looked
at a space not far from us, and they were
asking almost $100 a square foot. It blew
me away.”
Doug Fisher, president of FHG
International, a foodservice and franchiseconsulting firm in Toronto, advises operators
to keep their occupancy costs below eight per
cent, but he’s seen rates balloon from 6.6 per

CUT COSTS
GO GREEN: Incorporating ecofriendly materials such as LED lights,
E-glazed windows for improved
insulation and low-VOC paints
benefit both the environment and
the bottom line. There are currently
29 LEED- (Leadership in Energy
and Environmental Design) certified
restaurants in Canada, which boast
a 20-per-cent energy-cost reduction
(on average).
USE EVERY LAST CRUMB: The
menus at Rocky Mountain Flatbread
Co., based in Canmore, Alta., support a zero-waste mandate. “Our
soups, pizzas, salads, subs and
pastas have similar ingredients....
[By] creating an integrated menu
with seasonal produce we boast
a 22-per-cent food cost when the
industry norm is between 25 and 32
per cent,” co-owner Suzanne Fielden
told F&H in June 2012.
ENLIST A STUDENT: Restaurateurs
can trim their labour costs by hiring
a student through programs such
as Toronto-based George Brown
College’s seven- and 14-week,
unpaid externship program.
Students gain hands-on experience,
the industry benefits from a more
work-ready talent pool upon graduation and restaurant owners can
suss out potential candidates for
future openings.
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cent in 1994 to the 10.5-to-12-per-cent range
in the last four years. He notes that menu
prices have to be raised to offset these costs
but admits that’s not ideal.
Menu prices are also affected by the rising
cost of ingredients. F&B prices eat up 35.6
per cent of operating budgets, according to
Restaurants Canada. “Food costs have gone
up, but menu pricing has not gone up adequately to compensate for that,” notes Daniel
Frankel, CEO of the Daniel Group and Tap
& Barrel Restaurants Ltd. in Vancouver. “It’s
very difficult with increasing competition
(see story on p. 32) to align those two. A lot
of restaurants have been pretty smart with
reducing portions slowly or increasing the
prices slowly.”
Frankel confirms most of his ingredients, from poultry to dairy to produce, are
more expensive now; Restaurants Canada’s
“Restaurant Outlook Survey” indicates food
prices increased by an average of 3.7 per
cent in 2014 over the previous year. But
Frankel sympathizes with his suppliers who
also operate to slim margins; producers and
distributors have been affected by the rising
cost of grain and hops, plus unfavourable climate. But interestingly, he says the decreasing
price of oil has not yet translated into lower
food costs.
Meanwhile, during the last 20 or 30 years,
labour prices have comprised approximately
30 per cent of overall expenditures, on par
with food, says Fisher. Given that Beast restaurant seats just 36 people, it was easy for
Vivian to manipulate labour costs, especially
when it was just him, another chef and a business partner running the back of house. But
after four-and-a-half years, he hired a chef de
cuisine to assume some of the work. “Now
that we have another salaried employee and
the server minimum wage has gone up, you
see your profit margin shrink,” says Vivian.
“So then it becomes less of a business thing
and more of a quality of life thing: are you
willing to make less money in order not to
have to work 80 hours a week for the rest of
your life?”
The minimum wage currently sits between
$10 and $11 per hour, depending on the
province, but NDP leader Thomas Mulcair
has proposed a $15 minimum wage if he’s
elected prime minister. “That would put a lot
of restaurants out of business,” warns Frankel.
“If restaurants aren’t wise in managing their
labour, service levels will go down massively.”

THE OPPORTUNITIES

To ensure top-notch service and reduce
employee turnover, Frankel launched an
ongoing training program dubbed Tap
University. The leadership development
program provides a transparent approach
to training and discloses the specific steps
needed for promotion. It also includes internal certification programs for wine and beer
sommeliers, plus profiles of local suppliers
and purveyors. “If we want to grow our
brand and have sustainable growth with great
people and great leaders, and also create a
life worth living, [we have to] create a job
that allows our team to live their dreams
and achieve their goals,” explains Frankel.
“It’s done wonders for our culture internally.
Ultimately, if we have lower turnover, it’ll
affect our labour costs quite positively.”
Fisher says standardizing recipes, weighing portions, counting inventory and wholeanimal butchery can help control food costs.
At Beast, Vivian offers whole-animal dinners
and builds a six-course tasting menu around
the beasts — lamb, boar, elk, goat and others —
chosen by the customers. “You need someone
who knows how to butcher properly,” warns
Vivian. “If you make the wrong cuts then the
price you’re saving by using the whole animal
[is wasted]. But, if you can utilize the whole
animal without any waste, then your price
goes down.”
In a quest to save occupancy costs, Frankel
has negotiated percentage-based rents with
most of his landlords. His company pays a
lower base plus up to six per cent of gross
sales. It helps keep costs down in the winter,
but when the patios double the seating in the
summer, he pays much more. “This also turns
your landlord into a partner rather than just
another expense,” Frankel adds. “Now they
want to see your sales go up, because they’ll
get more money. If you have any civic regulations or you need permitting, they go to bat
for you. We’ve done it successfully on most
of our leases.”
Due to tight margins, restaurateurs must
monitor every expense. “Given the low average sales, you have to watch costs, put in
internal control systems, examine labour
costs in relation to sales on an hourly basis
and do ongoing price comparisons with suppliers,” Fisher suggests. With this advice, he’s
taken marginal operators and given them
12-per-cent operating profit in short periods
of time. l
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LABOUR

WIN THE

TALENT
WAR

As labour shortages continue to plague many cities, foodservice
operators have to be innovative to find and retain good staff
BY SHANE SCHICK

H

e’s better known as a film
director than a restaurateur,
which may be why Uwe Boll’s
search for foodservice talent
sounds like something out of a
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horror movie.
The director of BloodRayne and House of
the Dead plans to open Bauhaus Restaurant,
specializing in German cuisine, in Vancouver
this month, and in preparation he and his

associates began making the rounds at the
competition last year. That’s when he began
to notice a strange pattern: a bartender who
seemed to be following him wherever he
went, job-hopping as Boll and his friends
FOODSERVICEANDHOSPITALITY.COM

were bar-hopping. “It was the same guy —
three times within three months within three
different restaurants,” he says. “He would
approach us and say, ‘I want to work for you.’
Then he would start giving us free drinks.
That’s exactly the kind of guy I don’t want in
my restaurant.”

THE CHALLENGES

Dealing with eager candidates flocking to get
hired isn’t a problem for many restaurant
operators. In fact, the problem is quite the
opposite. According to a survey published by
Toronto-based Restaurants Canada this past
November, a shortage of skilled labour had a
negative impact on nearly four in 10 operators — the highest share since Restaurants
Canada began the research. In fact, labour
costs were second only to food costs.
“What’s happened is the 15-to-24 age
group demographic has reached its peak and
is in decline,” explains Joyce Reynolds, EVP at
Restaurants Canada, who describes the shortage as a “crisis,” which plays out in various
ways across provinces. “It’s very hard to come
up with a one-size-fits-all solution when the
challenges differ so dramatically from one

KEEP THEM HAPPY
PROVIDE PERKS: Besides offering
flexible scheduling, the Richmond,
B.C.-based Keg Steakhouse + Bar
gives staff a 40-per-cent discount on
food, even for non-work-related visits.
It was one of the perks cited when
the chain was recently ranked on
the 2015 Canada’s Best Employers
list published by Toronto’s Canadian
Business magazine.
LIGHTEN THE LOAD: Vancouver’s
A&W may have reduced the overload
on its front-line staff by introducing a
mobile app and kiosks in select locations, allowing customers to streamline their orders.
ENCOURAGE HEALTHY
LIVING: Toronto-based McDonald’s
Restaurants of Canada Ltd. gives
employees an annual fitnessequipment or health-club allowance
of up to $800 to aid with maintaining
healthy lifestyles.
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place to the next.”
Just three years ago, Statistics Canada and
the Canadian Tourism Human Resource
Council, both based in Ottawa, released a
survey that projected a shortage of nearly
35,000 restaurant employees by this year, and
close to 137,000 within the next 15 years.
Although some major urban centres have
plenty of potential hires, the competition
can be tough, says Cindy Simpson, EVP of
Imago Restaurants in Toronto, which operates The Duke Pubs chain. “I don’t think the
shortages in Toronto are as severe as [those
in Western Canada] are experiencing,” she
says. On the other hand, there’s the issue of
keeping people for longer than a few years or
even a season. Although restaurants employ
many people, the job can be transitory, especially for fickle millennials, who Simpson says
aren’t the entitled group some make them out
to be. “You see this with every generation,”
she says. Either way, recruiting is an ongoing job.
It’s not just a case of filling positions with
a warm body, says Mike Yasinski, president of
Hudson’s Canadian Tap House in Edmonton.
“It’s obviously a war for talent, but you want
quality, properly trained people who want to
make a career out of the hospitality industry,”
he says. “That’s true from the managerial
ranks right through to the first-time job or
the waitress or the bartender. We’re all competing for the hospitality gene.”
But, some operators continue to be drawn
to people who may lack that gene, even for
some senior positions. “You wouldn’t believe
how many résumés I got from Indian chefs,
Chinese chefs, who all thought they could
pull off German cuisine without a problem,”
Boll says, adding that it’s no easier with
front-of-the-house staff. “Before we even talk
about anything else, some waiters start talking about the tips, whether it will be a tip pool
or individual tips. Or they only want to work
on Friday, or for that particular table.”
Older workers may require an equal level
of attention. As baby boomers retire, they
want their voices to be heard and their experience respected, says Alexis Davis, director of
Talent and Culture at Toronto-based Chase
Hospitality Group, which operates The Chase
and Little Fin among other restaurants.

THE OPPORTUNITIES

Despite the perennial quest for good people,
restaurant operators are not about to give

up, and there are many ways in which the
demand for labour can spur good things
within their businesses.
Yasinski says Hudson’s has recognized the
labour shortage forces everyone at his company to improve the way they manage staff
and work collectively as a team. Otherwise
there’s no way to attract the people you want.
“We’re of the opinion that we’re a great place
to work and have our eyes wide open that
people choose for some of these jobs [to be]
transitional jobs in their life,” he says. “We
want them to come into our company, work
for two, three or five years, and, at the end
of that tenure, feel they have left the company a better person. They’ll have made new
friends, gotten new skills and great memories.” Customers may end up feeling the benefit of that culture when they’re being served.
Technology is also helping. There are apps
to make reservations and portable debit- and
credit-card readers, and back-office technologies involving accounting and other administrative tasks help restaurant staff be more
efficient. “Our people are spending more
time with customers as opposed to punching
numbers in calculators or writing in ledger books,” Imago’s Simpson explains. Some
technologies may even become a greater part
of the customer experience, but probably
within limits. “People don’t want to feel processed,” she adds. “They want to feel part of
the human world.”
At Chase, management addresses the
labour issue from the get-go. The firm’s
referral program has brought in a number
of candidates, perhaps in part because of
an incentive: dinner for two for those who
bring forward potential hires. “In the past few
months, we’ve turned a corner on [finding
good people],” says Davis. “The applicants are
coming in, and they’ve got good experience.”
And, although Boll tends to prefer candidates with strong credentials in the kitchen,
he says talent-starved restaurants may want
to consider letting more staff learn on the job.
“The European system with apprenticeships
is the way to go,” he confides. “The culinary
school system in Canada — it’s good to have,
but it shouldn’t be everything. To learn from
an exceptional cook in a restaurant for two
or three years will bring you further ahead
in some cases than a culinary school.” And, it
doesn’t hurt that those rookie enthusiasts are
often the ones who work the hardest, proving
their worth as other staff come and go. l
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LEGISLATION

CIRCUMVENT
BUREAUCRACY

New program rules and legislation are challenging operators to innovate
BY JACKIE SLOAT-SPENCER

T

hese days a never-ending wave
of legislation is keeping operators up at night, forcing them
to rethink how they staff their
kitchens, structure their menus
and market to consumers.

THE CHALLENGES

The red tape was unrolled this summer as
the Temporary Foreign Worker (TFW) program underwent a major overhaul with a
moratorium, followed by the introduction
of new rules that further restrict access to
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the program. Now, operators in areas of high
unemployment (six per cent or higher) can
no longer apply for low-skilled temporary
foreign workers.
The impact on the restaurant industry was
palpable. “It made life very difficult for a lot
of operators,” explained Mark von Schellwitz,
VP, Western Canada with Toronto-based
Restaurants Canada, giving an overview of
the labour-strapped Alberta industry. “As a
result, what you’re finding in many communities in Alberta is that restaurant staff are
starting to get burned out, and their hours of

operation are already being cut in restaurants
in certain areas. It’s been a real challenge.”
Shrinking labour pools have been an ongoing headache for Edmonton-based Sroka
Group Restaurants International Inc., which
owns nine Smitty’s Family Restaurants and a
Tyson’s Grill in Edmonton. “As many contacts
as we make, ads that we run or job fairs that
we attend, not every available person comes
out,” says Barbara Smyth, VP.
To add to that, the threat of calorie-posting
legislation is being realized in Ontario with
the introduction of the Making Healthier
FOODSERVICEANDHOSPITALITY.COM

Choices Act, geared towards chains with more
than 20 units. “For any restaurant operator, the requirement will be for calories to
be posted on the menu, and it effectively requires a redesign of everyone’s menu
boards or your printed menus in restaurants.
There are some operational and cost implications,” cautions Sherry MacLauchlan, director
of Government Relations and Sustainability
at McDonald’s Canada. “Smaller chains who
don’t currently provide nutritional information will have to undergo the additional
expense to analyze their menu offerings to
determine the nutritional profile of each
menu item.”
Elsewhere, foodservice operators are
puzzled by Canada’s anti-spam legislation

LEGISLATE
POSITIVE CHANGE
SPOTLIGHT LIGHTER FARE: Calorieposting legislation could help operators
shine a light on some of the lower-calorie
options on the menu. Seattle-based
Starbucks, for example, is promoting
drinks with less than 200 calories, featuring
non-fat, unsweetened and iced options,
including the zero-calorie Shaken Tazo
Iced Passion Tea, Non-fat Iced Caramel
Macchiato (140 calories) and Skinny Vanilla
Latte (90 calories).
THINK OUTSIDE THE BILL: A bill to
amend the Employment Standards Act in
Ontario may soon prevent employers from
skimming their employees’ tips, but eateries elsewhere are inventing creative ways
to circumvent tipping entirely. The owner
of Bar Marco in Pittsburgh recently opted
to nix tips and pay employees a salary of
$35,000, plus benefits. (A similar strategy
was used briefly at Smoke ‘N Water in
Nanoose Bay, B.C., last summer, but the
owner pulled the plug and brought tips
back to the table after three months.)
TANTALIZE THE SENSES: New anti-spam
legislation has spawned creative marketing strategies. This past summer the Tim
Hortons’ team transformed a restaurant in
L’Île-Perrot, Que., covering it with blackout
tape. Confused guests who walked inside
the dark store were approached by an
employee wearing night-vision goggles,
who served samples of the brand’s new
Dark Roast coffee. The guests’ responses
were filmed and posted on YouTube, garnering 2.6-million views.
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(CASL), which came into effect in July.
Companies that use email, SMS, social media
or instant messaging to communicate with
customers about their business can now be
slapped with a hefty fine if they don’t obtain
express consent.
It challenged the marketing team at Boston
Pizza to rethink their approach with consumers. “The biggest challenge we faced with the
CASL changes was around communicating
and educating our key stakeholders about
the changes — specifically our marketing
team as well as franchisees. In addition, we
had to update, change or eliminate programs
at every touch point with guest-facing communication,” explains Drew Campbell, marketing manager, Digital and Social Media at
Boston Pizza.

THE OPPORTUNITIES

Despite government bureaucracy, new legislation and regulations also offers a chance for
change and innovation.
The new TFW rules have inspired innovation on many fronts, joining stakeholders and
governmental agencies to create programs
geared towards matching the unemployed
with the under-staffed.
Several chain restaurants are taking advantage of a new pilot program in Edmonton
that helps the disadvantaged and underrepresented find positions in full-service,
QSR, catering, long-term care homes and
institutional dining. The Alberta Foodservice
Labour Connections pilot is a year-long
initiative developed by the Government of
Alberta and Restaurants Canada. “The pilot
was very timely, given the devastating news
about changes to the Temporary Foreign
Worker program,” says Barb Jusiak, program
manager at Restaurants Canada. “An increasing number of members and service providers [are joining] the program, bringing even
more job openings and a bigger pool of
candidates from different areas of the city.”
As of January, nearly 300 job seekers entered
the program, and 22 per cent have found
employment in their preferred location at
chains such as Tim Hortons, Boston Pizza,
Compass Group Canada and Starbucks.
“[Barb] sends me candidates almost every
week, allowing us to meet with the individual
and discuss their interests in the restaurant.
This program has been extremely successful for us, bridging us with several different
agencies and finding employees that may

have not found their way to our front door,”
says Smyth. The pilot ends May 31, but von
Schellwitz says there are talks to expand
beyond Edmonton to Calgary and further.
When it comes to calorie-posting legislation, many restaurant chains have already
revamped their menus. In fact, Tim Hortons
recently launched a Balanced Options menu
calculator program online. Customers can
use the personalized meal builder to tally
nutritional information of menu items and
to see the nutritional differences between
adding milk or cream to coffee, for example.
By being transparent Tim Hortons is
empowering guests to make balanced meal
decisions, while building brand loyalty, says
Tammy Martin, SVP of Tim Hortons in
Oakville, Ont. “This has little to do with
sales and more to do with the fact that we
have millions of guests visiting our restaurants every day, and the relationship we’ve
built with them is what’s important. Being
able to give them information to make balanced decisions is part of our obligation to
that relationship.”
Most chains across Canada have adopted
the B.C. Informed Dining program, which
empowers operators to highlight calorie and
sodium information for all standard menu
items. “Calories don’t tell the whole story,”
MacLauchlan explains. “That’s the limitation
with menu-board labelling, and that’s why
the industry felt Informed Dining was the
best model, because it requires members to
participate in a program to have all that comprehensive information for customers at the
point of purchase.” Ontario’s proposed legislation isn’t as comprehensive, so the chain
will comply with the law, while continuing
to employ the Informed Dining program,
she adds.
Meanwhile, soon after the CASL rules
came into effect, the Boston Pizza marketing
team launched a guest-facing communications platform called MyBP, a digital loyalty
program that allows the team to communicate and make special offers to guests online
or on their smartphone. “The launch of
MyBP also gave us the opportunity to reconnect with guests enrolled in some of our older
programs and get them excited about the
new program and benefits. We’re also using
social media more than ever to engage with
guests, offer surprise and delight and listen
to their valuable comments and feedback,”
sums up Campbell. l
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SERVICE

SERVICE
WITH A

SMILE

Foodservice operators need to treat their customers like royalty
to earn their loyalty in the crowded restaurant arena
BY LIZ CAMPBELL

E

veryone’s a food critic these
days. If they aren’t posting on
Yelp, they’re writing food blogs,
taking photos of an appetizer
for Instagram or tweeting their
impressions of a meal. “Food has become a
phenomenon, and television has been the
catalyst. Everyone talks about it and watches
it. You’ve got eight-year-olds going to cooking classes instead of hockey camp,” laughs
Mark McEwan, chef-owner of The McEwan
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Group, with upscale restaurants such as
Bymark, North 44, Fabbrica and One, all in
Toronto. “Food is recreation for people. They
like to think they know a lot about it, they
banter about it. It’s part of their daily life.”

THE CHALLENGES

The average restaurant-goer is discerning and
demanding. “The guest’s ability to understand preparation and decipher a menu,
and their expectations for service quality

are high. We have to be prepared to meet
those expectations — and surpass them,” says
Neil Henderson, restaurant director at Araxi,
a Whistler, B.C. restaurant which, after 33
years, still wins kudos for exceptional service.
“They’re totally engaged in the experience.
The challenge is to meet that engagement.”
To add to the challenge, the 35- to 54-yearold demographic and the 55- to 64-yearold boomers, the bulwark of many fullservice customer lists, are dining out less
FOODSERVICEANDHOSPITALITY.COM

often, according to the NPD Group. “While
Canadians visit restaurants less frequently,
the ones that remain are increasingly satisfied
with how restaurants make them feel like a
valued customer,” says Emma Hyatt, account
specialist - Foodservice with NPD. “Updating
service standards beyond the status quo is
a foundation on which a restaurant can be
differentiated from the crowd and win share.”
Winning share is critical. Brian McKnight,
owner of Amici Restaurant in Winnipeg,
points to the growth in competition (see story
on p. 32). “When we started in 1986, we were
one of only three or four restaurants offering fine-dining in Winnipeg,” he says. “We’ve
always had business travellers, but our local
clientele is important.”

RAISE SERVICE
STANDARDS
USE TECHNOLOGY TO CREATE
UNIQUE SERVICE EXPERIENCES:
At Lift Restaurant in Vancouver, guests
see what their dinner will look like and
find suggested wine pairings on their iPad
menu (a paper menu is still available).
“Our chef is a good photographer, so he
takes beautiful photos of the dishes,” says
Clare Clarke, a manager at Lift. “People
often order an appetizer or dessert,
because it looks appealing.”
ADD A TOUCH OF OLD-FASHIONED
SERVICE: In most restaurants the manager or wait staff ask the guests how they
enjoyed the meal. At the Weinkeller, a craft
winery and restaurant in Niagara Falls,
Ont., Robert Forster, the in-house chef,
visits tables and chats with guests. The
guest is made to feel special. “One of the
greatest feelings I get is when I don’t even
have to ask a table how their meal was,” he
says. “They look at me and say, ‘That was
the best thing I have ever eaten, from start
to finish.’”
KEEP GUESTS ENGAGED BEFORE
AND AFTER THEIR MEAL: The Blue
Door in Fredericton uses social media
to not only get their specials out (Twitter:
@NewBlueDoor Feature tonight! Rack
o’ lamb, house-made focaccia-bread
pudding, edamame purée! #Delicious
@DowntownFred @FredTourism) but
also to thank customers (Facebook:
Great night last night!! Thanks to all
who spent their evening with us.),
keeping communication open.
FOODSERVICEANDHOSPITALITY.COM

A restaurant’s team and how they treat
customers is key. “You have to find staff
who represent your brand,” says McEwan.
“There’s such an abundance for clients to
choose from in Toronto, why would they
come back to you instead of visiting every
new restaurant in the city? It’s because you
and your staff go out of your way to make
them feel special.”
At just two years old, Chase Hospitality
Group is a relative newcomer and represents the large-scale competition established
eateries must meet head on. The Chase,
the largest of its four seafood concepts in
Toronto, serves more than 300 covers daily.
“There are several restaurants where you can
get a beautiful bowl of pasta or platter of
oysters,” says Steven Salm, Chase president.
“We aim to make an emotional connection.
We don’t refer to ourselves as just restaurants; instead we try to create a lifestyle, an
experience, which is so much more than just
eating and drinking.”
Indeed, taking the experience to the next
level is essential. “Good food is a given. If
the food isn’t good, they won’t come back,”
McEwan sums up. “You have to build relationships. You have to make them feel they
made the right choice when they come to
your spot to spend their hard-earned dollars.”

THE OPPORTUNITIES

In the ’70s, Burger King launched its famous
slogan, “Have it your way.” It was a prophetic
message. Forty years later, service is about
flexibility. Today’s savvy customers want it
their way, so how are restaurateurs obliging?
“Now more than ever, consumers expect
restaurant operators to deliver added value
by focusing on their specific needs,” says
NPD’s Hyatt. “Service models, technology
and skilled, resourceful staff will need to be
flexible to meet the demands of multiple
consumer groups.”
Finding, training and arming staff with
knowledge is critical. Araxi’s Henderson
ensures his employees are professional and
knowledgeable. “They sample the food of
course, but our chef provides a complete syllabus with a full breakdown of ingredients
and sourcing,” he explains. “Every Friday, an
hour-long wine seminar is mandatory for all
service staff. And the staff gathers each day
at 4 p.m. for a meal, followed at 4:45 by a
meeting to discuss new wines, menu items
and notable guests with reservations.”

Amici Restaurant’s McKnight points to
the importance of experience and familiarity. “Our staff hasn’t changed much since we
opened, and we depend on them to know the
likes and dislikes of locals, so we can offer
more personal service.”
At Chase Hospitality’s four seafood restaurants, the customer is the priority. “The
expectation is to do anything and everything for our guests,” says Salm. “We love
the guest that asks us to make modifications. We want them to feel they can make
special requests and have our team of
amazing service professionals and culinarians tailor it to their needs.”
This is especially important since many
Canadians are moving away from pricier,
full-service restaurants, and the category has
seen a continuous trickling erosion of traffic. Meanwhile, a newer category — highend casual — is gaining share, says Hyatt.
At these spots, the food is creative and the
service is attentive, but the approach is casual. “They’re stealing from FSR and getting
people to trade up from QSR,” says Hyatt.
“Upscale-casual is meeting a new need, and
the winners are creating a new, more modern image, one with personality.”
Although the evolution to casual has
moved the industry away from white tablecloths, guests still seem to expect white-tablecloth treatment. “We try to do a thoughtful
job on all fronts — seating people, explaining
the specials, bringing a chef out to shave a
truffle on the plate,” says McEwan. “The guest
is made to feel special.”
Salm adds: “We want people to feel the
same way they do about going to a family
dinner — there’s warmth. We try to make
them feel they are being welcomed into
our home.”
Restaurants like these make customers feel
special and comfortable. Araxi’s Henderson
defines it as: “elegant, engaged and hospitable.” The upscale-casual restaurant began
in Western Canada and still makes up only
about 10 per cent of the market, according to
Hyatt, but it’s emerging. And its popularity
with customers is evident.
Clearly, restaurateurs can’t rest on their
laurels. “We’re constantly refining something
we’ve done to get better,” says McEwan. “It’s
about perfect preparation and doing as perfect a service as you can and making sure
everyone gets out happy. Then we start all
over again.” l
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RESTAURANT UPDATE

TORONTO REST
F&H highlights a handful of notable restaurant openings in the city

BY BRIANNE BINELLI

Bareburger
111 DUNDAS STREET W.

America Restaurant
325 BAY ST.

Hyped as the place “everyone wants in,”
Oliver & Bonacini Restaurants (O&B) and
Ink Entertainment have joined to bring
their hometown a landing spot for food,
drinks and entertainment. Born from the
defunct Stock, Toronto’s II by IV Design
has given life to the 110-seat America
restaurant-cum-lounge overlooking the
city’s financial district on the 31st floor of
the Trump International Hotel & Tower.
Adorned with rich plush fabrics and
bright pastels, the modern-chic aesthetic is
complemented by the culinary creativity of
Anthony Walsh, O&B corporate executive
chef and Bill Osborne, chef de cuisine, who
create breakfast, lunch, dinner and latenight snacks, which Toronto’s elite wash
down with cocktails, mocktails and more.
Regional delicacies such as buttermilk
banana pancakes ($18), the Grandview
Farms Wagyu beef burger ($26) and roasted
scallop jambalaya ($42) tempt foodies who
party from dawn until well after dusk.
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Just a couple months after Hollywood’s
Wahlberg brothers launched Wahlburgers to
much fanfare in Toronto, New York’s Bareburger
has moved north, with the opening of its first
unit outside of the U.S. Launched soon after the
recession, Euripides Pelekanos, CEO and cofounder, has grown the franchise to more than
20 units. Set apart by its self-proclaimed organic, free-range, humanely raised, antibiotic- and
hormone-free meat, it puts customers in the
driver’s seat, offering a choice of patty (including beef, duck and black bean), bun (including
brioche, hemp milk and sprout), sauce, spread,
cheese, veggies and more. Guests can also
choose from various salads (Cali Fresh, $11.95,
$15.95), sandwiches (Backyard Brisket, $12.25),
chef-inspired burgers (Hog Wild, $12.25), sides
(wasabi carrot slaw, $4.85) and drinks (Root
Beer Float, $7.95). Strategy consultant-turnedrestaurateur Raghu Balasa helms the Dundas
Street incarnation, which mimics the corporate
in-house design, offering a funky 65-seat footprint, filled with banquet seating, rustic wood
accents and vibrant faux animal-head art.
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TAURANT BUZZ
Borealia
59 OSSINGTON AVE.

Foodies looking for a unique
experience and interesting history
lesson in Canadian cuisine should
visit chef Wayne Morris and
Evelyn Wu’s 45-seat restaurant.
The husband-and-wife team takes
inspiration from the past and
the present, with a menu based
on foods prepared by Canada’s
natives, early settlers and subsequent immigrant groups. Morris
toiled over ancient cookbooks
to bring long-dormant recipes
such as Samuel de Champlain’s
L’éclade (circa 1605, $15) to life.
Originally made with mussels in a
bed of burning pine needles, the
new-age interpretation is smoked
indoors. It’s one of many sharing
plates, which can be accompanied by snacks such as devilled
Chinese tea eggs (circa 1855, $7)
and Red Fife levain bread with
cultured butter ($3). Torontobased Qanūk Interiors created
charm with Canadian-inspired
artwork and wooden accents at
the restaurant, which was named
after one of the monikers our
Fathers of Confederation proposed before the name Canada
was inked.

ON THE RADAR
BAR RAVAL Chef Grant van Gameren refines
the authentic Spanish tapas he introduced
at Bar Isabel on College Street, this time with
trendy finger foods.

FURLOUGH The BarChef team opened this
cocktail bar and bistro at 924 Queen St. W. at
press time.

JAMIE’S ITALIAN The King Street Food
Company (Buca), with chef Rob Gentile, is
teaming with celeb chef Jamie Oliver to bring
his fast-casual fresh pizza-and-pasta chain to
the Yorkdale Shopping Centre this spring.

MORE NEW FAVOURITES Sea Witch Fish &
Chips, Little Sister, Fat Pasha, Byblos, Luckee,
Han Ba Tang, Local Public Eatery, Patois Toronto
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The Borough
1352 DANFORTH AVE.

Childhood friends Richard Zimmerman and Jason Ashworth
bring nostalgic charm to Toronto’s Danforth, doling out
British gastropub-inspired cuisine while supporting their
neighbourhood by tapping into local farmers and butchers to offer sustainable, hormone- and antibiotic-free meat.
Black-and-white photos of the area adorn the walls of the
36-seat, in-house designed establishment in a nod to the
comfort nosh dished out. Mini Yorkshire pudding stuffed
with seared beef, baby
mustard greens and horseradish cream ($10) are
complemented by bangers and mash ($15) and winter
chicken curry ($17). On weekends, chef Ashworth
brings the traditional Sunday roast ($15 to $25) back
to life. Craft beer ($5.50 to $6.50), wine ($8 to $65),
cocktails ($9 to $14), milk ($3) and pop ($3.50), such
as Lavender Lemon Peel and Pop Shoppe cream soda,
round out the liquid offerings and down-home vibe.

Buca Osteria & Bar
53 SCOLLARD ST.

PHOTOS: RICK O’BRIEN [BUCA OSTERIA & BAR]

The uptown cousin to Buca on King Street W.
offers rustic Italian flavours from the sea and
beyond with pizzas, pastas, charcuterie and whole
fish served in a contemporary 90-seat dining room
designed by Toronto’s Guido Costantino Design
Office Inc. King Street Food Company’s Rob
Gentile, executive chef, Ryan Campbell, chef de
cuisine, and the rest of the team keep busy offering coffee and pastries in the morning, followed
by lunch and dinner (including tasting menus).
Customers get in on the action, too. Buca’s chef ’s
counter overlooks a brigade of cooks, preparing
everything from Polpo E Vongole ($38), braised
octopus and B.C. clams served with bone marrow,
alongside Tartufo Bianco pizza ($80) glimmering with duck egg yolk, white truffles and taleggio
cheese and served with a pair of scissors for cutting.
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RESTAURANT UPDATE

Honest Weight
2766A DUNDAS STREET W.

Don’t expect fried comfort food at
this new fish shop, lunch counter and
wholesale provider. Co-owner John
Bil, a champion oyster-shucker and
restaurateur, slings seafood such as
stout razors, Kuterra salmon, giant
surf clams and more. That translates
to dishes such as Okonomiyaki, a
Japanese savoury pancake ($12), Hams
and Clams ($20) and rabbit-and-clam
soup ($9). Co-owned by Victoria Bazan
and designed by Bil, with his friend
and cabinetmaker David Dundas, the
16-seat operation is not chef-based, it’s
a collective where everyone is equal in
skills and duties.
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Levetto
68 SUDBURY ST.

Levetto has finally arrived. It’s been
rebranded, and there’s been an ownership shakeup, but partners Kam Zahedi
and Shahir Massoud have succeeded in
introducing the chain to the downtown
core, following its birth in Vaughan,
Ont. Chef Massoud and his team whip
up house-made pasta, pizza and salads
at the in-house designed, 30-seat eatery
in Liberty Village. The Rome-inspired
dishes include rigatoni with slowbraised beef ragu ($13), soppressata
pizza ($7 to $26) and roasted radicchio
salad ($9). This is just the beginning;
the team was preparing to open a new
location on College Street in downtown Toronto at press time, bringing
the unit total to five. Could it be a
Roman invasion?

RESTAURANT UPDATE

Little Fin
4 TEMPERANCE ST.

The Chase Hospitality Group
is making waves with its newest
fish in the sea. Little Fin, sister
to The Chase, The Chase Fish &
Oyster and Colette Grand Café, is
setting a new standard in a fastcasual environment. Designed by
Steven Salm, president of Chase
Hospitality, the 12-seat seasidestyle marketplace’s white and
deep-blue palette, augmented by
nautical art and accents, bring
the restaurant’s theme to life.
Executive chef Nigel Finley (pictured) caters to a diverse seafood
palate with protein served in a
wrap, salad or roll (lobster BLT,
$16), Fin Favourites (lobster
hotdog, $11), snacks (chili-spiced
broccoli, $4.50 and $12), lobster
meals and lobster, live to-go.

TIME FOR A PATIO MAKEOVER?
CALL BUM CONTRACT FURNITURE
Stocked in Oakville, ON and our showroom is open 7-days a week by appointment
2750 Coventry Road Oakville, ON L6H 6R1

www.bumcontract.com | (855) 337-2995 | info@bumcontract.com

RESTAURANT UPDATE

Wilbur Mexicana
552 KING ST. W.

Schmaltz
Appetizing
414 DUPONT ST.

It’s not a restaurant, but chef
Anthony Rose’s newest offering
is worth a mention. It fills a
gap in the market for a Jewish
retail shop with fish, food and
fixings. The glass display case
overflows with fresh smoked
fish, cream cheese, hummus,
caviar and other indulgences
that help make a good bagel
sandwich. Prepared bagels offer
various options, from the $13
Gefiltewich with gefilte fish,
carrot and beetroot horseradish to the $45 bagel with caviar,
egg and sour cream. Thomas
Lavers’ homemade ginger beer
and cream soda and Hewitt’s
milk complete the experience.
Catering is available.

Wilbur Mexicana is packing heat (in a
good way). Owners Will Cumberland,
Baird Cumberland and Stephen Chan
have set the scene for Mexican street
food in a 60-seat, fast-casual environment where nosh is ordered at the bar
and delivered at the table. Named for
American pharmacist Wilbur Scoville
— who measured the heat of chili
peppers — the inspiration is etched
in scientific formulas on the walls and
the inverted beaker light fixtures hanging in the space designed by Toronto
firms, Reflect Architecture and Jacknife.
Wilbur’s influence is on the menu, too.
Customers are given full reign to rev up
their tacos ($3.75), burritos ($9), quesadillas ($9 to $11) and fajitas ($13) at
a salsa and hot-sauce bar stocked with
condiments of varying degrees of intensity; they can wash it down with wine,
beer or fountain soda. Other options
include salad ($9) and sharing plates,
such as Mexican street corn ($3.50)
and brisket taquitos ($5).

Do you have the
Foodservice and
Hospitality magazine App?
With the Foodservice and Hospitality magazine app,
you can access all the latest issues. View the entire
issue page by page or jump directly to your favourites.
All the departments and features you’ve come to know
and love, all at the tap of a screen.
Search “Foodservice and Hospitality magazine”
in the App Store

Also check out the
Hotelier magazine App

POURING FOR PROFITS
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As the smoothie market expands by quantum leaps,
operators can’t help but take notice
and add it to their menu
BY JENNIFER FEBBRARO

HIT ME WITH YOUR

BEST SHOT

Smoothies are the ultimate beverage vehicle to load up with
healthful ingredients, including extra powders, vitamin infusions or “vegetable shots,” which can improve the perceived
health factor of a beverage — and its price point. Here are
some innovative options:
SPIRULINA: This blue-green algae is a whole food and
comes in powder or flakes. It’s packed with protein and is
also an immune booster. KALE SHOTS: It’s exactly what it
sounds like. GREEN TEA: The health benefits of green tea
have even shifted the latte market (matcha latte anyone?).
KEFIR: This drinkable yogurt has tons of probiotics and also
comes in vanilla — great for fruit-based smoothies. CAMU
CAMU BERRY: One teaspoon of camu camu is purported to
have 1,300 per cent of your daily dose of vitamin C.

pany plans to expand its vegetable
offerings. So far, the chain’s bestselling green smoothie is the Kale
Almond Banana.
Yogen Früz has a good strategy
considering studies show health
matters more to customers now
than ever before. The “2014
Canadian Beverage Consumer
Trend Report,” conducted by
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Chicago-based research firm
Technomic Inc., confirms that the
healthiness of a beverage directly
impacts a customer’s likelihood
of ordering it in the future. The
same report shows fruit smoothies grew by 40 per cent on the top
250 limited-service restaurant
menus since 2012. It also reveals
consumers anticipate that two

years from now, they will be 43
per cent more likely to order
made-from-scratch smoothies
from foodservice locations as
compared to today.
That’s good news for the team
at Toronto’s Thrive Organic
Kitchen & Café, where Otilia Kiss,
an integrative nutrition health
coach, designs healthy smoothies
for the restaurant. “Smoothies
are a huge part of our business,”
explains Kiss. “They work as
medicine, so they can be customized to meet the needs of our
customers.” Of course, Thrive
Organic Kitchen never sacrifices
taste for health. “You don’t need
to,” enthuses Kiss, “because fruit
can even out bitter flavours, which
some vegetables contain.”
Each 16-oz. smoothie is a
whopping $8, but customers are
willing to pay up and return for
their favourites. At the moment,
the most popular is the Iron
Boost. “This green smoothie packs
a huge punch as an energy boost,
too,” says Kiss. “It’s got banana,
mango, pineapple, broccoli, kale,
spinach and vitamin C, which
helps the iron bind better.”
Who knew getting your seven
fruits and vegetables a day could
be such a cinch. l
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ver heard of the cookbook
Fifty Shades of Kale? It’s
not just a play on the Fifty
Shades of Grey book series, it’s
reflective of how popular previously hard-to-palate veggies have
become in cuisine, juices and,
yes, smoothies. Green smoothies
are the hot new trend.
Kale is the superfood that’s
packed with a high dose of folate,
magnesium and vitamin C, and
it’s often used as the core vegetable in green smoothies. Karen
Sterling, chief marketing officer
of Yogen Früz, says the veggie
has become so popular that the
company has created a marketing opportunity out of it. “We
launched Kale-lify, which means
a customer can add a 50-cent
kale shot to any smoothie they
order,” enthuses Sterling. “People
can’t seem to get enough of it.”
Yogen Früz has even coined
its entry into the green smoothie
market with its Go Green With
Früz campaign. It began by offering two green smoothies — a
kale/almond/banana smoothie
($5.50) and an avocado/kale
smoothie ($5.50). While only
available in 16 ounces, Sterling
says green smoothie sales have
been going so well that the com-
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EQUIPMENT

A FINE
BALANCE

Smoking and grilling can be difficult,
but finding the right equipment to get
the job done efficiently is half the battle
BY DENISE DEVEAU

C
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hefs are passionate about
their barbecues
and smokers — just
ask Ted Reader. The
Toronto-based celebrity chef, self-professed
“Godfather of the Grill”
and prolific cookbook
author, is excited about
his new toy. It’s a 1972
fire truck decked out
for barbecuing on the
go. “We pulled out the
water tank and pump
and added eight feet
of [Brantford, Ont.’s]
Crown Verity industrialgrade gas grills that can
work on charcoal as well
as rotisserie units,” he
says of the catering truck
that’s also equipped
with a hardwood-barrel
smoker with a four-shelf
rotisserie. “It’s not gaspowered. You just light
and tend the fire, and
smoke it low and slow.”
Whether revved up
about smokers or not,
choosing the right
one for a foodservice
operation takes time and
research. Reader suggests operators start by
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choosing a design that
corresponds with the
restaurant’s expected
output, whether it’s a
smaller-format gas grill
or a large rotisserie
smoker. “If you go for
larger units, many are
fully automated and
run on natural gas or
propane if they’re portable,” he says, alluding
to the value of having
machines that don’t
need to have temperature manually regulated.
At Stack Restaurant
in Toronto, owner Bill
Panos’ 500-lb. capacity
smoker from Alamo,
Tenn.-based Southern
Pride has served him
well for three years.
What he likes best about
the equipment is that he
can use split logs instead
of pellets. “Part of our
restaurant philosophy
is [about] doing everything the old-fashioned
way. Using manufactured, compressed wood
[isn’t] right for us.”
What is ideal is that
the hood is fitted to the
size of the unit. “That

was a real advantage,
because we didn’t have
to have a custom hood
made for us. You can buy
everything in combination: the hood, the exhaust
and the motor for about
$3,000 over the base
$26,000 for the smoker,
plus installation costs.”
Another feature he
likes in his 1,200-lb. unit
is the fan that creates
a convection effect for
even heating (see “Time
for a Check-up?” p. 54).
“That, combined with
the rotisserie, is a huge
advantage,” Panos says.
He explains: “One of the
challenges with smoking is often uneven heat.
With a smaller box you
have to constantly move
things around for even
heat distribution. By adding electronic controls,
that problem goes away.
If you want to do some
serious smoking without
using a lot of man hours,
that’s the oven you want.
You set it and forget it,”
he says.
One drawback to big
smokers is you can’t coldFOODSERVICE AND HOSPITALITY MARCH 2015
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Ted Reader’s food truck

smoke items such as
fish or cheese. “They’re
designed for big overnight cooks of ribs or
chicken. It’s very difficult
to do any low-temperature smoking,” Panos
admits. “You use smaller
units for that.”
Installation is another
challenge. “If you are
building a restaurant
from the ground up, you

have to put it in first. A
retrofit can be difficult,”
Panos says. But, it’s best
to check first, as some
new designs fit through
standard door frames.
Problems don’t necessarily end once the
machine is installed.
Working with smokers
and barbecues can be
difficult. The team at
RCR Hospitality Group
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in Halifax learned that
the hard way. “Southernstyle barbecue is not
the easiest cuisine to
duplicate for commercial
use,” confesses Shannon
Bruhm, VP, Operations,
at the company, which
owns restaurants such as
Onyx, Cut, Waterfront
Warehouse (and previously Q Smokehouse).
“You’re always trying to
provide food at its peak
quality. But the window
for that is fairly short,
and everything is pretty
much predicated on
being done at one time.”
Perhaps that’s why the
500-lb., $20,000 smoker
from Ponca City, Okla.based Cookshack, didn’t
work out
at the nowdefunct Q
Smokehouse.
It found a
new home
at RCR’s
Cunard
Centre catering operation, where
it is now
used for
large dinner
events. “We
know how
many are
coming and
the menu.
It works
much better,” Bruhm
admits, referring to the
equipment
with state-ofthe-art features, including digital
temperature-

control settings, which
allows hickory pellets to
burn at specific rates.
The Cunard Centre is
also stocked with various
commercial barbecues
and propane fryers, which
are loaded onto vans for
on-site cooking. Most
recently, MagiCater barbecues, from MagiKitch’n
based in Bow, N.H.,
joined the fleet. “They
come in 30- and 60-inch,
as well as six-foot sizes
and [with] lots of options,
such as shelving for condiments, stainless-steel
hoods or wind guards,”
Bruhm says.
Meanwhile, Dave
Harper, president, D&S
Southern Comfort BBQ
in Carlsbad Springs,
Ont., learned to balance
erratic demand for his
smokers by using two
Southern Pride XLR1000 systems. One is
installed in his 270-seat
restaurant kitchen, the
second is on a trailer,
which can be used when
demand peaks. At $40,000
each, the units weren’t
cheap, but they do the
job. “They’re workhorses.
I’ve only had to replace
the bearings, belt and
plastic faceplate on the

TIME FOR
A CHECK-UP?
It pays to perform maintenance checks on your
smoker. “I still see smokers
that were purchased in 1980,”
says Jarred Robertson, president, Southern Pride in Alamo,
Tenn. “If they’re well maintained, they can last for 40
years or longer.” So, establish
a preventative maintenance
schedule, and always unplug
the smoker before checking
or cleaning it. Consider the
following:
n Make sure ashes are
cleared out of the firebox
and burner
n Make sure draining grease
is cleaned from the base
of the machine
n Check for worn parts,
which can cause
system failure
n Clean fan blades regularly
to maintain an even airflow
and consistent temperature
throughout the interior
cabinet (These can be
easily removed, washed
and reinstalled)

Southern Pride’s
MLR-850 (above)
and MLR-150
Mobile (left)
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electronic controls,”
says Harper, who’s
had the machines for
six years. “Overall, however, they’re darn near
bulletproof.”
For smaller jobs,

Harper uses non-rotisserie electric smokers
($10,000 apiece). “They
do a nice job on chicken
wings, because they have
less of a smoke flavour,”
he says, explaining, “with

brisket and pork shoulder you typically want a
deeper smoke flavour.”
Overall, there’s a lot
to learn about smokers.
“Authentic barbecue
sounds easy, but it’s

not — at least not when
you’re [cooking] on a
large scale. It’s all in
how you get product
from the smoker to the
customer’s table without
screwing it up. You don’t

want to sell leftovers
and … you don’t want
to run out,” Harper says.
It’s an important issue.
“Your reputation relies
on having hot, fresh
product.” l

SUPPLYSIDE
SHOWCASE
The SRG-400 stationary rack gas-fired smoker is a
compact, 400-lb capacity unit, which fits through a
standard 36-inch door frame. The automatic woodburning barbecue features a removable rack-slide
system, advanced thermostatic controls and a convection air system. For smaller needs, the MLR-150
is a gas-fired, wood-burning rotisserie measuring
33”W x 58”D x 64”H. It can smoke 24 pieces of pork
butts, 24 sides of St. Louis-style ribs, eight whole
beef briskets or 80 lbs of chicken wings in one
cycle. It’s available in a stationary, trailer-mounted or
competition-cart format. Southern Pride
The Fast Eddy’s
FEC240 pellet
smoker oven
(pictured) is
designed for
large capacity,
small-footprint
needs. Features
include an automated wood-pellet
system, factoryinstalled programming pre-sets, an
offset firebox and
a convection fan.
The FEC240 holds
up to 250 lbs of
meat and fits through
a standard door frame.
Meanwhile, the IQ5
digital electronic controller smokes, cooks
and holds for greater
consistency. It includes
a digital readout, meatprobe attachment and
a USB port for downloading data. It’s standard on Cookshack’s
commercial smoker
ovens with a capacity of 100 to 750 lbs.
Cookshack
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CHEF’S CORNER

SERVING
CALGARY
PROUD

Darren MacLean is creating
a new vibe for classic comfort
cuisine at Downtownfood
BY FATIMA SIDDIQUI

A

BITS & BITES
What is your favourite
kitchen tool? “An immersion
circulator”

What would you do if
you weren’t a chef?
“[Be an] actor”
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Korean-spiced patty ($17) — receive a complimentary root-beer float
— a nod to MacLean’s childhood memories of enjoying that meal
with his dad. “We are telling stories of Canadian cultures and terroir
through our food,” he explains.
Customer favourites at the 76-seat bistro include braised-beef
ravioli ($27), salt-and-peppered Humboldt squid ($12) and tempura
scallop maki ($14). MacLean’s goal is to provide fresh, healthy and
affordable dishes under $30. Why cook for a few when you can cook
for many? he asks. “Reach them with your message of food equality
instead of food insecurity.”
The executive chef has had lots of time to consider such a mandate.
He began his career as a dishwasher at a Ricky’s restaurant at age 12 —
he told them he was 15 — and moved up from there. But, it was only
six years ago that he became serious about a career in cooking. He
dropped out of university, walking away from an education in finance,
to move to Ontario and enrol at Stratford Chefs School. “I tried to get
away from cooking, but I love the fire and the adrenaline you get when
you’re cooking service, and I like making people happy.”
The Gold Medal Plates’ bronze- and silver-medal finalist aims
to continue his quest to bring people joy. He’s preparing to open
Shokunin Izakaya this summer, a Japanese-inspired restaurant that
will foster collaboration with local farmers to harvest his own ingredients, raise free-range pigs and ferment miso and soy. It’s all part of
his dream of introducing bold flavours with global inspirations. l
What’s your
favourite
ingredient?
“Miso”

What’s your
favourite food to
cook at home?
“Instant noodles”

What do you
do for fun?
“Fly fish”
FOODSERVICEANDHOSPITALITY.COM
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fter losing a vote with his business partners to name his
restaurant, 31-year-old chef Darren MacLean is now taking
inspiration from the moniker.
While the partnership didn’t work out, the name Downtownfood
has endured since 2012. “The heartbeat of any really great food city is
what it offers downtown,” says MacLean, explaining the restaurant’s
name, before adding, “The inspiration was completely a mistake in my
opinion, but it has really served us well.”
MacLean is proud to serve his city. He’s purportedly the first chef
in Calgary to have established a rooftop garden, equipped with two
beehives and more than 40 herbs, vegetables and fruits. With allergies
on the rise, he wants to accommodate consumers’ dietary restrictions
and eliminate food insecurity. “I always considered myself a food
activist first and a chef second. I really got into it, because it’s a way to
positively affect change in the food industry by giving people a pleasant food experience with things that taste great.”
Defined as “true Canadian cuisine” with hints of ethnic notes,
MacLean’s Downtownfood menu is inspired by local ingredients and
flavours with dishes that cater to customers with a diverse ethnic
palate. “Our flavour profiles are unique. We don’t just put soy sauce
on something because we want to make it Asian, the flavours have to
make sense.”
MacLean strives to deliver dishes that tell stories and ignite memories. For lunch, guests who order burgers — such as the popular

