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NIAGARA FOOD INNOVATIONS

“I was a real dreamer about community economic development,” says Betty Ann Baker, “but the truth is, I don’t think anyone knows what CED is until you get into it. It’s not just romantic organizing – it’s about learning how to run businesses. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

Betty Ann is Executive Director of Niagara Peninsula Homes -- and, rather to her surprise, assistant to the General Manager of an associated venture, Niagara Food Innovations. NPH is a successful developer of co-operative housing which operates 1000 housing units in 17 developments. In 1991 it branched out into community economic development with a “Good Food Box” program, a training and distribution business linking consumers with local growers.

The Good Food Box program trained over 50 people, served more than 700 consumers, and inspired the creation of “Best of Niagara” gourmet gift baskets, aimed at a high-end market. The success of the gift baskets, in turn, led to a program to assist women to create specialty foods from Niagara-grown produce, and to market and distribute those products under a shared label called Niagara Presents. 

It worked almost too well. Entrepreneurs soon learn that rapid unexpected growth is among the most wrenching challenges a business ever faces. When Asha Tifow, a trainee, sold an order for 14,000 jars of Arlo’s Pickled Garlic Cloves, Jill Vance (the owner of Arlo’s) was delighted -- and overwhelmed.

And so Niagara Food Innovations was born -- a community-based network of women micro-entrepreneurs, each with her own product, operating together. By 1999, NFI was providing a government-inspected commercial incubator kitchen, technical support for product development and production, a retail showroom, and a marketing and distribution service. 

Essentially, Niagara Food Innovations had to do everything that Kraft or Weston does but on a much smaller scale, starting from scratch, and with inexperienced staff – “accounts receivable, accounts payable, inventory control, shipping and receiving, human resources, all kinds of things,” Betty Ann recalls.

After two years of operations, the new organization applied to the Community Economic Development Technical  Assistance Program at Carleton University for help in devising systems to manage growth. With CEDTAP funding, NFI contracted the Canadian Co-operative Association, Ontario, which in turn provided the services of George Alkalay of Northfield Ventures. By the time he came aboard, the business had serious problems. 

“George was going to do Board and staff training, help us with financial management and analysis, enhance our business systems, things like that,” Betty Ann recalls. “Instead, he wound up having to create an environment in which management could occur, and becoming the interim general manager so that we could make it through our busiest season. He also became a management coach and mentor to the board of directors.

“We had serious management problems, because people weren’t used to taking direction and reporting back to their manager. We were way overstaffed, because that was our CED vision, we were creating jobs. We didn’t realize that we needed to get the business profitable and then hire. 

“We had quality control problems. The accounts receivable were way behind. So we couldn’t pay our own bills on time, and our suppliers were unhappy. George had to put a team together with the knowledge to help him clean up the mess, and solve it little by little. We had thought, well, we’ve got all this experience in the housing business -- how difficult can it be to run another business? But the food business is very different from the housing business.”

Betty Ann is chagrined when she talks about these difficulties, but they are hardly surprising. NFI has seven revenue streams, and each one is almost a tiny business in itself, producing and selling its own products, renting the kitchen to others and selling their products, running a retail outlet on Ontario’s Wine Route, assembling and selling gift baskets, training, and wholesaling. Managing one business is difficult. Managing seven businesses is horrific.

“Because of George’s intervention, we survived,” says Betty Ann. “We’re light years ahead of where we were six months ago. We’ve got a really tight team, and a good handle on the business. But we’re not out of the woods yet, mind you.

“I’ve come to realize that to do CED well, you have to develop a business mentality, not a project mentality. You’re learning the fundamentals of how to manage a business, one piece at a time. In the States, they have shadow managers in start-up businesses all the time, and you need that. That’s really what George is now becoming for us. But the worry now is that we’re still only learning how to manage this complex small business, and there’s no funding to keep someone like George around to mentor us over the next 18 months. 

“So I’m very optimistic, and really scared, and really excited -- all at the same time.”
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