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How does aMI help food processors?
The food processing industry isn’t always easy to navigate, especially for those just beginning their  

journey to start a new business or expand their operation. There are many resources available to new and 

established food processors – but locating those resources and understanding how they can be applied 

can result information overload and frustration.  This booklet is designed to help you along the way. It’s a 

roadmap that sets out the steps you need to take to develop your business idea to success.

AMI works to connect Ontario’s food processors with the correct resources and the information they need 

to start or grow their food business. We develop tools like our Business Score Card, designed to identify 

how your business is performing, and Take Control, a tool designed to help create the succession planning 

process.  We host events and workshops and conduct research to monitor the industry’s business  

management needs. We know it’s important to have accessible resources that are easy to use and  

provide useful insights – so we provide resources that are just that. 

Planning your trip
starting your food business
Starting my own business in the food processing industry was one of the best decisions I’ve made.  

This industry is so diverse and has so many different opportunities and niches. Although it can be  

challenging, it’s never boring and is extremely rewarding.

So you want to start or grow your own food processing business – great! The food and food processing 

industry is a dynamic marketplace filled with opportunities. 

Successful business people working in this space will tell you that before embarking on a new endeavour 

in the food processing industry would say that it’s essential to do your research. Even if you have an idea 

or product, there are multiple steps you must take and strategic decisions you must make before you 

see your product on shelves in stores across the country. 

To help you get started, the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) offers a 

comprehensive and inclusive guide to food processing in Ontario called the “Guide to Food and Beverage  

Manufacturing in Ontario”, which includes the information you need for start or expand a business in the 

food industry.  This tool will help you find information on developing a food processing business including 

guidelines for food safety, quality assurance and government regulations, as well as general information 

about how to market and promote commercial-scale products. Use it as a reference for information and 

as a guideline to help ensure your business is a success.

Find the guide here: http://bit.ly/1Yicmdp

about aMI 
The Agri-food Management Institute (AMI) promotes new ways of thinking about agribusiness management 

and aims to increase awareness, understanding and adoption of beneficial business management practices 

by Ontario agri-food and agri-based producers and processors.

AMI develops business management tools, information, resources, and training for agri-food and agri-based 

producers, processors, and their business advisors. 

Visit our website to find out more: www.takeanewapproach.ca
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getting road-ready 
Honestly assessing your product
Are you ready to create a new business or expand your product line? It’s important to be confident  

about your product, be aware of the regulations and responsibilities you will have once it’s underway, 

and know what it takes on a personal level, to make your business successful. First, you need to assess 

your product critically. Is it a good idea? Is it marketable? Is there a demand for it? does it fill a need? 

Asking these questions now will save you time and money later; if anything needs to be modified, it’s 

better to find out sooner rather than later. developing and testing your formulations, product, concept, or 

service on a small scale can help you avoid unnecessary costs down the road. 

Test driving your idea
Preparing your product for commercialization 
Food Starter is one of several Ontario food business incubators that focuses on helping early-stage food 

processors commercialize and scale the development of their food products. It provides access to a  

provincially inspected food production facility that offers shared food production and packaging equipment, 

business advisory services, and structured training to help companies scale and grow their businesses.

The Food Commercialization Program is Food Starter’s flagship program that assists entrepreneurs in 

taking food ideas from the drawing board to full commercialization. This multi-stage program is designed 

for entrepreneurs who are ready to turn their food idea into a business. The one-year program is aimed 

at taking a food idea to market and consists of three stages designed to help food entrepreneurs through 

every stage of their business’ development. 

 “Food processing and manufacturing isn’t an easy field to get started in, with many new entrants 

simply not knowing where to start or how to grow once they have started. Food Starter helps people 

mount the regulatory and capital expense barriers they face as start-ups by offering access to equipment, 

mentorship, and best practices. Our one-year Food Commercialization program is designed to help  

entrepreneurs bring their idea to market and offers continuous support and incredible value.”  

– Dana McCauley, Food Starter

For information on Food starter and other incubator programs visit the resources for Processors 

page on the aMI website:  www.takeanewapproach.ca
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A solid, marketable product is the foundation to a successful business. It’s crucial to 

make sure your product fills a niche, and does what the consumer expects it to do. 

Once you have a good product, you can start planning the rest of your business – 

which is also incredibly important. Even the best ideas, without proper planning,  

can end up unsuccessful. Give your business the best chance possible and back up 

your great product with a foolproof business plan!
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departure
creating a business strategy 
 “Having a written business plan helps set a direction for your company, whether it’s the plan to  

expand in a few years or a way to address problems that arise. It helps businesses stay on track,  

especially with things you don’t do all the time – things like new product launch, succession planning, 

and plant redesign. A plan helps communicate your ideas to others, whether that’s the bank, management, 

or possible investors.” – Rob Hannam, President and Client Director, Synthesis Agri-Food Network

Think of a business plan as the foundation and blueprint of your business; without one, it is difficult to 

know exactly where you want your business to be down the road, or to share that vision with others. The 

time you use to create a strong plan is an excellent investment in your business and will pay off many 

times over. Benefits to having a proper business plan include developing a clear mission and vision, a 

defined set of goals and benchmarks that can help you steer your business through times of trouble.   

Benchmarks can help you track your performance, measure gaps in processes, and ensure you are 

meeting our objectives. Stay tuned for the AMI online Business Plan tool.  Business planning can also be 

done with a business coach, business advisor or consultant. 

Fuel for growth: Financing for your business 
What funding options are available for food processors?
One key driver that limits your ability to bring your business ideas to fruition is gaining access to capital –  

to be used for plant facilities, packaging design, marketing, distribution… the possibilities for improvements 

are great.. But before you can approach funders or lenders, a well thought out business plan is the  

foundation document to get the financing you need to bring your business to life. Investors and funders 

will look to you to demonstrate market demand and describe what makes your product unique, and most 

importantly, how you’ll be able to deliver on your objectives of creating a profitable business. 

Processors have a number of traditional  and new options to obtain capital to fund their business:

 • Banks

	 •	 Credit Unions 

	 •	 Community Futures development Corporations 

	 •	 Small Business Enterprise Centres

	 •	 Futurpreneur Program

	 •	 Government funding 

	 •	 Slow Money – connecting local food producers with investors willing to accept slow returns

	 •	 Crowdfunding – having the support of a community to help you achieve your dreams
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growing Forward 2 (gF2) for Processors
OMAFRA administers GF2 cost-share funding assistance to eligible processors to grow their profits, 

expand markets and manage shared risks. Processors can sign up or update their business profile, and 

submit their completed documents and application through the GF2 Client Portal. 

Find more information by consulting the Program guide here: http://bit.ly/1sora41

a new approach: rainy river district regional abattoir
The Rainy River district Regional Abattoir Inc. (RRdAI) in Emo, Ontario is a non-profit community based 

organization established in 2010. With a mandate to stimulate economic growth and development in the local 

agriculture community, they’re looking to expand their operation – and have turned to crowdfunding to do so.

  

The RRdAI is looking to increase their distribution channels and marketing networks, while increasing 

their contribution to the local food chain network. They’re looking for donations to move the project to a 

permanent location with a dedicated local food hub coordinator to run the network. 

The inspiration to use crowdfunding as a funding source came after  The Cloverbelt Local Food Co-op 

in dryden successfully raised money for a community greenhouse which has been running prosperously 

since June 2015.  

For more information on the rainy river district regional abattoir, visit www.gofundme.com/rrabattoir, 

and for more information on the cloverbelt Local Food co-op, visit www.cloverbeltlocalfoodcoop.com. 

PROCESSORS’ ROAd MAP TO SUCCESS
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vehicle maintenance  
Human resource management 
There’s no question that a key ingredient in any successful business is attracting and retaining  

quality employees. Some processing businesses find that retaining good employees can be  

challenging, especially when margins don’t allow for high wages, or when the market allows for  

movement of labourers  such as in urban areas. Being creative and learning how your peers  

successfully retain talent is important.

  

To help address this industry challenge, the Food Processing Human Resources Council (FPHRC)  

developed the “HR Toolkit for the Food Processing Industry”, a comprehensive kit covering recruitment, 

hiring, retaining, managing, and termination or separation of employees. It includes implementation  

techniques and guidelines for companies to develop a stable, inclusive human resources department 

and improve their management practices. Sound practices produce improved working conditions,  

employee satisfaction, and employee retention and performance – all key to a successful operation.

“The Toolkit is for small- to medium- sized businesses. It was developed by human resource experts,  

so it adds professionalism to smaller businesses looking to develop policies. It covers everything from 

writing job descriptions for ads to workplace safety, and includes real-world examples from processors 

for a variety of situations. It is a low-cost solution that is a sound investment in your business.”

– Jennefer Griffith, Food Processing Human Resources Council, Executive Director

The Food Processing Human Resources Council also offers funding for the hiring of new employees in 

small or start-up businesses in the food processing industry. Businesses can receive up to $20,000 to 

hire a new employee that would directly contribute to the business’ success, whether it is working to 

guarantee food safety, optimize production practices, or to come on board in human resource  

management. For more information, contact the Food Processing Human Resources Council.

Find the Toolkit here: http://bit.ly/1naqQyn
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Attracting and retaining quality employees is a key ingredient in a successful business.  

Being creative and learning how your peers successfully retain talent is important. This 

doesn’t necessarily mean offering higher wages; it can also mean improved working conditions, 

competitive benefits, or other things that make a company a desireable employer.
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Increasing your gas mileage 
Procurement, cost savings and sustainability
Once your business is up and running, it’s important to optimize your operations to ensure your  

business model is working at peak efficiency. Cost savings can occur through a number of different  

avenues; whether it’s a decision to co-pack rather than build and maintain your own facility, an  

opportunity to buy ingredients in bulk, or adopting new technology to reduce the amount of waste 

created by the manufacturing process, there’s a way for businesses of any size to reduce their costs. 

Eliminating waste in terms of energy or water inputs is beneficial because it minimizes the environmental 

impact of your business. Luckily there are great support tools available to help you improve the  

efficiencies of your business processes!

To help you analyze the impact of changes in recipe, ingredient costs or packaging size on product 

margin, the On-Farm Processing Recipe Based Costing Tool allows you to input your costs and track 

changes.  

Find the costing tool here: http://bit.ly/1W8gsjT 

To measure specific production costs and waste management for inputs such as energy, water, or  

natural gas, Provision Coalition has developed self-assessment tools that give you objective feedback 

and generate checklists to help you improve.

Find the online self-assessment tools here:  http://bit.ly/1kTdh68
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safety inspection
Legal requirements: What regulations exist?  
How can they be managed? 
When starting a food processing business, you are responsible for everything from having product  

liability insurance to ensuring  you meet local, provincial and federal regulatory responsibilities and  

obligations. You must be aware of the regulations and laws that exist to avoid any unpleasant  

roadblocks in the future.

Food safety compliance and cultivating a culture of compliance 
in your manufacturing business
Consumers expect food to be safe. And they expect to be protected from unfair or dishonest business 

practices. Increasingly, foodservice and food retail/wholesale operations in North America and around 

the globe require food companies to ensure their product has been processed, prepared, handled and 

distributed according to recognized food safety standards to protect the consumer and the business.

“AMI established a Food Safety Culture Roundtable made up of a group of industry experts who have 

decades of practical food safety program delivery experience and high levels of execution. The goal is to 

aid processors and producers in the establishment of a food safety culture that is compliant and reliable, 

enabling a higher success rate in food safety regulatory compliance.

Public trust is the responsibility of all producers and processors in the food industry because consumers  

assume that the conditions and controls applied in food production always provide safe and healthy 

products for their consumption. It is important to ensure your business culture enables a high level of  

reliability on your food safety programs and that your compliance levels meet - or exceed- your regulatory 

standards. This culture fosters a trust level with the consumer, ensuring business growth and consumer 

satisfaction.” – Doug Alexander, Director of Engineering, Ippolito Fruit and Produce Ltd. 

Tools and resources:

Having effective policies in place ensures your employees are properly trained; therefore, minimizing risks 

of product contamination and influencing your bottom line. OMAFRA has developed a collection of  

Personnel and Handling checklists for those in the food processing industry to use to develop their own 

policies that help minimize contamination risks.

Find the checklists here: http://bit.ly/1soQYli

PROCESSORS’ ROAd MAP TO SUCCESS
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changing your destination
Is your business ready to pivot? 
Businesses change – whether to stay competitive, change directions, or find new markets – and for big 

decisions, it’s important to have expert advice. That’s where advisory boards, business mentors, and 

business advisors come in. 

Many successful businesses have advisory boards made up of experienced people who are able to give 

sound advice and guidance. Business owners can create their own advisory board or find a mentor for 

guidance. Ideally, people with experience in the food processing industry are the  best candidates for these 

roles. Consider retired or previous business owners of similar businesses, non-competing business owners, 

key suppliers, lawyers, financial planners, and more. The key is to find someone with new insight and  

different or more knowledge who can help point the business in the right direction. Alternatively, successful 

business people in non-food related sectors can also provide valuable advice on how to start up and  

manage your new business as, often times, new innovations are borrowed from different industries.  

Advisors can be found regionally. Start your recruitment efforts by locating your nearest Small Business 

development Centre, Community Futures or Economic developers Council of Ontario office, or Business 

Innovation Centre to find an advisor near you. 

Taking an exit
succession and business continuity planning
Succession or business continuity planning ensures the ongoing viability of the business. This can refer 

to transitioning to new management, taking on a new direction within the current business model, or any 

scenario where a major change will take place. Having a plan in place is important for the health of the 

company as it ensures the best-suited employees are prepared for a larger role to guide the company 

through a new stage. It also allows the business owner to make preparations so that they can step back 

easily when they are ready to retire or move on. 

“Having a succession or transition plan means that your business is safe – whether it’s because someone 

leaves the business expectedly or unexpectedly, the decision to pursue other directions, or ensuring the 

business remains operational when any of these things are happening, it’s an excellent contingency plan. 

Many people don’t like to talk about succession planning, but it’s such a crucial aspect of mitigating risk. 

Think of it as an emergency exit – what you can use in case of an emergency in your business.” 

– Alison Robertson, Executive Director, Agri-Food Management Institute
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Tools and resources:
Business owners are encouraged to know what they want for their business in the future, from a business, 

ownership, and personal perspective.  To help them plan for the future, AMI developed “Take Control - 

Transition Planning for Owners in the Food Processing Industry”, an online learning tool to help owners 

effectively transition out of their business when they’re ready to retire or move on to another endeavor.

Users walk through possible options including selling the business, tax and legal considerations, choosing 

a successor and more. Personal financial considerations are also addressed  The program is free to use 

and is a great way to start a succession planning conversation with business partners or even your advisor.

“Take Control is an easy to understand, informative tool that is a great resource for processors looking 

for more information on succession planning or transitioning the business. It offers users  a number of 

modules designed to walk you through the transition process. We have had good feedback from users 

who tell us that it has helped them begin their own transition plans.” 

– Ashley Honsberger, Program Manager, Agri-food Management Institute

Find the Take control tool here: http://bit.ly/1Pbsn6f 

To assess where you are at in the transition process, BdO offers a confidential “Where are you Now?” 

questionnaire designed to help business owners and their families or management teams gain a snap-

shot of the business.  It detects obstacles that might derail the business, seeks out the preferred path, 

and identifies areas where consultation or business planning is most needed. 

Find the questionnaire here:  http://bit.ly/1s7ULcn
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20,000 km vehicle check
evaluating your business 
So now that you’ve got a business plan and you have secured the loan or grant to get your business 

underway, you’re done right? Wrong!  

Planning is a continual process, not a destination, so to ensure you are checking in on the health of your 

business, we developed the Business Score Card. Use this tool to help you measure your ongoing 

performance and track your progress over the year so that it is easy to set goals and plan for greater 

success. Using this tool can benefit your business in a number of ways:

	 •	 Gain a greater understanding of strengths and weaknesses

	 •	 Assess current systems, knowledge and skills

	 •	 Prioritize areas for improvement

	 •	 develop an action plan to address gaps

	 •	 Identify resources to help meet goals

	 •	 Achieve better efficiency and profitability

The online business assessment tool will take participants through nine different business management  

focus areas in order to identify how their business is performing in each area. When completed, participants 

will receive a report with the results of the questions and priority rankings, as well as a set of resources that 

the user can make use of, tailored for the areas with the most priority and opportunity for improvement. 

Find the Business score card here: http://bit.ly/1nnqU9v
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The food processing industry is a unique and dynamic sector with great opportunities 

for entrepreneurs and established businesses. Whether you’re deciding to create a 

new business, expand your current business, or take a new direction, AMI is there to 

help connect you with the best resources to give you the information you need. 
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agri-food Management Institute
100 stone road West, Unit 105

guelph, ontario
n1g 5L3               

Phone: 519-822-6618
ami@takeanewapproach.ca
www.takeanewapproach.ca

@AMIOntarioAgri-food Management Institute


