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Coming Soon 
Gordon Food Service is opening a new  
state-of-the-art distribution centre in Ajax this 
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26 Down to a Science 
If you haven’t heard of Wayne Conrad, you’re 
about to meet one of Canada’s most prolific 
scientists. He and his wife, Nina, take us through 
the amazing inventions Omachron is currently 
working on. 
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EXEC TALK 
Ryan Smolkin chats with The Spark 

about Smoke’s Poutinerie’s success, 
moving their headquarters to  

Ajax and his continued plan for  
global domination.

  Page 13

DO IT NOW 
Tired of the usual (read: boring) 

office meetings that don’t garner the 
results you’re looking for? Find out 
how to reinvigorate your meetings 

with our expert tips.

  Page 11

SOUND OFF 
The debate between open versus 

closed offices can get pretty  
contentious. Read the pros and  

cons before deciding which layout 
works best for your crew.

  Page 14

UPFRONT

SMOKIN’ Hot
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MARKET RESEARCH

An Attitude of Gratitude
’Tis the season to give thanks, and these celebrities and business heavyweights are tops when it comes  
to sharing the wealth. We picked five who make it their missions to give back.  

J.K. Rowling
Philanthropic resume: The first author 
to make the Forbes Billionaire list 
(thanks to a certain boy wizard — the 
seven Harry Potter books have sold 
more than 450 million copies), Rowling 
actually lost her title on the list after 
giving a substantial amount to charity.  
Big donation: She supports children’s 
non-profits such as Lumos, as well as 
Book Aid International and the Women’s 
Fund for Scotland.

Oprah Winfrey
Philanthropic resume: One of the most 
philanthropic people in the world,  
Oprah gives to a ton of causes, including  
healthcare and advocacy for children. 
Big donation: Most of her donations 
go to her three foundations — the Oprah 
Winfrey Foundation, the Oprah Winfrey 
Operating Foundation and the  
Angel Network, which funded the Oprah 
Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls  
in South Africa.

Jeff Bezos
Philanthropic resume: The Amazon 
founder is the first person to accumulate 
a fortune of more than $100 billion,  
and today he’s reportedly worth more 
than $110 billion. 
Big donation: Bezos is said to give 
plenty of cash to charity. Last year, he 
launched a $2 billion initiative — the 
Bezos Day One Fund, which supports 
homeless families and builds full- 
scholarship preschools.

Ellen DeGeneres
Philanthropic resume: The TV host  
has won awards for her philanthropy, 
and has several causes on her chari-
table list, including the Small Change 
Campaign, which she started with  
Ben Affleck, to benefit Feeding America. 
Big donation: DeGeneres’s famous  
celeb selfie at the 2014 Oscars raised 
$3 million — she gave half to the 
Humane Society and half to St. Jude’s 
Children’s Hospital in Tennessee.

Bill Gates
Philanthropic resume: Apparently  
Microsoft’s founder gives nearly half of 
his earnings to charity — an estimated 
(and whopping) $41 billion last year. 
Big donation: The Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation is the biggest private 
charitable foundation in the world. The 
entrepreneur’s family has donated more 
than $35 billion since the foundation’s 
inception nearly 20 years ago. 
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experiences and potential 
jobs,” he says. “Through 
our workshops and training 
opportunities, we’re also able 
to create new opportunities 
for upskilling and second ca-
reers, given the changes and 
challenges in the employment 
landscape in Durham Region. 
With this, we have a major 
opportunity to reinvent our 
tech sector and talent.” 

THE HYPE

Location 
Oshawa Campus
Gordon Willey Building, 
SW 103

   Durham College’s AI Hub partners  
with marketing and analytics company,  
MobileXCo – a former Spark client.

The team 
Debbie Mckee Demczyk, 
Vibha Tyagi, Amit Maraj, 
Stephen Forbes, Sam Plati, 
Andrew Maybe and Ali Hirji. 

What it is
Within the Office of Re-
search, Innovation and Entre-
preneurship Services, the AI 
Hub opened 18 months ago. 
“It offers industry partners 
access to technical exper-
tise, state-of-the-art facilities 
and platforms and student 

talent, so that companies 
can uncover business 
insights while providing 
intelligent and autonomous 
solutions that increase their 
productivity and growth,” 
says Hirji.  

How it helps 
“We recently launched our AI 
graduate certificate, which 
creates opportunities for work 

Cool innovations
There are myriad projects 
in cyber security, fintech, 
insurance and contact 
centre services. “We recently 
completed projects with 
Durham Region, Lakeridge 
Health and Precisepark Link. 
We were also selected as the 
only college at the presti-
gious CISO forum Canada,” 
Hirji says. 

   Ali Hirji

The AI Hub
The Durham College Hub for Applied Research in Artificial Intelligence for Business Solutions,  
affectionally known as the AI Hub, is a key part of the college’s technology offerings. We asked the 
team at the hub to tell us about the history and why it’s such an integral part of Durham Region.  

BY L I S A  VA N DE  GE Y N
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REGIONAL

But if you consider the 
impacts of rapid accelera-
tion of technology across 
all industries, it’s possible 
to identify a much broader 
application of cyber security 
for businesses and commu-
nities. Just as technological 
innovation is impacting 
every industry, so too is the 
importance of understand-
ing the risks inherent in  
that technology. 
      From a start-up interest-
ed in protecting their trade 
secrets and intellectual 
property, to the medium- 
sized enterprise interested 
in maintaining customer 
relationships through the 
security of their data, pro-
tecting business interests 
against outside interference 
is essential. 
      Consider teenagers  
sharing their locations  
on social media, or senior  
citizens learning about  
online banking for the first 
time. Raising awareness 
about potential threats that 
can make individuals vul-
nerable in our communities 
should be a priority; protect-

Durham’s Cyber Security
Across Durham Region last fall, municipalities, local businesses, post-secondary institutions and local 
innovation centres have rallied behind a key issue in community safety: cyber security. 

BY S IM ON GIL L

ing technology users and 
their data is key. Ultimately, 
cyber security impacts us at 
all levels in our community — 
protecting business interests, 
protecting staff and protect-
ing customers.
       Durham Region organi-
zations have held numerous 
events last fall to build 
awareness of the importance 
of cyber security, and to 
empower our communities 
to identify cyber security 
risks and improve how to 
detect, evaluate and avoid 
these threats. From cyber 
security for seniors and kids, 
to fundamentals for small 
business owners, community 
partners in Durham Region 
worked together during Cyber 
Security Awareness Month.
       Central to this series 
of events, Durham College 
was home to the Global 
Cyberlympics. This event is 
an ethical hacking and cyber 
security competition that 
pits teams from all over the 
world against each other 
to compete in a series of 
challenges in areas such as 
digital forensics, malware 

analysis and cryptogra-
phy. Following a 12-hour 
online elimination round, 
15 finalists competed for 
the winning title during the 
in-person finals competition 
at Durham College. Bringing 
events such as the Global 
Cyberlympics to Durham Re-
gion encourages advance-
ment and interest in the 
field of cyber security among 
students, businesses and 
the community. 
       At Invest Durham — 
Durham Region Economic 
Development and Tourism 

— our goal is to create jobs, 
retain talent from post- 
secondary institutions and 
build a robust business eco-
system in Durham Region.  
By connecting existing busi-
nesses in the field of cyber 
security with the innovation 
network in Durham, and 
by supporting established 
businesses in our commu-
nity as they learn to protect 
themselves, we are helping 
create an environment where 
businesses in Durham  
Region can focus on what 
they do best — innovation. 

At first glance, we know cyber security  
is an issue of importance to banks and 
credit card companies — these organiza-
tions focus intently on protecting personal 
information from malicious threats.  

Connect with Invest Durham 

Twitter @investdurham  
linkedin.com/company/investdurham  
investdurham.ca
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Ask this qu
estion: 

Do we rea
lly need a 

meeting? 

Do yourself
 (and ever

yone else) 
a 

favour an
d pose this

 question 

before sen
ding out th

at meetin
g 

request. I
f you need

 the input 
of 

colleagues,
 or a tea

m decision 

needs to b
e made, th

at’s a goo
d 

reason to 
book a boa

rdroom. But
 if 

you can ge
t the answ

ers or 

collaborat
ion you nee

d by jumpin
g on 

a quick ca
ll or sendin

g an emai
l, go 

that route
 instead. 

Explain in 10 words or less.  
Can you summarize your reason for calling everyone together? If you can do it in 10 words 
or less, pat yourself on the 

back. Be clear on what you’re 
trying to achieve by taking everyone away from their desks.  

Keep it small.   
The more intimate, the 
fewer the interruptions. 

Really think about 
who you need in 

attendance; it will be 
easier to stay on topic 
and get through your 

agenda if you keep invitees 
to a minimum. Those who 
aren’t essential can be 

filled in later, if necesary. 

Stand.   
Skip the seats. Standing is more uncomfortable and it stands to reason (pardon the pun) that folks will pay closer attention in a bid to end the meeting faster. A study conducted at Washington University found stand-up meetings garnerd more excitement and creativity than sit-down meetings. 

Collect technology a
t the door.    

Sounds a little par
ental, right? The truth is, 

even those who hav
e the best intentio

ns to 

listen attentively a
nd contribute to t

he 

discussion will almost
 certainly give int

o 

temptation and ch
eck their phones. B

esides 

being rude, waiting
 for offenders or

 

repeating informat
ion will slow things d

own.

Follow Apple’s lead.     
Steve Jobs was said to be a big fan of making sure everyone at his meetings knew who was responsible for decision-making and tasks. A “D.R.I.” (directly responsible individual) was always assigned and held accountable for getting the job done. 

Set a timer. 
   

A 15- or 20-minute briefi
ng will almost 

always be bet
ter received 

(and, frankly,
 

more effecti
ve) than an h

ourlong session
. 

(It’s hard to ke
ep everyone e

ngaged 

when it feels
 like the minut

es are 

ticking by.) An
d not only sho

uld your 

meeting invite
 include a sta

rt time, but 

give attendee
s a head’s up 

as to what 

time you’ll wra
p up. 

1

5

2

4

7

3

6

DO IT NOW

Morph Your Meetings
If meetings at the office are the bane of your existence, you’re singing to the choir.  

Few things are more time-consuming (and, if we may say, vexing) than unnecessary, super-long, 
dull (yawn) meetings. One study conducted by Microsoft found businesspeople  

spend about six hours a week in meetings, and 70 percent of those surveyed said their  
meetings were “unproductive.” The good news? There are ways to plan and execute team  

gatherings to make them more effective and — gasp — engaging.  
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Your brilliant idea is ready for investors. Where do 
you start? We asked Jess Joss, entrepreneur and 
CEO of Equation Angels, how to get ready to pitch. 
Here’s what she told us. 

INVESTOR RELATIONS

1 DON’T JUMP THE GUN. 
It’s important to wait to 

pitch until you’re at the right 
step in the process. “The 
company should be post- 
concept, post-revenue, thus 
having market fit,” Joss says. 
“I suggest researching differ-
ent angel groups and angels 
to see if there are ones who 
focus on your specific vertical 
is important.” 

2 GET OUT THERE. Get 
to pitch events, watch 

other entrepreneurs present 
their products and meet 
investors. “It’s invaluable to 
hear the investor feedback 
on the pitches — it will really 
help you craft a stronger 

pitch,” she says. Then, regis-
ter for a pitch practice event, 
such as PitchItDurham, so 
you can get feedback,  
answer questions, etc. 

3 STEER CLEAR OF 
DEMOS. Don’t think of 

your pitch as a demo of your 
product. “This is a pitch to 
investors and should include 
pertinent information on 
your team, the market, deal 
structure, the amount you’re 
asking for, how you’ll use 
the funds, how an angel will 
repatriate his or her invest-
ment, etc.,” says Joss. “This 
isn’t charity. We’re looking to 
give to businesses that need 
money to scale and grow.” 

“How should I prep before  
pitching to angels?”

The Collective Offices
This gorgeous, airy office 
celebrates entrepreneurs 
and offers a creative space 
for folks to come together  
and collaborate on projects. 
Select the membership 
you’re interested in, rent 
meeting rooms and benefit 

“spec”tacular Justin and his 
team are. Customers in need 
of cool glasses come from 
far and wide to get fitted for 
the perfect pair. 

 13 King St. W.
 
Gather
If you’re looking for unique 
clothing, jewellery and ac-
cessories, Gather is Bow-
manville’s hot spot. You’ll find 
curated items for women, 
plus great gifts and toys for 

from the synergies of others 
working alongside you.   

 93 King St. W.

Justin Barry Optical
Just ask anyone who’s 
checked out JBO’s amazing 
selection of eyewear and 
you’ll quickly learn how truly 

the littles. The boutique also 
has an in-house brand called 
“gather,” which is designed 
and made locally. 

 51 King St. E. 
 
Clarington Board of Trade
The CBOT is where you need 
to be if you’re looking to be 
connected with employees, 
employers and local resourc-
es that can work wonders for 
your business.  

 54 King St. E.  

LOCATION

We’re big fans of these locales in this Clarington 
town’s downtown core.

King St., Bowmanville
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5 WAYS

EXEC TALK

... AND FOCUS ON COMMUNI-
CATION. OK, so this one isn’t 

specific to small teams but it’s definitely 
one that bears mention. Prychitko says 
weekly meetings are essential for her 
department. “I would never recommend 
eliminating team meetings just because 
you have a small team. They’re essential 
— this communication provides context 
for decisions, recalibrate on upcoming 
activities and most importantly, laugh.” 

COLLABORATE. This is one of 
the Whitby Chamber of Com-

merce’s core values. “We have informal 
and formal types of collaboration. We 
might structure a brainstorm or jump 

ADAPT. A smaller team means 
fewer hands on deck, which 

means folks not only need to master their 
own roles, but be able to lend a hand and 
adapt to situations to help colleagues. 
“Our team is like an ecosystem — every-
one has a very specific role in keeping it 
healthy, yet we can each adapt and cover 
each other to ensure we move forward.”
 
CHECK IN REGULARLY... Prychitko says 

her team touches base through-
out the day, since they’re often 

out of the office and don’t always have a 
chance to connect face to face. There’s 
also a weekly team meeting to ensure 
goals and tasks are aligned.  

into an office and problem-solve when 
required. It makes it easier for that level 
of spontaneity when we’re all in the 
same location.”   

STAY ON THE SAME PAGE. 
Whether you’re working out of 

the same location or remotely, keeping 
the company’s objectives top of mind 
is always imperative. The experts say 
working with a small team allows for 
greater accountability and autonomy, 
and that’s just what Prychitko has found. 
“Our team has one ultimate objective — 
membership success. Each one of us 
has that objective in mind when doing 
our work.” 

How to make the most of a SMALL team
Who says you need a cast of thousands? The Whitby Chamber of Commerce’s team of five is small but 
mighty, says CEO Natalie Prychitko. Here’s how to ensure your crew thrives.    

1

2

3

4

5

ON WORK/LIFE BALANCE 
WHEN BRAND BUILDING. 
Smoke’s Poutinerie started in 
downtown Toronto, with me 
commuting every day from 
Ajax, where I have lived for 
more than 17 years. But why 
not bring Smoke’s Poutinerie 
Global Headquarters to me? 
It was a choice between 
spending hours in a car just 
to get to and from work, or 
making smart use of time, 
working those same hours 
and/or spending more time 
with my kids (twin boys, now 

than “Fries, Curd +  Gravy” 
— we are an entertainment 
company! Anyone can make 
poutine, but what we offer is 
an entertaining experience 
that our Plaid Nation fans 
crave! Whether you are in our 
restaurant, at our events, or 
scrolling social media, our 
brand is known as a disruptor, 
and never fails to turn heads 
with our unique style. 

ON HOW ENTREPRENEURS 
CAN PLAN THEIR GLOBAL 
DOMINATION. It’s not a secret 

13 years old). Not to mention, 
we have a wicked space in 
Ajax — more than 20,000 
square feet of the Plaidified 
Entertainment Centre with 
a built-in test kitchen, office 
space, photo studio, storage, 
restaurant space, arcade and 
a crazy huge patio. 

ON LEADING THE PACK. We 
created the Poutinerie, an 
entirely new food category. 
People try to copy it, but no 
one gets what makes us the 
leader. We are way more 

and I don’t sugar coat it —  
you have to be prepared to 
work your ass off. When I 
opened my first Smoke’s  
Poutinerie location, I was  
the one behind the counter,  
working the fryer, building 
poutine, running cash,  
scrubbing floors, working 
all-nighters, opening early 
and closing late. You need to 
be ready to do those 23-hour 
days if you want it to work.

SMOKING the Competition
If there’s one Canadian brand that knows how to blow away the  
competition, it’s Smoke’s Poutinerie. With more than 150 locations around 
the world, Ryan Smolkin’s brainchild has garnered a huge following from 
entrepreneurs and fans alike. Here he talks about creating a personality, 
killer branding and taking a unique approach to business.

THE SPARK // WINTER 2020 — ISSUE 07   13



Building a company culture requires collaboration.  
What kind of energy comes with open-concept plans?

Being in the same space creates a special energy that is really hard to reproduce 
when everyone is stuck away in their own corner. There are things like direct  

communication, creative problem-solving and overall positive energy that, in my  
experience, comes with the buzz of a vibrant open space. Open space can be  

a physical representation of the culture. 
That said, it does take getting used to because there is always some sort of  
buzz in the air and it can be an adjustment for people used to the traditional  

individual office or cubical design. Downsides of a completely open space include 
the possibility of distractions because of all the noise and movement at any  

given point in time. Teams that operate in an open space need to be more aware  
of what’s happening around them and be self-aware to know when their team  

members need quiet to focus. 

Some say open-concept offices are more  
cost-effective. Does this ring true to you?

I would say open-concept spaces are cost-neutral in many ways. You may require 
less square footage, reducing overhead cost of rent because of your company’s 
smaller footprint. It’s cost-neutral because you’d end up spending more money 

on better heating and cooling because of the amount of people in one space, plus 
you’d likely spend more on stand-sit desks. People will trade the space for improved 
ergonomics, and you will also need to consider better insulation or noise reduction 
solutions, depending on the type of work that is being done in the space. The other 

factor that would make an open-concept office relatively cost-neutral is your  
investment in more meeting rooms of various sizes to accommodate small  
meetings, since employees don’t have their own offices to get together in. 

Productivity is a big issue in this debate. Aren’t there 
fewer distractions with walls between employees?

I would 100 percent agree that a closed office space has less 
distractions to an employee doing his or her individual work. Some 

types of jobs may even benefit from this more secluded set-up, 
where concentration is needed for long periods of time.

       The thing that I would propose, based on my own observation,  
is that most roles do require some amount of interaction and  
possibly collaboration with other team members. If you were 

constantly having to get up and walk between offices or call/instant 
message your team, it may cause a similar amount of distraction 

but experienced in a very different format.
       We are also starting to see less focus on personal desks that 
belong to specific employees and a shift toward hotelling stations  

or temporary seating that allows for better utilization of space.

Closed office layouts can  
feature those (coveted) corner offices.  

Are these still goals for employees? 
Partly based in philosophy and partly in practicality, our lead-
ers and executive team members have almost always shared 
an office full time with other team members. All of our man-
agers, directors and most of our executive team members sit 

with their teams. The only people in our Whitby office who have 
anything that resembles an office would be Jason Atkins, our 

founder, who sits in the old principal’s office and shares it with 
two others, as well as Kevin O’Neill, our president, who shares 

his with one of the smaller teams. In my experience,  
our team wants personal and professional growth more than 
they want the traditional “corner” office, which is historically 

the symbol of professional growth.

SOUND OFF

Open v. Closed 
When it comes to office layout, there’s no shortage of advice from experts — some who tout  
the many advantages of open-concept workspaces, others who advocate for closed doors and plenty  
of private space. We asked Travis Dutka, the culture curator at 360insights in Whitby, Ont.,  
to share his expertise about both plans.  

Travis Dutka
Culture Curator, 360 Insights
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FPRIMEC 
fprimec.com

HQ: Oshawa, Ont.
About: iPile helps engineers and contractors with a cost- 
effective and easy-to-implement solution for quality-con-
trol of concrete foundations and piles. Geotechnical 
engineers can use iPile to evaluate hidden defects in the 
constructed foundations. iPile is a app-based integrated 
solution that helps engineers collect field results, analyze 
and create reports from inside the app. It’s used by 
engineers in more than 19 countries. In Canada, it has 
helped engineers in British Columbia, Ontario, Manitoba, 
Alberta and Quebec.

COOL TECH

Area Innovators
DATA H 
datah.ai

HQ: Oshawa, Ont.
About: Delivery is emerging as an essential service 
in the customer-centric economy, where companies 
seek increasingly customized customer service. The 
availability and cost of drivers are vital in reaching 
service scalability. Synkar aims to supply this mar-
ket using an autonomous robot as a service model, 
offering affordability and scalability to the needs of our 
partners, being a closed-community Delivery Service, 
an In-Company Delivery, or a B2C Delivery APP.

Durham Region is full of brilliant tech minds. Here are two hot companies to keep your eye on.

Got a cool tech to share?
Send us your gadget, business or invention and you could be featured in an upcoming issue. marketing@sparkcentre.org
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COMING
SOON

Gordon Food Service is an institution in Canada, and by this  
winter, they’ll have opened one of the most state-of-the-art  

distribution centres in the province. While Ajax prepares  
to welcome this family-run empire to the area, we look  

at the company’s history and speak to executives about their  
plans to take their place in Durham’s business community.

by Lisa van de Geyn



A        spring day in June marked  
a new beginning for a 
122-year-old business 

— Gordon Food Services’ (GFS) 
executives, along with local 
dignitaries, literally celebrated 
a groundbreaking achievement. 
Standing at Salem and Ringer 
Roads, in the heart of Ajax, Ont.’s 
Carruther’s Creek Business Park, 
GFS was welcomed into the  
community, and construction 
officially began on their state-
of-the-art 342,000-square-foot 
distribution centre. 
 Not only was this a momen-
tous occasion for the GFS employ-
ees who attended the celebration 
to break ground, it was certainly 
seen as a coup for this Durham 
Region town. “Economic develop-
ment and providing jobs in our local 
communities is job one for all levels 
of government,” said Steve Parish, who 
was the mayor of Ajax at the time. “But we know 
governments don’t create jobs. What we can do is create the 
atmosphere and environment and the infrastructure for the 
private sector to locate and create those jobs.” 
 And those jobs are coming. There will be 300 employ-
ees at the logistics and distribution centre to start, but once 
they’re at full capacity, there will be about 600 workers on-site. 

“We’ve outgrown our Mil-
ton, Ont., location,” Scott 
McDeivitte, the marketing 
manager for Ontario, says. 
“Capacity is a pressing 

issue — our footprint in 
Milton has expanded several 

times and we just can’t get any 
bigger here. We knew we wanted 
to better service the eastern part 
of the province, and Durham was a 
great selection.” Not only does Ajax 

make sense geographically, it also 
has a good workforce to tap into. 
“We do a lot of business east of 
Toronto and when we started 
looking for a new site, we felt very 
welcomed by Durham Region —
there are a lot of synergies and  

innovations coming out of the area,” 
says Lisa MacNeil, the president of 

GFS Ontario, whose presence at the 
ceremony was like a homecoming — she 

grew up in Whitby. 

GFS is a force in North America’s foodservice distribu-
tion landscape. The new centre is the company’s ninth 
facility in Canada (there are sites from coast to coast), 

plus they boast 16 locations in the United States. For more 
than 120 years they’ve done big business — so big that they 
now have about 36,000 customers (restaurants, universities, 
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hotels, healthcare facilities, stadiums and “anywhere else 
that services food”) across Canada and 1,500 deliveries leave 
the Milton facility every day. “We do everything — more than 
19,000 products — from fresh and frozen protein and beverages 
to chemicals and tableware. If you turned a restaurant upside 
down and shook it, we can supply everything that would fall.”
 Theirs is one of those small-family-business-turned- 
giant-successful-corporation tales. In 1897, the company’s 
founder, Isaac Van Westenbrugge, was a 23-year-old entrepre-
neur who borrowed $300 from his brother to start a butter and 
egg delivery service. He sold his products to grocers in Grand 
Rapids, MI, and made his deliveries via horse and wagon. 
Eight years later, Van Westenbrugge started a grocery whole-
sale business with a partner and in 1914, the company bought 
their first delivery truck. Ben Gordon got a job with Van West-
enbrugge in 1916 doing jack-of-all-trade tasks (bookkeeping, 
unloading margarine, washing windows). He eventually married 
into the Van Westenbrugge family and became Isaac’s partner 
in the Gordon-Van Cheese Company. Ben’s brother, Frank, 
later joined the business and when Van Westenbrugge retired 
in 1942, they renamed the corporation Gordon Food Service. 

Van Westenbrugge’s original approach to business — fierce 
commitment and incomparable loyalty to customers — has 
carried on through the decades. “For me, the values that 
built the company are really wonderful and we’re proud of the 
family-oriented, hard-working culture we’ve continued,” says 
MacNeil, who’s been at GFS for 31 years. The company has 
seen incredible changes throughout the years, including the 
advent of a plethora of innovative technologies that make do-
ing business easier, and they’ve grown with the times. GFS has 
actually been the leader in many of these advances, including 
introducing the industry’s first automated sorting and shipping 
system, which was implemented in Wyoming, MI. 

Back in Ajax, the new warehouse will build on the 
company’s innovative past and will contain several 
automated features, including vertical farming (which 

the innovators at US-based Relish, the company’s innovation 
arm, brought to the table) and product selection — a super-im-
portant component of the business. “The technology we 
use is highly important to us. We are implementing features 
that haven’t yet been used in food services in Canada,” says 

“We do everything – more 
than 19,000 products – from 

fresh and frozen protein  
and beverages to chemicals 
and tableware. If you turned 

a restaurant upside down  
and shook it, we can supply 
everything that would fall.” 
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MacNeil. A key part of what they’re implementing is safety 
and wellness measures for employees — an area both she 
and Victor Morales, the Ontario director of operations, are 
huge proponents of. “We have invested in ensuring we create 
a safe, comfortable and ergonomic workplace, and we’re using 
new technology to make it happen,” Morales says. While most 
North American food service distribution companies use manual 
selection processes (pulling cases on racks, sorting, placing on 
palettes, loading onto trucks and trailers), GFS will incorporate 
an automated system that takes physical bending out of the 
equation. This might not seem like a big deal to folks who aren’t 
in the business, but this ergonomic fix is incredibly significant. 

“It keeps our employees safer and healthy, and it means we 
can hire a more balanced team gender-wise because there’s no 
heavy lifting involved,” says Morales. Other wellness features 
include on-site nurses, physiotherapists and massage thera-
pists; a quiet room and prayer room; a cafeteria that focuses on 
healthy diets; stretching classes; and more. Plus, there will be 
a state-of-the-art culinary centre with a full industrial kitchen, 
which will be used not only for internal events, but for customers 
who visit the facility to work with GFS culinary experts to develop 
their menus. The company really does do it all. 

Those searching for new career opportunities in Durham 
need look no further than the distribution centre — GFS 
has been hiring for a slew of positions, from selection 

supervisors and industrial mechanics, to driver trainers and 
quality assurance personnel. The plan is to be up and running 
by February 2020. “This centre is a symbol of something 
bigger for us,” MacNeil said at the ground-breaking. “While it’s 
exciting to build a new facility, our long-term vision is centred 
on people, and we look forward to building enduring relation-
ships with the community of Ajax and surrounding areas.” 
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Specializing in benefits for groups of all sizes, we 
work with employers, on a case by case basis, to 

round out their compensation package with 
comprehensive coverage that will attract 

and retain top talent.

We created 3 proprietary products - 3G Benefits, 
Health Care Providers Group Insurance Plan and 

Corsana Group Benefits - to fill unique gaps in 
the industry. HMA is the exclusive provider of the 

Chambers Plan in the Durham Region.

Proprietary Products

Peter Bocking  |  905-668-3550  |  pbocking@hmabenefits.ca

Employee Benefits

“While it’s exciting to  
build a new facility,  

our long-term vision is  
centred on people, and we 

look forward to building  
enduring relationships with 

the community of Ajax  
and surrounding areas.”
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GUARDIANAngels
is definitely one of those terms that 
entrepreneurs have heard tossed around,
but it’s not always fully understood. 
That’s where we come in. We spoke to 
the National Angel Capital Organization,
Angel Investors Ontario and Durham 
Region and Northumberland County’s 
Spark Angels to get the goods. Who are 
these investors and what are they looking 
for? Read on and find out everything 
you need to know, from Angels to Z. 

“ANGEL INVESTING” 
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the National Angel Capital Organization,
Angel Investors Ontario and Durham 
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Spark Angels to get the goods. Who are 
these investors and what are they looking 
for? Read on and find out everything 
you need to know, from Angels to Z. 

“ANGEL INVESTING” 

by Lisa van de Geyn



of a company’s scale and growth, says 
Rojas. “Successful angels tend to care 
deeply about their local communities, 
diversify their investments and leverage 
angel networks to develop best practic-
es and mitigate risk.” There are net-
works all over Canada, including Spark 
Angels in Durham Region. The Northern 
Ontario Angels (NOA), for example, was 
recently recognized as one of North 
America’s leading angel groups. They 
have invested more than $130 million 

into Canadian entrepreneurs and have 
helped to create 2,200 full-time and 

1,481 part-time jobs 
in their communi-

ties. “This group 
follows a com-
munity-first 
model in their 
approach to in-

vestment and is 
a leading example 

of the impact of 
angel inves-
tors on job 
creation and 
economic 
growth,” he 

says. Another example is 
The 51 — Calgary’s newly formed angel 
group that focuses on female investors. 
“NACO is excited to support this group to 
increase access to capital and mentor-
ship for women entrepreneurs.”

Entrepreneurs lean heavily on angels 
and angel networks, and for good rea-
son — these are often the first people to 
offer support. “Providing this initial fund-
ing and guidance is what makes 
angels so crucial to both the en-
trepreneurial ecosystem and 
the Canadian economy,” says 
Rojas. (Investments tradition-
ally range from $150,000 to 
$1 million, though some angels 
start out investing less, depending 
on the deal.) “This is an inherently risky 
asset class, as angels support compa-
nies before banks and more traditional 

Simply put, angel investing is “an indi-
vidual or group investing in exchange for 
equity in a business,” say Claudio Rojas, 
CEO of the National Angel Capital Orga-
nization (NACO), “but we see it as much 
more than that.” Yes, angel investing 
is about access to capital, but there’s 
more to swapping money for shares 
when it comes to this type of invest-
ing. “To the most successful groups of 
angel investors, it’s about 
mentorship. It’s about 
breaking down barri-
ers to success and 
opening up doors 
of opportunity for 
entrepreneurs. 
It’s about 
nurturing 
entrepre-
neurs and 
bringing 
economic 
prosperity 
to their local 
communities,” Rojas 
says. Jeffrey Steiner, 
president and 
executive director of 
Toronto-based Angel 
Investors Ontario (AIO), 
agrees. Community plays as big a part 
as getting in on the ground floor of a 
high-potential company. “At the end 
of the day, it’s about commercializing 
new technologies and creating jobs, 
but angels also use their experiences 
and contacts to help, coach and guide 
entrepreneurs.”
 Spark Angels’ Malcolm MacTaggart 
describes this as a “moral component” 
to angel investing. “It’s about giving a 
hand-up, not a handout. They act as 
advisors to the founders, giving them 
advice and providing them with industry 
introductions to help facilitate growth.”  

They’re a diverse bunch who don’t mind 
taking a leap of faith on brilliant ideas 
and dedicated people in the early stages 

What is it?

Who are they?

Angels in the ecosystem

What are they looking for?

venture capital investors.” Steiner points 
to the “funding gap” that’s filled. “These 
courageous and experienced angels 
spend a lot of their time evaluating can-
didate companies, and even more time 
giving freely of their knowledge and con-
tacts to help entrepreneurs succeed.”

It depends, says Rojas, and varies from 
group to group. But most often, an-
gels are looking for investments in the 
industries in which they already have 
experience or expertise. Still, it’s not 
all about the industry — it has a lot to 
do with the people behind the service 
or product. “Each angel investor often 
has his or her own approach when it 
comes to investing, but a common term 
you’ll hear among them is, ‘bet on the 
jockey, not the horse,’ which is their way 
of saying the successful attributes of a 
good angel investor is looking beyond 

the business and sitting down with the 
founders multiple times to get 

a sense of who they are.” Ro-
jas agrees, and says paying 
attention to the founders 
or founding team is key. 
“Angels ask themselves, 

‘does this person or team 
have the drive and expertise 

to build a world-class business? Do 
they inspire others? Can they evolve as 
the business grows?” 

What is it?

Who are they?

Angels in the ecosystem

What are they looking for?

What is it?

Who are they?

Angels in the ecosystem

What are they looking for?

What is it?

Who are they?

Angels in the ecosystem

What are they looking for?

“At the end of  
the day, it’s about  
commercializing  
new technologies  
and creating jobs,  
but angels also use  
their experiences  
and contacts to help,  
coach and guide  
entrepreneurs.”
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Spotlight
AIO

angelinvestorsontario.ca
This umbrella organization helps angel 

groups and investors across the province. 
“AIO works to spread best practices to 
make the investing experience more 

efficient and to preserve the previous time 
of investors and entrepreneurs alike,” 

says Steiner. “We also run some central 
services that all angel groups can use, so 
that each group doesn’t have to reinvent 
the wheel in serving their members and 

their local communities.” 

SPARK ANGELS 
sparkangels.ca

As the angel group serving Durham Region  
and Northumberland County, Spark Angels  
holds monthly investment meetings where  
members meet and hear pitches from three  

up-and-coming start-ups. “As an organization, 
we help facilitate the initial relationship between 

founders and our investing members,” MacTaggart 
says. “If you’re a successful business leader who 
is looking to give back to the community, Spark 

Angels provides that opportunity to share  
your expertise, as well as the education in  

order to know what is actually involved  
with investing in early-stage  

start-ups.”

NACO
nacocanada.com

NACO has been around for 20 years and  
has offered the country’s entrepreneurial  

and innovation community a national platform.  
“We represent a growing membership of more than 
4,000 angel investors, incubators and accelerators 

as they help Canadian entrepreneurs turn good ideas 
into great businesses. Over the last nine years,  
our members have made investments in 1,472  
companies, totalling more than $853 million of 

direct investments. This has resulted in the creation 
of 7,700 jobs across the country. As a national  

platform, NACO enables collaboration,  
partnership opportunities and faster access  

to Canada’s innovation ecosystem. 

GLOSSARY
ACCELERATOR: Publicly or privately funded initiatives that support start-ups  
by helping them develop their business for a predetermined period of time  
(usually a few months). This can include coaching or boot-camp events that help 
entrepreneurs scale their business.  

ACCREDITED INVESTOR: An individual who (alone or jointly with his or her spouse) 
owns financial assets having an aggregate realizable value that exceeds $1 million  
(before taxes). Accredited investors have net incomes more than $200,000 (before 
taxes) in the last two years (or whose net income combined with his or her spouse exceeds 
$300,000). They also have knowledge and experience in business and finances, and can  
evaluate the merits and risks of investments. 

BUSINESS PLAN: The document that describes the entrepreneur’s idea, an executive summary, the market 
problem, solution, business models, technology, marketing strategy, competitors and forecasted financial data. 

CORPORATION: A legal entity that’s chartered by the federal or provincial government. Owned by stockholders. 

DUE DILIGENCE: The process angel investors undertake to analyze and assess the value and potential of an investment opportunity.  
(Typically takes 60 to 90 days.)

ELEVATOR PITCH: A super-concise spiel or presentation of an entrepreneur’s idea and business model, as well as marketing strategy and  
competition. It shouldn’t be longer than an average elevator ride and is most effective when kept quick and to the point. 

EQUITY: Shares that represent an ownership interest in a company. 

EXIT STRATEGY: The company’s plan to liquidate the company’s stock in the form of an acquisition by a publicly traded company or a public offering. 

INCUBATOR: An organization that supports a start-up within their first few years. These can provide offices, lab space, meeting facilities, resources 
and mentoring programs. They are different from accelerators because they focus on developing the company over a longer period of time.  

NET INCOME: The net earnings of a company after deducting all costs, including taxes. 

SCALABILITY: The ability for a company’s product or service to grow very big, very quickly. 

SEED MONEY: A start-up’s first round of capital, which is often either a loan or investment in stocks. This money (often provided by angel investors) 
provides start-ups with the capital they need to really start developing and growing.
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Durham Region is home to some of the brightest inventions  
in the world. But if you don’t know about Wayne and  
Nina Conrad’s contribution to Canada’s  
innovative community, take heart.  
The Omachron group of companies’ 
one-of-a-kind inventions – and  
Wayne and Nina’s plans to help 
save the environment with their 
brilliant innovations – will no 
doubt make them household 
names in the very near future.   
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he’s actually a warm, patient and inviting guy with a friendly 
smile — a host who displays aviation collectibles in his main-
floor English-style pub, keeps candies on his boardroom table 

and is quick to offer a tour of the grounds of his stone man-
sion (which not only houses his family, but his business 
headquarters and laboratories). 
 Conrad was raised in Durham Region; he now lives 

and works in the small village of Hampton. When he was 
13, he won the 1976 Canada-Wide Science Fair (he came up 
with the design for a solar-powered car). That’s when he met 
Arthur Moore, professor emeritus at the University of Michi-

It’s kind of cliché to say, but it all starts with an idea. And if 
you’ve met Wayne Conrad, you’ll agree that the idea was proba-
bly his in the first place. 
 For an inventor who holds nearly 600 patents (Thomas 
Edison, arguably the greatest American inventor, held 
1,093) and the founder of the Omachron family of com-
panies (a research and development group that combines 
“imagination, advanced research, hard work and a genuine 
concern for the future”), Conrad isn’t the intimidating man you 
may think of when you conjure up a chief scientist who spends 
his days developing brilliant sustainable technologies. In fact, 
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ways to heat, cool, light and insulate 
the home. “This work changes the way 
we think about plastics, glass manufac-
turing, recycling methods. We can do 

so much more with less. We’re trying 
to solve problems here for all aspects 
of living, and if it seems grandiose, 
that’s because it is,” he says excitedly, 
standing at the screen in his boardroom. 
Conrad’s passion is infectious. When the 
tour of the home and facility lands out-
side one of the workshops, he radiates 
while showing off skids of thousands 
of pieces of recycled consumer waste. 
“There’s so much we can do with all of 

this. And we can do it right here.” 
 One incredible invention currently 
in the works is a new light bulb. (Yes, a 
new light bulb; the original, of course, 
was invented by Edison.) This one uses 
a power supply that lasts for many 
years and is used with a high-efficiency 
LED mounted on a removable card. 
“These use half the electricity of regular 
LED light bulbs and they can last for 
decades. Instead of light bulbs being 

disposable, we’re mak-
ing them repairable,” he 
says, demonstrating how 
the removable “Light-
Card” works. “The card 
is removed for recycling 
and replaced when the 
LED light burns out,” Nina 
adds. “Unlike other bulbs, 
where the entire assembly 
is thrown away, the lens, 

body, heat sink and socket are all kept 
and the part that failed is exchanged.” 
 This concept of recycling is a driving 
force for Omachron. Another of Conrad’s 
inventive and inspired ideas is the con-
cept of recycling energy and materials. 
For example, says Nina, “steel can be  
reclaimed to make products such as 
rebar for construction. In the melt-
ing and cooling of the steel, the heat 
energy from the cooling of the steel 

gan, and the world’s leading authority 
in electrostatics, electromagnetics 
and spheromagnetics. As an ingenious 
mentor, Moore introduced the teenager 
to leaders in the science world — he met 
incredible visionaries, from physicists 
to cyberneticians. At 15, Conrad started 
his research, development and manu-
facturing company. “A few years later,  
he was studying at the University of 
Toronto and running his company when 

parents worried about him 
never finishing university. In their later 
years, they stopped worrying.” 
 In the 40 years since he started 
the business, Conrad has developed 
a number of projects, many of which 
are becoming a commercial reality. 
Omachron touches on pretty much 
every way sustainable technologies can 
better the environment, including metal, 
ceramic, plastic and glass manufactur-
ing processes, not to mention efficient 

“We’re trying to solve problems here for  
all aspects of living, and if it seems grandiose,  

that’s because it is,” Wayne says.

   Nina and Wayne Conrad.    A high-efficiency LED mounted on a removable card.
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his father needed a valve 
replacement,” says Nina 
Conrad, Omachron’s prod-
uct development manag-
er and Wayne’s wife of 17 
years. “Wayne decided to 
continue the research and 
his business and post-
poned finishing his degree. 
For the next 30 years, his
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can grow berries with fewer chemicals, 
less labour and get eight times the yield 
per unit area.” 
 Even if you have trouble wrapping 
your head around his inventions, his 
approach is obvious — it’s clear his 
innovations have to be easy to manufac-
ture and affordable to own and operate. 
“He’s very passionate about empow-
ering small and mid-sized businesses. 
He puts his money where his mouth is,” 
Nina says. “For instance, his plastic ex-
trusion and injection molding equipment 
can be operated in a small space, takes 
very little energy to run and costs very 
little to own. Because the equipment 
has lower capital costs than competi-
tors, the cost of the final product this 
equipment produces is also cheaper, 
and it allows small-quantity production 
projects to be comparative in the mar-
ketplace and enables many products to 
be made locally.” 
 While his work takes up much of 
Conrad’s time and headspace, he’s a 

family man who enjoys being with his six 
kids (ages 10 to 33; not all of them live 
in Canada, but he speaks of each one 
fondly), and he’s apparently a master at 
the grill and “mixes a mean cocktail.” 
(Nina says he has hundreds of cocktails 
and mocktails in his repertoire.) Conrad 
also gives back to the community he 
grew up and lives in, and not just in the 
way he’s creating jobs and enabling local 
entrepreneurs. He is a champion of cre-
ating value in the community using local 
resources. “We love Durham Region for 
its diversity of shopping, dining, service 
clubs and events, such as the Rotary 
Ribfest. There’s a strong infrastructure 
of government support for science, 
technology and business, and has the 
brightest, most energetic staff who 
can be recruited,” says Nina. When you 
speak to Conrad you can see his pride in 
maintaining his roots in the area and his 
desire to make the world a better place. 
“It’s about keeping it local and letting my 
imagination go.” 

becomes the energy to melt and recycle 
aluminum. Similarly, in the cooling of 
the aluminum, the energy to melt and 
recycle plastic is extracted. The energy 
recovered from the cooling of the plastic 
can run new types of air conditioners. 
This simple yet thoughtful process re-
duces the energy and pollution footprint 
associated with recycling by 75 percent 
or more.” Among other inventions, 
Conrad has developed a low-cost energy 
storage system that allows air condi-
tioners, stoves, hot water heaters and 
other appliances to take energy from 
the electrical grid at off-peak times and 
store them to use during peak times. 
His innovations using solar power (like 
the ultra-low-cost solar-powered air 
conditioner) are also unrivalled. “They’re 
very different and do not use rare earth 
or toxic metals or materials during their 
manufacture or in their structure,” Nina 
says. He’s even coming up with ways 
to grow food. Pointing to the bowl of 
strawberries on the table, he says, “We 
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Spark Centre is a business incubator providing  advisory services, 

office space and day-to-day operational  support to early stage and 

rapidly growing innovation  and technology companies. 

If you would like to become a client,

please email info@sparkcentre.org or visit our website.
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“My stars must have been aligned 
the day I attended my first event with 
SPARK. As an entrepreneur you may 
have brilliant ideas, but it can never 
becomes a reality till you execute it 
well. There are thousands of questions 
and concerns that you struggle with, 
specially if its your 1st venture and 
without proper guidance and support its 
very difficult to manage with that. SPARK 
has been that support and partner for 
our journey. SPARK has been amazingly 
helpful to us and guided us in multiple 
ways. I would say they are the perfect 
incubator as they enable tech startups 
with areas which are normally not our 
strengths such as marketing, sales, fi-
nance, legal etc. The best part is Spark’s 
team and their willingness to make their 
clients successful. I am grateful to be 
a part of this network and also would 
recommend it to any serious startups.”
 
Shaily Srivastrava
Acreage

“Spark Centre has been a tremendous 
launching pad for our business in so 
many ways: mentorship; data-driven 
market research that helps validate our 
business direction and potential; and 
being surrounded by emerging tech 
start-ups that constantly inspire us to 
think bigger.”
 
Billy Bambao
Enguage

“Spark Centre’s workshops and one-on-
one mentoring has really helped us with 
the information required for an entrepre-
neur to succeed. They have connected 
us with industry professionals who have 
helped provide us with the necessary 
tools we require. As we grow, we will  
continue to be a Spark client, since 
there’s a lot that they can offer us  
to help us scale. The staff are very  
accommodating and are easy to work 
with, and the facility itself is very  
professional. I would recommend  
that any entrepreneur or start-up take  
advantage of this great regional  
innovation centre.”
 
Shanjay Kailayanathan
Axcessiom Technologies

“Spark Centre has helped us transform 
our business by presenting us with a 
high-level network of contacts, incredible 
mentors and an environment ready for 
innovation. Our company has moved 
from being a local business to becoming 
a global business.”
 
Evandro Barros
DataH

“Spark Centre bolstered Oombo’s  
progress with supportive resources, 
such as their insightful fireside chats, 
thorough workshops on start-up basics, 
as well as direct one-on-one investor  
mentorship. These are valuable tools  
I still utilize today to continue  
developing Oombo. Without Spark 
Centre, I would not have been able to 
accelerate to where I am today.”
 
Mark Rizk
Ooombo Technologies Inc.

sparkcentre.org

Hear what our clients have to say...



in North America — it’s made with a  
clean ingredient list of vodka, soda 
and natural flavours. At its core, this is 

the secret behind SoCIAL LITE’s rapid 
growth and success. We had consum-
er insight and a product that filled a 
gap in the marketplace. Consumers 
wanted the convenience of a pre-

I often reflect on our first company meet-
ings in our kitchens, tasting recipes for 
our yet-to-be-named vodka-soda drinks, 
and how SoCIAL LITE came to be.
 Prior to starting SoCIAL LITE, vodka 
soda had soared in popularity with 
our friends because it had no sugar or 
carbs and it didn’t give you a headache 
the next day. However, if you wanted a 
convenient pre-mixed drink, everything 
on liquor store shelves was sugar- 
laden, artificial and had zero appeal to 
health-conscious consumers.
 We knew we wouldn’t be the only 
Canadians who would welcome a  
vodka-soda beverage made with 
simple ingredients and no sugar. So, in 
2014, we launched SoCIAL LITE as the 
first unsweetened beverage of its kind 

Cheers to
SUCCESS
Kevin Folk, the co-founder and chief operating officer of  
Whitby-based SoCIAL LITE vodka drinks, chats about hard work, the 
company’s growth and being the leader of the pack at the LCBO.  

“There were times where I didn’t  

think we’d ever get a physical product 

made, let alone get it on store shelves,  

especially at the LCBO.” 

mixed drink that fit their healthier and 
social lifestyles. 
 We struck a chord. It was an instant 
hit, tapping into something Canadians 
had been waiting for. I remember the 
first Facebook post I got from a friend 
who had bought the first four-pack at 
the LCBO, and this quickly became a 
“thing” with our groups of friends — find 
a four-pack, snap a pic and share it. It 
was a grassroots marketing approach 
(and yes, the only marketing we could 
afford) and it’s what helped SoCIAL LITE 
become the success it is today. It came 
from very humble beginnings.

 All that said, it wasn’t easy in the 
beginning. Dan Beach, Neetu Godara 
(my two business partners) and I spent 
the better part of a year and a half 
figuring out how to produce and launch 
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difference in getting our 
business off the ground.
 The hard work has paid 
off. Five years in, SoCIAL LITE 
is one of the fastest-growing 
alcohol brands in the 
country. Last year, 
the brand grew 
by 234 percent 
in a category 
that saw 
an uptick of 
about 30 percent 
nationally, becoming the fastest- 
growing brand at the LCBO.
       Looking at the business today, we 
know our continued success requires a 
laser focus on our fans. They want vari-
ety and new flavours every year. We have 
been able to deliver new products and 

formats to meet this demand. As of last 
spring, we launched three new flavours 
and our first 12-can mix pack. We now 
have eight different products selling in 
most of Canada, with many more ideas 
on the way.  

the product. We were all working our 
9-to-5 jobs and focused our evenings 
and weekends on what we initially 
called a “hobby business.” None of us 
had backgrounds in alcohol, so it was 
very entrepreneurial — we spent time 
phoning people, begging for advice and 
help, with little or no pay attached. We 
were sinking our own money into the 
idea and there were many road blocks 
along the way, which were always frus-
trating, but also fuelled our determi-
nation to bring SoCIAL LITE to market. 
There were times where I didn’t think 
we’d ever get a physical product made, 
let alone get it on store shelves, espe-
cially at the LCBO. Getting local support 
from the Spark Centre and the Busi-
ness Advisory Centre Durham in Whitby 
(along with many grants) made all the 

LOCAL VOICE
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Have Business, Will Travel
Taking off in the name of work is pretty common, but that doesn’t mean it’s always stress-free. The experts 
agree — if you can avoid travel mishaps, you’re more likely to have a more successful journey. Here’s how.

 
BY L I S A  VA N DE  GE Y N

Earlier this year, Statis-
tics Canada reported that 
travelling for business is 
the third most commonly 

with their briefcases. And 
because so many of us are 
on the road, there’s more 
potential for things to go 
awry — issues can creep up 
when it comes to getting to 
our locations, hotel hassles 
and health and safety while 
we’re away, not to mention 
not getting the seat you 
prefer or waiting for your 
delayed luggage (tip: take 
a carry-on!). We spoke to 
the experts to find out how 
to circumvent potential 
problems before you’re in 

cited trip purpose (be-
hind holidays and visiting 
friends or relatives), with 
16.2 million heading away 

Sometimes travelling for business feels like  
a perk of the job — jetsetting to gorgeous 
locations, staying in stunning hotels, eating in 
the finest restaurants and getting a rest from 
your regular 9 to 5. But those really exciting 
trips are often few and far between — most 
of the time, those of us who take off for work 
know this kind of travel is, well, work. 
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the air. Here’s what they 
had to say. 

DO fly direct
Delayed flights are a big 
deal when you’re travelling 
for business, and connec-
tions on an itinerary can 
really hamper plans. “When 
travelling overseas, some-
times an airline will operate 
only one trans-Atlantic flight 
per day, so if the connection 
is booked too tight, or there 
are delays due to weather, 
that can have a negative  
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effect on a business travel-
ler, especially if they have to 
be somewhere in time for a 
meeting,” says Robyn Freels, 
a Vancouver-based travel 
consultant. “I recommend 
flying direct nonstop wher-
ever possible, and if it’s not 

possible, don’t book tight 
connections.” 

DON’T miss out on points  
and benefits
“Depending upon your travel 
requirements, the cheapest 
fare may not necessarily 
be the best fare. Often, 
the cheapest fare is the 
most restrictive, meaning 
that changes are costly, if 
allowed at all, and you only 
get a quarter of the frequent 
flyer miles,” says Carré Le 
Page, the vice-president of 
marketing at Flight Centre 
Travel Group’s corporate 
division. The advice here? 
Find a slightly higher fare 
that offers better access. 

DO use a travel agent or  
book directly with the hotel
Do this instead of using 
discount online sites, Freels 
suggests. “I’ve heard stories 
of travellers who have 
booked through a discount 
site, arriving at their hotel to 
find the wrong dates were 
booked or the hotel couldn’t 
find the reservation. A travel 

amenities like WiFi or break-
fast,” Le Page says. “Not 
having breakfast included 
can be frustrating when you 
have a per diem to manage 
and your hotel is in the mid-
dle of nowhere with no other 
options.”

DO get extra insurance 
A 2015 Ipsos Global Advisor 
study found 80 percent of 
travellers have felt their per-
sonal safety could be threat-
ened while away, and 71 
percent of senior executive 
travellers have had a med-
ical problem while abroad. 
“It’s an ever-changing world 
out there with increased 
responsibilities placed on 
companies to ensure travel-

REPORT

agent can usually offer 
the lowest non-refundable 
rates, but for most corpo-
rate travel, it’s important to 
keep reservations as flexible 
as possibe.” Le Page adds 
that booking with a travel 
management company is 

also helpful when it comes 
to knowing the details — 
“they’ll be able to tell you if 
the location is good, if it has 
a good fitness centre or spa, 
if there are decent restau-
rants nearby, etc.”

DO know what’s included 
Yes, uncomfortable bedding 
and paper-thin walls are a 
pain, but the hotel’s ame-
nities can make or break 
your stay. “You might get a 
great deal at the hotel, but 
it might not include simple 

ler safety when on the road 
for work,” says Le Page. 
“The minimum requirement 
should be travel insurance.” 
There are also some policies 
and packages that cover 
other situations that may 
occur, including natural 
disasters, terrorist attacks 
or unforeseen illness. 
 “Some travellers think 
that just because there is 
some coverage through 
their group plan at work, 
they have enough. But what 
people don’t realize is that 
group plans can be capped, 
and once those amounts 
are maxed out, there’s not 
much that can be done to 
cover anything else,” says 
Freels. Travel insurance on 
corporate credit cards will 
cover some things, but there 
can be lots of terms and 
conditions, so make sure 
you get extra coverage if you 
feel you need it. 

“You might get a great deal at the hotel,  

but it might not include simple amenities  

like WiFi or breakfast,” Le Page says.
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THE HUSTLE

Nichole Reinhardt
The 33-year-old founder of NV Bridal Société, an online and mobile service providing brides and  
grooms with their beauty and wellness needs before their big days, shares her penchant for spray tans, 
celeb weddings and the best business advice she’s ever received. 

BY L I S A  VA N DE  GE Y N

They also offer fitness and 
nutrition services with one-
on-one coaching for weight 
loss before brides and 
grooms get married. “Our 
clients book our services 
and pay online using our fi-
nancing plans, packages and 
registries with our client-fo-
cused booking software,” 
she says. “Our artists create 
a one-of-a-kind, stress-free, 
luxury experience in our 
clients’ homes or at their 
wedding location.” 

Her “a-ha” moment
“I have been in the beauty 
industry for 17 years and 
styling brides across Canada 
and the US was my special-
ity. I learned early on that 
wedding planning came with 
a ton of stress for my clients. 
I began guiding them and 
sending them to my personal 
glam squad or friends in the 
industry to relieve some of 
the stresses of planning. 
That turned into me reaching 
out to 25 of the most re-
nowned artists in the Greater 
Toronto Area and forming our 
Société.” 

Her best piece of  
business advice
“Always know just as 
much or more than 
the experts you hire. 
I learned that I need to 

have a complete understand-
ing of all aspects before 
assigning jobs to others.” 

Her advice for women who 
want to start a business
“Take the jump, there will 
always be something making 
it ‘not the right time.’ Build a 
great team and network of 
mentors and colleagues.”

Her favourite part of  
the wedding business
Reinhardt loves weddings — 
she’s into the entire process, 
from watching brides get 
made up and witnessing 
romantic ceremonies, to 
the speeches and dancing. 

“My favourite part of being 
in this business is watching 
a groom’s reaction as his 
bride walks toward him. Their 
reactions are priceless.” 

Her favourite celeb wedding
Definitely Chrissy Teigen and 
John Legend’s destination 
wedding in Italy — it was 
breathtaking. I’m also a sucker 
for a good royal wedding.

Three things  
she can’t live without
My weekly spray tan; red wine 
(which I enjoy with my family, 
friends and boyfriend to relax 
after a long day); and Hendrick, 
my Bernese puppy. 

Her business 
With Reinhardt’s team of 30 experts,  
she offers 120 mobile services for brides  
and grooms for their wedding days. Their  
services in the beauty industry include  
hair and makeup, spray tans, botox,  
microblading, laser hair removal and more.

   Nichole Reinhardt
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We are legal experts and we are ready to  
guide your business.

Our law firm is your strategic business partner.

905-940-8700   |   info@wvllp.ca   |   wvllp.ca
60 Columbia Way, 7th Floor, Markham ON L3R 0C9

For over 25 years, WV LLP has been a leader in business and tax law. As a full service firm, we are 
able to deliver practical, value-added legal services to address our clients’ business needs.

We recognize that there are many facets to a business, and as a law firm, we are ready to assist in all areas. Our practice areas include:

• Aviation Law

• Banking and Finance

•  Business Tax and Succession Planning

• Charities and Not-for-Profits

• Commercial Real Estate

• Construction Law

• Corporate/Commercial Law

• Emerging Companies

• Employment and Labour Law

•  Equipment Lease Financing and Securitization

• Franchising

• Insolvency and Restructuring

• Intellectual Property

•  Litigation and Dispute Resolution

• Mergers and Acquisitions

• Private Client

• Tax Dispute Resolution

• Technology
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Think Innovation.
Think Durham.

Thriving 
Business

Skilled
Workforce

Ideal
Lifestyle

DISCOVER

An emerging innovative 
technology cluster that 
supports our competitive 
business leaders in 
transformative technologies.

We have renowned  
post-secondary and research 
institutions educating a robust 
and growing workforce 
meeting marketplace needs.

Enjoy our diverse culture with 
a mix of urban excitement and 
country charm, which provides 
a variety of lifestyle options to 
explore and discover.

1.800.706.9857  |  investdurham@durham.ca  |  investdurham.ca


