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Focus on food: the latest in R&D and innovation in SW Ontario
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Craig Richardson is an entrepreneur who makes a difference.
In 2005 his company, Grand River Foods Inc. had a terrific

book of blue chip customers including the Loblaws organization,
Sobey’s organization, Subway organization and Prime Restau-
rants.  
Richardson was in the food processing industry, where food is

processed on a line, using stainless steel equipment that is con-
stantly analyzed for contamination, with daily requirements that
include dismantling mechanized equipment, and washing it thor-
oughly.
“It’s an advanced manufacturing process, using costly equip-

ment, which from time to time is in need of repair,” says Richard-
son, who today is Chairman and CEO of Canadian General Tower

Limited, an auto supply and coating
industry  leader. “If a line goes down, it
gets expensive,” as a costly technician
would need to be brought in, while at the
same time the company was losing sales
because the line would be down – some-
times, for days. 
New to the Region and with an award-

winning new plant, Grand River Foods
and its CEO were getting some recogni-
tion. In 2007, they were named New Busi-
ness of the Year in the Junior Achieve-

ment of Waterloo Region Awards. 
As a result of the award, Richardson

was interviewed by local media; he told
them he was having trouble finding
skilled labour. 
Richardson had a $25 million invest-

ment that was “not fulfilling obligations
to customers” because of the “frustration
of not being able to install the equipment
properly, not being able to maintain it
properly, clean it properly,” says Richard-
son. “We were quite concerned.”
At the time, John Tennant, then CEO of

Canada’s Technology Triangle, read the
article and called. Tennant suggested a
meeting with Dr. John Tibbits, president
of the Conestoga College and Polytechni-

cal Institute. Richardson, originally from London, Ontario, wasn’t
familiar with the CTT nor Tibbits, “or Conestoga  College for that
matter”. 
Tibbits set up a meeting with all of his culinary department

heads and Richardson. 
“It was an eye opener from my point of view,” says Tibbits. “I

knew that there were these food processors but I had no idea it
was actually as big as it was. In fact, after the 2008 meltdown,
that industry became bigger than the auto manufacturing indus-
try.”
Both Richardson and Tibbits described that first meeting as a

milestone. Richardson enlightened Tibbits about his industry. He
informed Tibbits of his staffing issue, and that he was looking for
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“We are going to kill a very vital
industry. We can have all the
sales people we want, we can
have all the production people
and purchasing people, but if
we don’t have skilled people to
go out and source the equip-
ment or make it, install the

equipment, and maintain it ...
we’re going to have problems.”
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“people skilled in the manufacturing of food, and, to be clear, not the preparation of
food”.
The food processing industry is a  $30-plus billion industry. Tibbits realized that this

was a “real opportunity for the College, because it’s one of the biggest industries in
Ontario and it’s going through a training issue.”
The timing couldn’t have been better – Conestoga College was looking to build a very

advanced engineering school, says Tibbits. “It fit into our plans in growing our engi-
neering campus in Cambridge.”
Tibbits refers to the skills required in food processing; electrical, industrial, mechani-

cal, maintenance mechanic, robotics. “The only difference is the platform, in that it‘s
stainless steel as opposed to the automotive industry, where you’re not worried about
contaminants”. Safety remains the biggest concern. “There (in auto), it’s making sure
that people don’t get injured; here (in food) you have to make sure that equipment is
clean and maintained to be safe to process food.” 
A major factor, Tibbits adds, is that “Conestoga College also has a health school, and

there is some synergy there, on the food safety, which focuses on micro-biology and
biology.” Tibbits saw the advantages and Conestoga made an investment in Craig
Richardson’s problem. The Craig Richardson Institute of Food Processing Technology
opened in 2012.
Richardson was arguing that “not doing anything would have a way bigger impact, in

a negative way”, says Tibbits. With the raw material right here in Ontario “very often we
are guilty”, says Richardson, “of shipping it abroad, to be processed into a state where it
becomes consumer friendly, and then it comes back into our market.” 
Richardson’s concern was that “we are going to kill a very vital industry. We can

have all the sales people… all the production people and purchasing people, but if we
don’t have skilled people to source the equipment or make it, install the equipment, and
maintain it, which is a huge issue ... we’re going to have problems as this industry.”
To both Richardson and Tibbits, the problem had size and scale. Food Processing in

Ontario has close to 125,000 employees. Of those, 12,500 are skilled workers. “What
was also surprising,” says Richardson, “is that they had the oldest age in the manufac-
turing sector, an average age of 56, and that over time we are going to lose some of
these really key employees.”
With Tibbits as a supporter, Richardson went to the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and

Rural Affairs.  From that came a year-long provincial study of Ontario food processing
needs.  Richardson was president of the Alliance of Food Processors, which represents
approximately 800 of 3000 food processing companies in Ontario; it is now located in
the same facility as the Institute of Food Processing Technology. 
The study came back showing that “this was huge,” says Tibbits. Four out of five

CEO’s who were running companies “identified skilled labour as their number one issue
over the next five years”. The committee was able to prove to the province that “there
was a need for a food processors’ program”. The next step was to determine the best
location for this facility. Another provincial study was done, and again the province
asked Richardson and the Alliance to manage it. 

The steering committee’s vision, “was
to not scatter the curriculum all over
Ontario and to have six little pods of
learning at these various colleges. Which
is what the college system was looking
for,” says Richardson. He felt that if the
province “didn’t do a destination school,
it would dilute the need and lose com-
plete momentum.” In the end, “Conesto-
ga College ended up having 19 com-
pelling reasons why the food processing
school should come there and not at any
other locations.” 
In May 2012, six students enrolled in

the technicians’ program. Twenty stu-
dents are expected over the next few
cohorts.  The industry is now posting job
requests for graduating students, and that
list is growing faster than enrolment. The
program can handle up to 100 students
per cohort. � Craig Richardson’s drive to
solve a widespread industry problem has
made a positive and sustainable impact
on a major industry in Ontario, and in
Waterloo Region. It not only fulfills an
educational need, but also an internal,
grown-at-home need, further enhancing
Canada’s Technology Triangle’s reputa-
tion as a global “hot spot” for innovation,
at all levels.

Tri-Mach Group Inc., based in Elmira, played a major role in outfitting the new Craig Richardson Institute of Food Processing 
Technology, installing three full processing lines, including designing and building the liquid processing line for the Pilot Plant
(shown), as well as making a donation of $56,629 to the Institute. Tri-Mach President Michael Hahn is also on the advisory board
for Canada’s Technology for Food (see page 10).
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