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Kate Burnett sat back in her chair and contemplated next steps.  It was October 2021.  As Chief Operating 
Officer of Ottawa-based Bridgehead Coffee, she knew expansion was a logical next step in the company’s 
evolution.  Burnett was giving serious thought to opening locations in Toronto within the next two years, 
and eventually expanding further.  However, this represented uncharted territory for a business that had 
grown up in Canada’s capital and thrived, in large part, thanks to its strong connection with the local 
community.  There were also important operational considerations.  Bridgehead serviced all of its stores 
from the company’s own coffee roastery located in its flagship store.  If it grew beyond the national capital 
region, it would need to decide whether to maintain centralized coffee production, build additional roasteries 
in each new city, or outsource work to contract roasters.  Its Ottawa facility had spare capacity that could 
accommodate production of roughly 250 per cent of current levels.  However, the building was located in a 
tightly-packed, mixed-use neighborhood that made physical expansion next to impossible. 
 
Similar issues existed for the food sold in Bridgehead’s network of cafés, which the company produced in 
its own kitchen just off Wellington Street West using inputs sourced from local suppliers.  Bridgehead cafés 
also sold canned and bottled beverages produced by Ottawa-area businesses.  If it expanded to another city, 
it would either need to stock those locations out of Ottawa, build relationships with local suppliers in other 
cities, or start sourcing from companies with a regional or national presence. 
 
Then there was the question of organizational culture.  For all its success, Bridgehead was still a relatively 
small company whose success stemmed largely from the commitment of its leadership team (see Exhibit 1) 
and employees to a common set of values: Commitment to the local community, to social and environmental 
responsibility, and to quality.  Could this be maintained if the business grew beyond Ottawa?  If so, what 
changes were needed to the company’s management structure to position the company for success? 
 
Underlying all of this was the elephant in the room: Was Bridgehead’s success in Ottawa something that 
could be replicated?  Coffee retailing was a mature business in Canada.  Every city, large and small, had 
independent cafes and local coffee shop chains.  In addition, the country was well-served by national and 
international quick service chains such as Starbucks, Tim Hortons, and McDonald’s.  If Bridgehead’s 
expansion was going to succeed, it would need to be grounded in something unique about the company or 
its products that customers found appealing. 
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COMPANY 
 
Bridgehead was a well-known success story in Ottawa and a cherished part of the local community.  The 
company operated 19 coffeehouses across Ottawa, each of which sold a broad range of coffee, tea, and 
related food products (see Exhibits 2-7).  It also ran a wholesale business that supplied coffee beans to local 
cafes and restaurants, and an online retail channel that served customers across the country (see Exhibit 8).  
Between its retail and wholesale operations, Bridgehead employed a total of 325 people. 
 
Social responsibility permeated all aspects of the company’s operations.  When sourcing its coffee and tea, 
Bridgehead was committed to ensuring sustainable livelihoods for farmers and their families.  As a retailer, 
it worked tirelessly to ensure that its business was environmentally and socially responsible, and constantly 
strived to improve the quality of its coffee, tea, and food products.1 
 
Bridgehead bought all of its coffee and tea from small-scale growers who were committed to responsible 
farming practices, and paid prices that recognized the grower’s skill and effort.  The company encouraged a 
focus on quality by only purchasing the highest-grade offerings.  In addition, it only bought beans that were 
sustainably grown and certified as fair trade by Fairtrade Canada.  Bridgehead management had long 
recognized that third-party certification was a double-edged sword since it created costs and administrative 
burdens for farmers.  However, they felt strongly that it was the only way to provide traceability all the way 
along the supply chain and provide assurance to coffee drinkers that the coffee had been grown sustainably 
and a fair price paid. 
 
Environmental stewardship was also a key consideration in the company’s retail operations.  Bridgehead 
stores were famous for giving away used coffee grounds for use as fertilizer in residential gardens.  They 
used porcelain and glassware for in-store dining and all take-out cups and containers were compostable.  And 
thanks to a comprehensive recycling and composting program and the enthusiastic support of its customers, 
Bridgehead’s retail coffee operations had eliminated waste to virtually zero. 
 
Bridgehead was also committed to reducing the environmental impact of transportation.  It sourced supplies 
like milk, cream, vegetables, beef, eggs, and honey locally whenever possible.  The company had also 
invested in reusable shipping containers to transport coffee and supplies to its coffeehouses, and continuously 
researched packaging, service, and cleaning products to maximize recycled content and minimize 
environmental impact. 
 
In terms of human resources, Bridgehead worked hard to encourage diversity and inclusion.  Company 
management conducted regular reviews of their hiring processes to remove barriers to marginalized groups, 
encourage applications from people with disabilities and, whenever needed, ensure that job candidates’ 
special needs were accommodated through all stages of the recruitment and selection process. 
 
Community Engagement 
 
From the beginning. Bridgehead had always counted members of the local community as stakeholders even 
if they were not customers.  It also worked diligently to give back to the city and neighborhoods it served 
through direct financial and in-kind contributions.  In 2020, the company supported over 700 local 
organizations with more than 950 donations, including cash, coffee, tea, gift baskets and gift cards.  
Beneficiaries included: 
 

 
 
1 https://www.bridgehead.ca/pages/our-commitments  

https://www.bridgehead.ca/pages/our-commitments
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• Ottawa International Animation Festival.  A festival featuring cutting edge of animation from 
more than 90 countries around the world. 

 
• Care Canada: Walk in Her Shoes.  A march to raise funds for CARE Canada’s Healthy Moms, 

Healthy Babies campaign, combatting malnutrition across Zambia, Mozambique, and Malawi. 
 

• Ottawa International Writers Festival.  A festival of ideas from writers from around the world.  
 

• Shepherds of Good Hope.  A charity that operated homeless shelters, worked to provide permanent 
housing, and delivered addiction services and meals for those in need. 

 
 
HISTORY 
 
Bridgehead traced its roots to the early 1980s and a group of Toronto-based social activists who were 
disturbed by the conditions facing small-scale coffee growers in Nicaragua.  At the time, most Central 
American coffee bean farmers sold their coffee through powerful intermediaries, which often resorted to 
threats of violence to retain the majority of the profit.  Nicaraguan coffee production was further hampered 
by disruptions caused by a civil war and the restrictions of a U.S. trade embargo.  It was with this in mind 
that the Canadian activists joined forces with a small group of pastors from the United Church of Canada to 
form Bridgehead Trading in 1981.  At launch, Bridgehead became the first company in Canada to offer 
fairly-traded coffee. 
 
Initially, Bridgehead coffee was sold by volunteers from church basements across Toronto.  However, word 
of the ‘coffee with a conscience’ spread quickly and sales soared.  Within three years, it was clear that the 
business had outgrown its informal corporate structure and volunteer management team.  Some kind of 
change was needed. 
 
In 1984, Bridgehead was acquired by Oxfam Canada, the Canadian affiliate of a United Kingdom-led 
international development agency that worked to alleviate global poverty.  Oxfam’s first move was to 
formally incorporate Bridgehead as a for-profit company and broaden the product offering to include 
handicrafts and other fairly-traded products.  But diversifying the product line increased costs and created 
operational complexity.  As sales revenues grew, profits dwindled and eventually turned to losses. 
 
In May 1998, Bridgehead underwent a second restructuring that led to its acquisition by Shared Interest, a 
UK-based cooperative lending society that specialized in financing fair trade enterprises.  But Shared Interest 
specialized in turnarounds not long-term ownership, so it immediately began the search for a buyer with the 
necessary interest and capabilities to run Bridgehead successfully. 
 
In late 1999, Shared Interest entered into discussions with Tracey Clark, an experienced social entrepreneur 
and businesswoman based in Ottawa.  Clark agreed to purchase the Bridgehead name and assets, and 
established Bridgehead (2000) Inc. with support from family and friends.  On June 17, 2000, Bridgehead 
opened its first coffeehouse in Ottawa’s trendy Westboro neighborhood, focused on retail and wholesale 
sales of fairly-traded coffee and tea.  
 
The fit with the local customer base was immediately apparent.  Bridgehead was embraced by the community 
and Clark became something of a local celebrity.  In the years that followed, the company cultivated a loyal 
following of customers, drawn both to its social mission and the quality and variety of its products.  Sales 
grew dramatically and success allowed Bridgehead to add new locations across the city and open a flagship 
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coffee shop and state-of-the-art roastery in the city’s Little Italy neighborhood in June of 2012 (see Exhibit 
4).  This new facility was capable of producing some 6,000 pounds (approximately 2,700 kg) of coffee every 
week, using green coffee beans from grower cooperatives across the globe.  This made it possible for the 
company to roast all of its coffee beans in-house, reducing costs, enhancing quality, and affording greater 
control over batch sizes and logistics.  In the years that followed, Bridgehead continued to grow, adding 
more locations and reinforcing its reputation as Ottawa’s leading local coffee brand. 
 
 
CANADIAN RETAIL COFFEE INDUSTRY 
 
The Canadian retail coffee landscape was highly competitive, and included multinational and national chains 
along with a wide range of local and independent players.  The leading chains included Starbucks, Tim 
Hortons, McDonald’s, and Second Cup. 
 
Starbucks 
 
Starbucks was the world’s largest chain of coffeehouses. Founded in Seattle, Washington, USA in 1971 as 
a coffee bean roaster, the company boasted more than 32,000 locations in 83 countries, including some 1,400 
licensed and company-operated stores in Canada.  Starbucks also distributed its products through more than 
23,000 Canadian retail partners, including leading grocery chains, mass merchants, and warehouse stores.2 
 
The company sold a broad line of hot and cold beverages, most of which were coffee-based, along with an 
assortment of hot and cold food, coffee beans, coffee pods, drinkware, and equipment for at-home coffee 
preparation.  The brand was positioned as a premium offering with prices at the high end of the market but, 
despite this, had managed to acquire mass-market appeal.  Historically, Starbucks had been a brand whose 
customers would stay in store to enjoy the sophisticated atmosphere of its cafés, but in recent years drive-
thru and take-out had become common. 
 
Early on in its existence, Starbucks had recognized the importance of sustainable and responsible business 
practices to its customers, employees, and other stakeholders.  The company began offering Fairtrade coffee 
in 2000, and had evolved into one of the largest purchasers of Fairtrade certified coffee in the world.3  Its 
proportion of Fairtrade coffee peaked in 2014, at 8.6% of the company’s total production. However, as a 
multinational chain, it was challenging for Starbucks to balance this with the need for large volumes, efficient 
shipping, consistent product, and reliable supply. 
 
In 2004, Starbucks responded by introducing Coffee and Farmer Equity (C.A.F.E.) Practices, a coffee-
buying program designed to ensure coffee quality while promoting social, economic and environmental 
standards.4  Developed in collaboration with Conservation International and overseen by SCS Global 
Services, C.A.F.E. required farms and mills to be evaluated by third-party verification organizations using a 
comprehensive scorecard of more than 200 indicators.  By 2015, the company claimed that over 99% of its 
coffee was ethically sourced, most of which earned this designation by meeting C.A.F.E. standards. 
 

 
 
2 https://www.starbucks.ca/careers/CanadianStory  
3 “Fair trade” and “fairly traded” were general terms that implied ethical sourcing but were not legally defined or regulated. Some 
companies used the labels with little or no substantiation, which had undermined their credibility among some consumers. In 
contrast, “Fairtrade” (one word) was a trademarked term that could only be used by organizations, brands and products that were 
part of the Fairtrade International system, which had specific social, economic, and environmental standards and auditing practices. 
https://www.fairtradeamerica.org/get-certified/resources-support/fairtrade-vs-fair-trade/ 
4 https://stories.starbucks.com/press/2020/cafe-practices-starbucks-approach-to-ethically-sourcing-coffee/  

https://www.starbucks.ca/careers/CanadianStory
https://www.fairtradeamerica.org/get-certified/resources-support/fairtrade-vs-fair-trade/
https://stories.starbucks.com/press/2020/cafe-practices-starbucks-approach-to-ethically-sourcing-coffee/
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Critics, however, argued that C.A.F.E. Practices standards were inadequate and constituted a poor substitute 
for Fairtrade coffee.  Most critically, C.A.F.E. Practices did not guarantee a minimum price or minimum 
sales volume to farmers, leaving them vulnerable to unfavorable market conditions and price collapses.  And 
whereas Fairtrade standards required coffee to be grown by small-scale farmers organized in cooperatives, 
C.A.F.E. Practices imposed no such requirement.  Fairtrade standards also encouraged farmer-led 
community development by creating funds that were locally-administered and invested where the coffee was 
grown. 
 
Starbucks had also launched a number of initiatives under the broad umbrella of social responsibility.  The 
company was a long-time supporter of LGBTQ2S+ rights and prominent sponsor of a wide range of Pride 
events.  It had taken steps to shrink the global gender pay gap and remove barriers to employment to disabled 
and other disadvantaged applicants.  In Canada, it partnered with Second Harvest to eliminate food waste 
and divert unsold food to people in need. And in 2020, in support of Black Lives Matter, the company 
launched its Black Partner Network to support employees and encourage positive action to eliminate racism.5 
 
Tim Hortons 
 
Tim Hortons was a multinational fast food restaurant chain based in Toronto, as well as Canada’s largest 
food service operator.  In 2014, the company became a subsidiary of Canadian holding company Restaurant 
Brands International, which was majority-owned by Brazilian investment firm 3G Capital.  Most of its 
Canadian locations were owned and operated by local franchisees. 
 
Affectionately known as “Tim’s” or “Timmies”, the company occupied a special place in Canadian culture.  
Co-founded by a professional ice hockey player in 1964, it had expanded rapidly through franchising.  Due 
to the ubiquity of its restaurants, Tim Hortons was part of the daily morning ritual for many Canadians.  It 
had forged a deep emotional connection with consumers thanks to advertising that connected the brand to 
various aspects of Canadiana, its popular “Rrroll up the Rim to Win” promotion, and sponsorship of 
children’s ice hockey and soccer leagues (known as “Tim Bits”, a name shared with one of the company’s 
most popular menu items).  In 2021, Tim Hortons had over 4,000 locations across the country. 
 
Tim’s was known for its doughnuts, sandwiches, soup, and breakfast items, but the mainstay item was its 
coffee.  Unlike specialty chains like Bridgehead or Starbucks, Tim Hortons only sold two types of brewed 
coffee, regular and dark roast, and offered minimal customization.  The most widely-ordered variant was the 
“double-double”—brewed coffee with two servings of cream and two of sugar—which was so popular that 
it had become part of the national vernacular.  The company’s food and beverage offerings, including its 
coffee, were affordably priced and had acquired an ‘everyman’ appeal. 
 
Tim Hortons sourced key ingredients, such as milk, cream, butter, cheese, eggs, and potatoes domestically 
where possible and was transitioning its menu to use fresh ingredients that were free of artificial colors, 
flavors, and preservatives.  The company was also implementing an aggressive plan to increase its use of 
recycled and recyclable materials.6  It was also a prominent sponsor of a wide range of local events and 
community organizations across Canada.  To date, however, it had made no specific commitment to purchase 
or sell Fairtrade coffee. 
 
  

 
 
5 https://stories.starbucks.ca/en/stories/greater-good/  
6 https://www.timhortons.ca/tims-for-good  

https://stories.starbucks.ca/en/stories/greater-good/
https://www.timhortons.ca/tims-for-good
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McDonald’s 
 
McDonald’s was the world’s largest quick service restaurant chain by revenue.  The company’s global 
headquarters were in Chicago, Illinois, but its Canadian operations were managed by McDonald’s Canada, 
the company’s local master franchisor.  McDonald’s Canada had more than 1,400 locations across the 
country—most operated by independent franchisees—and approximately 85,000 employees. 
 
McDonald’s was mainly known for its affordable fast food items, including hamburgers, chicken 
sandwiches, French fries, and soft drinks.  In its Canadian advertising, the company emphasized its 
commitment to sourcing food from local farmers.  In 2011, the company had introduced the McCafé brand 
to its stores across Canada—a move that included a shift to higher-quality brewed coffee and the introduction 
of mocha, cappuccino, espresso, americano, latte, iced latte, iced mocha and hot chocolate to the menu. 
 
All coffee beans used to prepare McCafé beverages in Canada were certified as ethically sourced by the 
Rainforest Alliance—an endorsement that appeared prominently on the paper cups used for the company’s 
hot beverages.7  McDonald’s Canadian website also gave prominence to this certification, noting that the 
company had invested millions of dollars since 2012 to train roughly 20,000 farmers on sustainable practices, 
and that its partnership with the Rainforest Alliance helped coffee-farming households attain higher incomes, 
enabled children to reach higher levels of education, and led to improved forest quality. 
 
McDonald’s Canada had also committed to sourcing 100% of its packaging from renewable and/or recycled 
sources by 2025, and had recently opened a Green Concept Restaurant to test new packaging options and 
recycling methods for straws and lids. 
 
On corporate social responsibility, the company was best known for its 15 Ronald McDonald Houses and 
16 Ronald McDonald Family Rooms across Canada—spaces that made it possible for over 30,000 families 
to stay together while their children were being treated at a nearby hospital. 8  McDonald’s also encouraged 
its franchisees to contribute to their local community through financial contributions to neighborhood 
programs, senior citizens’ groups, safety awareness campaigns, literacy and scholarship programs, 
environmental efforts, and athletic teams. 
 
Second Cup 
 
Second Cup Coffee Co. began in 1975 as a modest kiosk selling whole bean coffee in a Toronto shopping 
mall.  By late 2021 it had grown to a chain of 200 retail cafés across Canada.  Like Starbucks, Second Cup 
coffee shops sold a full range of coffee, tea, and other hot and cold beverages, as well as pastries, snacks, 
pre-packaged food items, hot and cold sandwiches, and drinkware. 
 
Second Cup’s offerings included coffees certified by Fair Trade USA, the Rainforest Alliance, and the 
Organic Crop Improvement Association (OCIA), although many of the chain’s offerings bore no 
certification.  The company had also taken steps to ensure that its suppliers employed practices that 
prioritized animal welfare, including eggs produced by cage-free chickens, and the use of broiler chickens 
that met standards set by the Global Animal Partnership.9 
 
  

 
 
7 https://www4.mcdonalds.ca/mccafe_eng/sourcing/  
8 https://www.mcdonalds.com/ca/en-ca/community/giving-back.html  
9 https://secondcup.com/our-story  

https://www4.mcdonalds.ca/mccafe_eng/sourcing/
https://www.mcdonalds.com/ca/en-ca/community/giving-back.html
https://secondcup.com/our-story
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Other Chains 
 
Other national coffee chains of note included: 
 

• Van Houtte.  A.L. Van Houtte was a processor and distributor of coffee and coffee-related products 
based in Montreal, Quebec.  The bulk of the company’s business was supplying over 60,000 offices 
in the United States and Canada, but it also operated a chain of 35 retail cafés across Quebec—the 
majority in Montreal—along with three in the Ottawa region.  Van Houtte exclusively served 
Fairtrade-certified coffees in all of its locations. 

 
• Timothy’s World Coffee.  Timothy’s was a coffee wholesaler and retailer controlled by MTY Food 

Group, a Montreal-based franchisor of casual dining, fast casual, and quick-service restaurants that 
oversaw more than 70 brand names.  A total of 40 stores operated under the Timothy’s banner, 
mainly in the central business districts of large Canadian cities.  Coffee offerings included beans 
certified by Fairtrade Canada, the Rainforest Alliance, and the Organic Crop Improvement 
Association, as well as special roasts created to support specific causes or groups.10 

 
• Country Style.  Country Style was a fast/casual chain of franchised coffee shops operating mainly 

in Ontario.  Like Timothy’s World Coffee, it was controlled by MTY Food Group.  The chain 
counted some 120 standalone restaurants and more than 400 “non-traditional” locations embedded 
in other retail outlets, such as gas stations, convenience stores, and movie theatres.  In addition to 
coffee, its menu included doughnuts, soup, sandwiches, breakfast sandwiches, and salads. 

 
• Coffee Time.  Headquartered in Toronto, Coffee Time was a franchise operation with over 100 

stores in small cities and towns in Ontario and Alberta.  Its positioning and product lineup were 
similar to Tim Hortons, with a menu that included coffee and other specialty drinks, baked goods, 
breakfast sandwiches, and deli sandwiches and soup. 

 
Local Chains and Independent Coffee Shops 
 
In addition to the large national and regional players, coffee retailing in Canada also included an assortment 
of small local chains and independent coffee shops.  Most of these retailers offered a variety of high-quality 
brewed and espresso-based beverages, often including some Fairtrade and organic options in response to 
customer demand. 
 
In Ottawa, the leading local players were as follows: 
 

• Happy Goat Coffee Co.  Happy Goat produced niche coffees using organic, fair trade beans sourced 
from small-crop farmers in Africa, Asia, Central and South America.  In addition to its original 
Hintonburg location in Wellington West, the company operated 11 other retail locations across the 
city, including one in the National Gallery of Canada, two in O-Train stations (Ottawa’s light rail 
transit system), and one inside a downtown Staples store (a national office supply retailer).  Happy 
Goat’s coffees were also sold at over 100 partner merchants throughout the Ottawa area.11 

 
• Little Victories Coffee Roasters.  Travel inspired two longtime friends, Andrew Bassett and 

Jeremie Thompson, to start Little Victories in 2016.  This small, independent roaster sourced its 
 

 
10 https://timothyscafes.com/sustainability/  
11 https://www.happygoatcoffee.com/ 

https://timothyscafes.com/sustainability/
https://www.happygoatcoffee.com/
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beans from ethical sources and used direct trading companies whenever possible.  The company’s 
original café was located in Ottawa’s trendy Glebe neighborhood, but it had recently opened a new 
flagship location on Elgin Street in the heart of the city’s urban core.  Little Victories also distributed 
its products in various Ottawa shops and supplied beans to a number of local restaurants.12 

 
• Equator Coffee Roasters.  Founded by Craig and Amber Hall in 1998, Equator Coffee operated 

two coffee shops in Ottawa: One downtown at the National Arts Centre on Elgin Street and a second 
in Westboro.  The company’s roastery—which included a sit-down café—was located in the small 
town of Almonte, approximately 50 km from downtown Ottawa.  As a member of Northern 
America’s Cooperative Coffees, Equator’s products were all fair trade, organic and from small-scale 
farms.13 

 
Toronto’s local coffee scene included a wide variety of independent coffee shops and small chains with two 
or three locations, including Sam James, Boxcar Social, Wallace Espresso, Dineen Coffee Co., and Rooster 
Coffee House.  A few companies had managed to establish a larger footprint.  These included: 
 

• Balzac’s Coffee Roasters.  Founded by entrepreneur Diane Olson, and named after the famous French 
novelist, Balzac’s was arguably the most successful local coffee chain in southern Ontario.14  The 
company operated a total of 16 cafés, including 10 in the Greater Toronto Area and locations in 
Kitchener, Stratford, Guelph, St. Catharines, Niagara, and Kingston.  Balzac’s served traditional and 
Fairtrade coffee, along with hot chocolate, baked goods, and a variety of cold beverages.  The company 
had famously been featured in the sixth season of the CBC television program Dragon’s Den in 2011—
a move that resulted in two of the show’s venture capitalists buying into the company.1516  Five years 
later, Balzac’s relocated its headquarters and roastery to Ancaster, Ontario (a suburb of Hamilton) and 
started selling coffee beans in major grocery stores across Canada, including Loblaws, Sobeys, and 
Whole Foods. 

 
• Dark Horse Espresso Bar.  Established in 2006, Dark Horse operated six cafes across central Toronto, 

including a bakery location that produced all of the chain’s baked goods, and the Dark Horse “automat,” 
a retro-design cafe where customers could order via a simple screen interface or from their mobile 
phone.17  The company’s branding and advertising emphasized its Toronto roots and connection with 
the city’s urban neighbourhoods.  Dark Horse did not own its own roastery; coffee beans were supplied 
by its partner, Detour Coffee. 

 
• Pilot Coffee Roasters.  Founded in 2009, Pilot Coffee Roasters was a full-service coffee roaster, 

wholesaler, and café operator with seven locations across Toronto, including a roastery located in the 
city’s Leslieville neighbourhood.18  The company prided itself in sourcing ethical, Direct Trade coffee 
and emphasized transparency in its supply chain from farm to cup.  In addition to its own stores, Pilot 
supplied coffee, equipment, training, technical support and consulting services to smaller cafés across 
the city.  Its website included a virtual coffee education platform to enable wholesale and retail 
customers to expand their skills and coffee knowledge. 

 
 
12 https://www.lvcoffee.ca/pages/about-lvc 
13 https://equator.ca/pages/our-story 
14 https://shop.balzacs.com/pages/our-story 
15 CBC was Canada’s public broadcaster. The company operated a network of local television and radio stations across the country, 
in both English and French, along with various cable and online channels. 
16 https://www.cbc.ca/dragonsden/m_pitches/balzacs-coffee-roasters 
17 https://www.darkhorseespresso.com/our-story 
18 https://www.pilotcoffeeroasters.com/about/our-story/ 

https://www.lvcoffee.ca/pages/about-lvc
https://equator.ca/pages/our-story
https://shop.balzacs.com/pages/our-story
https://www.cbc.ca/dragonsden/m_pitches/balzacs-coffee-roasters
https://www.darkhorseespresso.com/our-story
https://www.pilotcoffeeroasters.com/about/our-story/
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COFFEE BEAN PRODUCTION 
 
Coffee farming was a major source of income for 12.5 million households across the globe, primarily in 
developing countries such as Brazil, Vietnam, Colombia, Indonesia, Ethiopia, Honduras, India, Uganda, and 
Mexico.  The output of this process was the coffee bean—actually a seed—which was roasted and then finely 
ground in order to be used to make coffee beverages. 
 
Typically, a coffee plant began to produce fruit three to four years after being planted, with the first useful 
production available after five years.  In most coffee-growing countries, there was one major harvest a year, 
although countries like Colombia produced a main and secondary crop.  Coffee cherries—the fruit that 
contained the coffee bean—had to be picked by hand, meaning that farmers visited their trees several times 
during harvest to ensure that cherries were picked only when fully ripe.  
 
Once harvested, the pulpy layer of fruit covering the coffee cherries was removed in order to expose the 
bean.  This could either be done before the fruit was dried (“wet process”), which produced large quantities 
of waste water, or more commonly after the beans had been dried in the sun (“dry process”).  The final steps 
in coffee processing involved removing the inner layers of fruit residue from the coffee bean, followed by 
cleaning and sorting.  As a general rule, 5 to 8 pounds of harvested coffee cherries were needed to produce 
one pound of high-quality coffee beans. 
 
The two main species of coffee plants were arabica and robusta.  Robusta was characterized by higher 
caffeine levels and a more bitter flavor profile and was generally considered to the lower quality variant.  
Although primarily used in mass-market and instant coffee, it was occasionally added to espresso blends to 
give the coffee strength and character.  Robusta beans were highly tolerant of warm conditions and could be 
grown in a wide variety of settings. 
 
Despite being more difficult to cultivate, arabica accounted for over three-quarters of the world’s coffee 
production.  Arabica plants thrived in subtropical climates and grew best in volcanic soil.  At higher 
elevations, they also grew more slowly, producing a more aromatic coffee—generally regarded as the highest 
quality beans.  Often, however, these were sensitive ecological areas that were parts of watersheds and prone 
to erosion.  It was therefore important to minimize the use of fertilizers, water only when necessary, cultivate 
coffee plants as part of a diverse ecosystem, and use native trees for shade. 
 
Certification 
 
Environmental and social justice issues around coffee production received a great deal of media attention in 
North America, Europe, and elsewhere.  As a result, for many coffee drinkers, how their coffee was grown 
was just as important as the beverage itself.  Yet this was not something that could be seen or tasted.  To 
provide consumers with some assurance of the conditions under which the beans had been grown, a number 
of certification organizations had emerged (see Exhibit 9).  These entities—most of them nonprofit—set 
environmental and/or ethical standards and provided auditing and inspection services that verified whether 
those standards had been met.  However, the nature and rigor of these standards varied, and critics charged 
that some certification agencies were little more than tools for corporate greenwashing or woke-washing. 
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ACQUISITION OF BRIDGEHEAD BY AEGIS BRANDS 
 
In December 2019, Ottawans were rocked by news that caught many by surprise.  Following 18 months of 
negotiations, Tracey Clark announced that she had agreed to sell Bridgehead to Toronto-based Aegis Brands, 
parent company of national chain Second Cup Coffee Co., for $9.5 million.  Aegis CEO Steve Pelton 
explained the partnership this way: 
 

Bridgehead is the quintessential ‘amazing brand’—a company with a deep sense of 
purpose, strong roots in its community and an incredible potential for growth. We’re 
so excited to work with the team at Bridgehead to help fuel that growth in the 
months and years to come. 

 
For her part, Clark remarked that Bridgehead had grown to the point that operations were complex but its 
size was not large enough to provide economies of scale.  She believed that the company had to get bigger 
or get smaller: “We were as profitable at 19 stores as we were at six. The only difference between six and 
19 coffee shops was more work.” 
 
The sale to a mainstream competitor raised eyebrows among some of Bridgehead’s customers, who had 
always seen the brand as fundamentally different from large national and multinational chains that were its 
main competitors.  With that in mind, the purchase agreement came with the assurance that Bridgehead 
would remain largely autonomous: Locations would continue to operate under the Bridgehead name and the 
company’s head office would remain in Ottawa.  Clark agreed to stay at Bridgehead as the company’s ‘Chief 
Culture Officer,’ while Kate Burnett, Chief Operating Officer, took over its executive leadership. 
 
Pelton insisted that Bridgehead’s new corporate parent fully understood the importance of retaining the 
things that had made the company successful: “We’re not going to get in their way.  We’re going to give 
them a list of things that we can offer them—real estate, legal, accounting expertise, things that smaller 
companies might not have as much access to.  It’s a ‘take what you want, leave what you don’t’ approach, 
so that we don’t mess with their DNA and who they are.” 
 
Clark echoed these sentiments, and reassured Bridgehead’s customers and employees that the acquisition 
was a positive move: “We’ve long had a goal of being the biggest little coffee company,” she explained. 
“Joining Aegis gives us access to the resources to expand our footprint without needing to change who we 
are or what we do best: advocating for small scale farmers, offering coffee that is well-sourced, well-roasted 
and well-served, creating a sense of belonging for our customers and employees, and fostering community 
connections.” 
 
The Road to Growth 
 
With the acquisition complete and a new year on the horizon, Aegis was keen to push forward with plans to 
grow Bridgehead beyond its Ottawa base.  The immediate questions were where, how, and how quickly. 
 
Geographically, the obvious expansion opportunity lay approximately 400 km to the west: Toronto, a city 
of 2.7 million residents in a metropolitan area of more than 6 million, was home to a significant number of 
urban residents who shared the sustainable, socially-responsible values that Bridgehead embodied.  
Importantly, Toronto was in the same province and easily accessible from Ottawa by plane, train, or car, 
which would simplify expansion.  It was also not lost on Aegis that Toronto would represent a homecoming 
of sorts for the Bridgehead brand. 
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Down the road, further growth in Canada was also a possibility.  Outside of the Greater Toronto Area, 
Southern Ontario had a number of small to medium-sized cities that might be receptive to Bridgehead’s 
offering (see Exhibit 10A).  Alternatively, the company could consider establishing a presence in other large 
Canadian cities that were similar in size to Ottawa and Toronto and had neighborhoods with significant 
populations of urban, socially-conscious coffee drinkers (see Exhibit 10B).  Regardless of which approach 
the company took, it was clear to company management that exciting opportunities lay ahead. 
 
Impact of COVID-19 
 
Bridgehead’s expansion plans were put on hold suddenly in early 2020, when a new infectious disease caused 
by a novel variant of the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus (SARS‑CoV‑2) began to spread 
across the world.  On January 30, 2020, the World Health Organization declared the outbreak—now labelled 
COVID-19—a public health emergency of international concern.  By March 11, COVID-19 was upgraded 
to a global pandemic as case numbers began to spike across Asia, Europe, and North and South America.  A 
state of emergency was declared in the province of Ontario one week later.  The declaration had the effect 
of imposing mandatory government restrictions, including the closure of indoor dining across the province 
of Ontario.  Similar restrictions were put in place in other jurisdictions in Canada. 
 
Despite improving conditions that allowed restaurant patios across Ontario to open to patrons starting in June 
2020, a resurgence of COVID cases in December 2020 led to a second state of emergency that included stay-
at-home orders until February 16, 2021.  Most office workers in the province—including more than 100,000 
federal civil servants in Ottawa—were ordered to work from home through most of 2020 and 2021. 
 
Ontario’s COVID restrictions and customer concerns about the virus led to a sharp decline in Bridgehead’s 
business.  Same-store sales plummeted 44 per cent across the company’s locations in the third quarter of 
2020 compared with the same period in 2019; stores in the city’s urban core were hit particularly hard.  The 
uncertainty of these conditions and their impact on cash flow was deeply concerning to management. 
 
There were, however, some bright spots.  Bridgehead’s online sales, just $150,000 in fiscal 2019, exceeded 
$700,000 in 2020—suggesting growth potential in national direct-to-consumer sales.  Online sales consisted 
mainly of roasted coffee beans and ground coffee, although other products were also available.  The 
pandemic also accelerated the company’s efforts to get its products on shelves at retailers such as Costco, a 
U.S.-based membership warehouse store, and Farm Boy, a premium grocery chain owned by Canadian 
grocery giant Sobeys that had locations across southern Ontario. 
 
Recent Developments 
 
At the beginning of 2021, the landscape changed again for Bridgehead when Tracey Clark announced that 
she was leaving the company to pursue other opportunities.  Although everyone had understood that her 
eventual departure was inevitable, the news came sooner than expected and marked the end of an era for 
Bridgehead.  Even more surprising was the announcement two weeks later that Aegis Brands had sold 
Second Cup to Quebec-based Foodtastic Inc. for an undisclosed sum, leaving Bridgehead as its sole 
remaining coffee brand. 
 
In July 2021, more news: Aegis announced that it had reached a deal to sell Hemisphere Cannabis, its 
fledgling retail cannabis operation launched just 12 months earlier, to Vancouver-based Kiaro Holdings in 
exchange for a 25 per cent stake in Kiaro.19  Kiaro planned to combine its five cannabis stores in British 

 
 
19 The purchase, possession, and use of cannabis by adults was fully legalized across Canada in October 2019. 
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Columbia and two in Saskatchewan with the five locations Hemisphere operated in Ontario.  In explaining 
the move, Aegis CEO Pelton said the transaction would create efficiencies in the cannabis operation and 
allow Aegis management to focus on its investment in Bridgehead and potential future acquisitions in the 
food service hospitality space. 
 
 
CHALLENGES 
 
Kate Burnett and Steve Pelton faced an exciting but daunting challenge as they contemplated the future of 
Bridgehead.   
 
For Burnett, the critical question was how and when to expand Bridgehead.  With COVID still impacting 
sales, was now the right time to set up shop in a new market and, if so, where?  Toronto seemed like a logical 
next step, but the path beyond that was less clear.  If expansion was in the cards, Burnett would also have to 
decide how to supply the cafés—both the coffee beans that constituted the heart of the business and the food 
and drinks provided by external suppliers. 
 
There was also uncertainty about whether Bridgehead’s success in Ottawa could be replicated elsewhere.  
Coffee drinkers in Canada were already well-served by Starbucks and its 1,400 stores across the country, 
and by other national, regional, and local retailers.  Bridgehead had succeeded by connecting with customers 
who valued getting their coffee from a local, socially-responsible business but, even in Ottawa, that niche 
had become increasingly crowded.  Was there really an opportunity for growth and, if so, how could 
Bridgehead scale up and enter new markets without losing the very things that had made the company 
successful?  One thing was certain: the narrative of Bridgehead as a home-grown success story would be 
difficult to export. 
 
Pelton, meanwhile, faced pressure from shareholders to deliver growth.  Thanks to the sale of Second Cup, 
the company’s balance sheet was strong, but growing Bridgehead’s brand and operations would be expensive 
and these were uncertain times.  As CEO of Aegis for just over two years, Pelton had led the company 
through a series of deals that had radically reshaped the business: the acquisition of Bridgehead, the sale of 
Second Cup, and the launch and subsequent divestiture of the Hemisphere Cannabis business.  If growth did 
not come from Bridgehead expansion, it would need to come from somewhere. 
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EXHIBIT 1: BRIDGEHEAD LEADERSHIP TEAM 
 
 
Steve Pelton, President & CEO, Aegis Brands Inc. 
 

Steve joined Aegis as CEO in June 2019 when the company was still known as Second Cup Ltd.  Previously, 
he was the co-founder and CEO of Landing Restaurants Group, which was sold to Recipe Unlimited Corp. 
in 2014. 20  Steve remained with Landing Restaurants after the sale, where he continued to oversee the 
management of the original business, along with additional brands totaling more than $200 million in annual 
revenues.  At Aegis, he has been tasked with fueling the equity appreciation of the company. 
 
 
Kate Burnett, Chief Operating Officer, Bridgehead 
 

Kate joined Bridgehead in 2017. She actively pursued a role with the company based on its commitment to 
people (farmers, suppliers, customers and staff), the local community and the environment.  Previously, she 
worked for Me to We, a social enterprise based in Toronto focused on empowering people to change the 
world. She held multiple roles over seven years there, including Director of Consumer Engagement (building 
the retail side of the enterprise), Director of Business Development (working with partners to support 
initiatives and products with impact) and eventually as the Deputy Chief Operating Director (joining the 
Executive team to help lead and manage the growing enterprise).  Before Me to We, Kate was the Associate 
Director of Camp Kandalore, a summer camp with a focus on leadership and canoe tripping.  
 

Kate has travelled to over 30 countries including time spent as a volunteer in South Africa at a camp for 
children affected by HIV/AIDS and in Rwanda working with youth affected by genocide.  She holds an 
undergraduate honors degree from the University of Western Ontario with a double major in English and 
Psychology. She later completed an MBA from the University of Victoria with a focus on service management 
(marketing, operations and customer service). 
 
 
Ian Clark, Director of Coffee & Business Analytics, Bridgehead 
 

Ian joined Bridgehead in 2008 after graduating from Carleton University with a bachelor’s degree in Canadian 
Law, Legal Studies and Jurisprudence.  At Bridgehead, he oversees coffee sourcing and customer insights. 
 
 
Cliff Hansen, Roastmaster, Bridgehead 
 

Cliff joined Bridgehead as a barista when he was 17.  Although his original plan was to go to law school, 
Bridgehead gave him the opportunity to apprentice in Chicago and become the company’s coffee roaster. 
He’s been with Bridgehead ever since.  Cliff’s responsibilities include traveling to places like Guatemala, 
Honduras, and most recently, Mexico, to find the best possible product. 
 
 
 
Source: Company Files  
 
  

 
 
20 https://www.thelandinggroup.ca/en.html  

https://www.thelandinggroup.ca/en.html
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EXHIBIT 2: BRIDGEHEAD COFFEESHOPS 
 

 
Anderson Street (Little Italy) 
 

 
Beechwood Avenue (Vanier) 
 

 
Wellington Street 
 

 
Wellington St. West 
 

 
Bank Street at Grove (Glebe) 
 

 
Bank Street at Second Ave (Glebe) 
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Dalhousie Street (ByWard Market) 
 

 
Sparks Street (central business district) 
 

 
Bank Street at Gilmour (central business district) 
 

 
Bank Street at Albert (central business district) 
 

 
Slater Street (central business district) 
 

 
Place Bell office tower (central business district) 
 

 
Source: Company Files  
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EXHIBIT 3: BRIDGEHEAD RETAIL DISPLAYS 
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Source: Company Files  
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EXHIBIT 4: BRIDGEHEAD ROASTERY 
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Source: Company Files   
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EXHIBIT 5: BRIDGEHEAD LOCATIONS 
 

 
 

 Roastery / flagship coffee shop 

 
Source: Company Files  
 
  

G a t i n e a u  
( Q u é b e c )  
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EXHIBIT 6: BRIDGEHEAD MENU 
 
 
 

Coffee, Tea & Specialty Drinks 
 
Type Medium 

(12oz / 350mL) 
Large 

(16oz / 475mL) 
Brewed Tea (one size) $3.00  
Brewed Coffee $2.60 $2.95 
Espresso (double) $3.45  
Americano (2 or 3 shots) $3.45  
Traditional Cappuccino (4.5oz) $4.20  
Flat White (8oz) $4.40  
Cappuccino $4.50 $4.90 
Latte $4.50 $4.90 
Latte (Vanilla, Caramel, Hazelnut) $4.90 $5.30 
Chai Latte $4.70 $5.10 
Rooibos Chai Latte $4.70 $5.10 
Earl Grey Latte $5.05 $5.45 
Matcha Vanilla Latte $5.05 $5.45 
Matcha Flat White (8oz) $4.75  
Mocha $5.00 $5.40 
Hot Chocolate $4.20 $4.60 
Milk Alternatives (Soy, Lactaid, Oat Milk) $0.50  

 
Kombucha 
 
Type  
Jasmine Ginger $4.75 
Oolong Iron Goddess $4.75 
Raspberry Green $4.75 

 
Children’s Drink Menu 
 
Type Small 

(8oz / 235mL) 
Milk, Hot Chocolate $2.25 
Kiju Organic Apple Juice $2.25 
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Wraps 
 
Type  
Breakfast Wrap - Egg & Cheese $5.25 
Breakfast Wrap - Egg, Cheese & Bacon $5.75 
Breakfast Wrap - Egg, Cheese & Sausage $5.75 
Burrito - Grilled Veggie & Bean $8.95 
Wrap - Coconut Curry Chicken  $10.95 
Wrap - Chipotle Quinoa $10.95 
Croissant - Plain $3.25 
Croissant - Ham & Cheese $4.50 

 
Cookies 
 
Type  
Chocolate Chip Cookie $3.00 
Ginger Cookie $3.00 
Granola Cookie $3.00 
Peanut Butter Chocolate Energy Bite $2.00 

 
Granola & Nuts 
 
Type  
Banana Peanut Butter Overnight Oats $5.50 
Blueberry Overnight Oats $5.50 

 
Baked Goods 
 
Type  
Apple Cranberry Muffin $3.15 
Chocolate Banana Muffin $3.15 
Cherry Lemon Loaf $3.50 
Chocolate Quinoa Loaf $3.50 
Cheddar Scone $3.25 
Raspberry Scone $3.25 

 
Source: Company Files  
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EXHIBIT 7: BRIDGEHEAD PACKAGING 
 

 
Coffee cup 
 

 
Coffee beans 

 
Compostable coffee pods 

 
Packaged tea (back label) 
 

 
Source: Company Files 
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EXHIBIT 8: BRIDGEHEAD WEBSITE LANDING PAGE 
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Source: Company Files 
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EXHIBIT 9: COFFEE CERTIFICATIONS 
 
 

 

Fairtrade certification helps to support a better life for farming families through 
market access for marginalized producers, sustainable and equitable trading 
relationships, and advocacy and consumer awareness. Coffee purchased from 
certified cooperatives must be at or above the minimum price set by Fairtrade 
International. Fairtrade Canada is the not-for-profit corporation that represents 
Fairtrade licensees in Canada. 
https://fairtrade.ca/ 
 

 

 

 
The Rainforest Alliance seal indicates that a farm has been audited to meet 
sustainability standards relating to environmental, social, and economic factors. 
To become certified, producers must meet criteria set by the Sustainable 
Agriculture Network (SAN), a coalition of conservation groups. SAN standards are 
built on principles of sustainable farming, including biodiversity conservation, 
improved livelihoods and human wellbeing, natural resource conservation, and 
effective planning and farm management systems. Only 30 per cent of a 
producer’s coffee beans must meet RFA conditions for the seal to be used on 
packaging. Audits are conducted on an annual basis by trained auditors, including 
teams of biologists and agronomists authorized and monitored by SAN. 
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/    https://www.sustainableagriculture.eco/  
 

 

 
 

  
 

 
The Government of Canada created the Canada Organic logo to help consumers 
identify products that are compliant with organic regulations.  These define 
production standards for growing, storage, processing, packaging and shipping 
that include: avoidance of synthetic chemical inputs, irradiation, and sewage 
sludge; avoidance of genetically modified seed; use of farmland that has been free 
from prohibited chemical inputs for a number of years; keeping detailed written 
production and sales records; maintaining strict physical separation of organic 
products from non-certified products, and; periodic on-site inspections. 
 
Products sold in Canada may carry the organic certification logos of other 
jurisdictions (USA, EU), which certify compliance with similar but distinct 
standards established by authorities in those countries. 
 

 

 

 
Developed by ecologists at the Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center to ensure 
tropical agroforests are preserved for migratory birds, this certification has the 
most robust shade and habitat standards of any certification. Criteria includes a 
canopy at least 12 meters high where the dominant species is native. The canopy 
must also consist of at least two strata layers of vegetation, include ten woody 
species dispersed throughout the production area, and still provide a minimum of 
40 percent shade cover after pruning. The coffee must also be certified organic. 
Inspections take place every three years, coordinated with organic inspection. 
https://global.si.edu/projects/bird-friendly%C2%AE-coffee-program  
 

 
Source: Company Files  

https://fairtrade.ca/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/
https://www.sustainableagriculture.eco/
https://global.si.edu/projects/bird-friendly%C2%AE-coffee-program
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EXHIBIT 10A: POPULATION OF MAJOR URBAN MARKETS 
SOUTHERN ONTARIO 

 
 

City Population (Metro) 2020 
Toronto 6,555,205 
Ottawa-Gatineau 1,461,494 
Hamilton 804,691 
Kitchener-Cambridge-Waterloo 593,882 
London 551,066 
St. Catharines-Niagara 437,114 
Oshawa 423,036 
Windsor 356,880 
Barrie 218,188 
Kingston 176,184 
Guelph 167,509 
Brantford 151,566 

 
 

 
 
Source: Statistics Canada 
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EXHIBIT 10B: POPULATION OF MAJOR URBAN MARKETS 
CANADA 

 
 

City Province Population (Metro) 2020 
Toronto Ontario 6,555,205 
Montreal Quebec 4,364,189 
Vancouver British Columbia 2,737,698 
Calgary Alberta 1,543,283 
Edmonton Alberta 1,468,926 
Ottawa-Gatineau Ontario / Quebec 1,461,494 
Winnipeg Manitoba 850,056 
Quebec City Quebec 832,328 
Halifax Nova Scotia 448,544 
Victoria British Columbia 408,883 

 

 
Source: Statistics Canada 
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