Cathy Siskind-Kelly
& Rob Kelly

AGE:

TITLE:
COMPANY:
EDUCATION:

Cathy: 40, Rob: 43

Founders

Black Fly Beverage Company

Rob: BA, University of Western Onfario
Cathy; 2 years at McGill University,
part-time at University of Western Onlario

MARITAL STATUS: Marriad, three children
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Watherter strngele o Compromise

Baoth Cathy and Rob were entrepreneurs before they joined
together in 2005 1w start Black Fly in London, ON, Cathy
fad fammeched and managed 4 small construction company.
while Rob had & similar expenence with o landscupe
business, Rob's long-time dream, however, was to open i
small mdcrobrewery in London, After doing some reseanch
together, they decided to capitalize on the spint murket and
embrace the iea of produecing a premium Cansdian coober
"We looked at the industry ssell and thought there are no
smiall prostucers. It is all global companies, and there are lots
af imports,” savs Cathy. They felt thit they could provide
sonnething different to the market: a convenient, ready-io-
drink cooler with patural Canmdian ingredients that is bess
sweel than typical coobers. At that moment; the idea for
the homegrown conler was born, bt the couphe had many
challenges nhead

As the project progressed, they were faced with big decisions
phoat  packaging, promotion, und  distribution—typical
considerations for beverage ndustry experts, but ones with
which the couple huld linle previous expenence. “l goess
everybody with an entrepreneurial spint envisions s hopes
that thewr fabulows idea will wien imo something wonderful,
bt we were incredibly naive. We dudn’y Enow anyihing
whourt our own industry,” says Cathy.

Determined to muake the project work wsd keep the possibilitg
of a business pannership alive, Cuthy and Rob did their
homework on all kevels of the beverage industry. Each aspect
of their initial product was carefully rescarched and analysed
o provide the best cooler possible. As o result, the finished
cooler is o uniguely Conadian product. 1 is the largest volume
four-pack of conbers in Ontaro with custom designed plastic
bottles with resealisble caps, o ity in the cooler industry, but
achoice they made for environmental and safety reasons. The
resealable caps allow drinkers to enjoy the beverage without
fear of spills, and the plastic bottles are recycluoble and will not
break <hoald mm accident occur.

After the first Mavour, cranberry/blucberry ook off, they
intrexduced the equally popular Mack current/blscherry; both
virdka-based coolers are made with real frui juice and have
no artificial flavouring, These Muvours were specifically
chosen not just because of their popularity, but also fo
represent the brand o a Coansdian audience using locally
sourced ingredients, The same is troe of the company and
beverage name, Black Fly, o pesky, but undeniable pan of
Canudign summers. The sucoess of the Mavours has created
i large Tollowing of loyal Black Fly drinkers from coast 1o
conist, with happy customers praising the fine ingredients,
the avoidance of a “sickly sweet” taste, and the company’s
Comdinn roots, Both Cathy and Rob say that the two
Mavours have been a hit so far and hope that their newest
flavour strawherryirhubarb, available only in a 12-pack, is
just as successful. Bk Fly also offers a unigque ready-1o-
freeve cooler called Spiked lee in three different (Liveurs,
This aduli version of the childhood fvounite Freese s a
greal summer e

While they are now at the helm of o very successful
barsiness with a promising future for growih, Cathy and Rob
know that being successful {and married!) entreprencurs
meazns dealing with muny challenges, both expected and
unexpected, One of Black Fly's main marketing sirsegies
is word of mouth, something Cathy says is mypical of other
micro-prodecers: “We originally thought we're going to be
reated as a microbrewery where you would establish a local
root market, hope o have a loval brand following in your
pmmeediate anca, and as vou grew vou could eventually look
to the LCBO 1o get a listing. Well. we got our LCBO listing
firsa, so wie really had o work the oppesite way 10 rise brand
awireness immediately in order to achieve the sales that we
needed 1o sty listed.™
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Another one of the challenges of starting the business was
obtmining a distiller leense. I took the couple o year-and-a-
half befire they recerved a license to operate, dunng which
time they worked on building their business plan without any
guarantes thit it would sctually be approved to develop and
sell their product. It s our understanding that we're the only
smnll dastiller in the province and the first in approximately
100 vears,” says Rob, “When you have absolutely no history
in the indusiry whatsoever, and you just have an ides and ask
for a licence, that's a pretty big request. 1t is 4 very highly
regulated industry and we suddenly found ourselves facing
challenges we didn’t anticipate.”

LCBO listing and distiller license in hamd. the couple began
producing their maugural cooler—hased on a recipe they
credted with an expent heverage creator. One major hurdle
the couple had (o overcome when they started bottling was
finding a quick labeling solution. They found ot that the
labeling machine they hid ordered did not work and was not
compatible with the rest of their machinery. “We had tons of
meaments of complete and wtter panic,” says Cathy, “but the
labeling machine was certamnly a centrul one.” Faced with
a large number of orders, they did all they could do in a
shon period and called out for help. Afler many late nights
and pivea orders later, the first T5,000 Black Fly labels werne

applicd by hund, by their family and friends. It was bratal,”
says Rob.

Rob and Cathy say their biggest challenge today is being
a less prominent company and rving o communicue o
custormers what i= different about their product. “When you're
the only small company and every other large company has
the ability 10 communicate their messages on & mass scale,
that's the biggest challenge.” says Cathy, She credits muny
LCBO store managers imnd staff for their suppont by tuking
the chance wnd putting Black Fly on the shell.
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The LCBO) ix one of the largest singhe purchasers of beverage
alcohol in the world, offering mone than 15,000 prosducts from
miore than 70 different countres, and sales for the Last fiscal
year were in the billions, 1t is no surprise that there is iniense
competition for beverage companies to be festured in their
stores, and Cathy sayvs that the LCBO will only retain prodocts
on their shelves if they are top-sellers. Lockily, hand work and
lowal customer support has translated into suceess for Black
Fly: their products were anly wvmlable i six LOBO stores
when they started, but are row pvailable in over 300 Jocations

across the provinee., Growth his slso camiesd over into other
provinees s they have expanded their product to the British
Columbin, Nova Scotia. and Alberta markets.

Elack Fly's poputarity s even crossing boundanies berween
wther beverage producers, "The whole industry has tofally
embraced us as o small producer, Even some of the small
microbrewers that we've never met that know af us are
going store-to-store saying: “Wherne's your Black FlvT" We
are very much rooting for each other and supporting cach
other,” says Cithy.

This supportive atmosphere is embraced internally as well,
Rob and Cathy know that their employees have personal
duties outside of their jobs {their sccountant Rose has
quadrupletsy, so Cathy says their corporate philosophy is
that family is the most importnt thing

Rob and Cuthy hoave three children of theirr own, so they
understand the necd for Mlexibility when it comes (o juggling
work and family responsibilities. They say it s still very
mach u baluscing act but they make sure their kids are o top
pricrity. "1 uttend all kinds of meetings in Mississouga and
Toronte with suppliers and other contacts. IF I'm going to
meetings during the duy, U1 bead home instead of staying
overnight,” says Rob, adding, "I"d rther drive back and
forth if thit means | can be back here [in London].”

Alternating shifts and juggling responsibilities so that one of
theam can be homwe with their children may mean two shifis
in one day and a ot of late night paperwork. Until recently,
Rob worked most nights focilitating the production lise until
b i order 1o be hame with the Kids duning the day while
Cauthy went o work, but they both agree that it was worth it
The flexibility of being their own bosses means they can s
thesir avwn prioritics, and family remains at the top of the list,
“We know all kinds of people in London who ane reguired no
only to be at work, but at events and fundrnsers, Everybody
has those pressures, but we're lucky that we can focus our
privritics where we choose,” says Rob,

Both Cathy and Rob agree that when it comes (o being a
murmried couple and a business team, they are “incredibly
like-minded” yet bring different skill sets to the business
“We learn what works for us individually and whin works
for us as a team,” says Cathy. Taking into account their
previous work expencnce and interests, Rob s responsibie
for mose of the creative side of Black Fly, while Cathy is
much moee involved on the business and finance side. Their
ability o work together and their reluned, casual atindes
has mude for o very enjoyable workplace,

However, e of the challenges they face as o couple is the
Inck of separntion between work and home. “Even when
we're together, if we haven't been able to talk during the day
because we're busy doing differemt things, the first time we
have to talk business might be at 11 o°clock ar might when
the kids gre in bed, You're standing and you're looking
al each other thinking: it's Fraday night ot 11 o clock and
we could have a bottle of wine, but instesd we have o tulk
busingss,” says Rob,

Anather challenge they struggle with as a two-person team is
not only dealing with communication between themselves,
but absor with stafl. “We peed to really start irying 1o talk g
cach civer more, which 1= sometimes impossible. That way
we ¢an give direction without stalf thinking well Rob suid
this. but Cathy said this.” says Roh,

Despite sull working ou some kinks, Cathy and Rob e
nonetheless very prowd of the way the company has evolved
They have invested a lot of time and effort in creating a
presductive work environment and retain a very practical,
down-to-earth  mtilede. Honesty ond trustworthiness  are
charnctenstics Rob and Cathy expect from each other but
alao everyone whiy works with their company, including
their puriners, distributors, ond suppliers. They look Tor
partners who are nid only business savvy, bui nlso whose
personal attitudes it well with their close-knit corporate
philosophy, “Whenever we're talking to anybody new, we
bring them in amd talk,” says Cathy, “We'll talk for hoors,
and then we'll gsk everybody: what did you think of thut
porson as i person?

As the Business has grown, they have been upproached by
memre andd mare Lirge companies, but have remained byl
o their existing panners, “We don't take change lightly,”
says Cuthy, “We understand maore and more about the
implicutions of chunging direction and the implacations of
grovwth,” Throughout their trials o fnbulations, Cathy and
Rob agree that Cathy's father his been o key mentor and
business advisor Tor Bluek Fly, After 20 years as a liwyer,
Cathy’s Tuber left the legal profession to pursue other
siness interests und o commit (o volunteer and charitable
work, They find inspiration in his carcer change and in his
enthusiasm for entrepreneurship, “He's been a great resource
on all levels, especially ws we look at the day-to-day issues
that anse andd the larger pecture of how we grow so that we
cun o the hest job we can with this business,” siys Cathy

Blick Fly"s plans Tor the futume are o expand ihe company
anald its brancd naionally and imemationally, Their first step is
miarketing the product on s globil scale, but they sre confidem
thit their success o far in Canodn will resull in grear sakes
in other countries. “We had 140 per cent growth last year
wind the LOCBOYs thrilled with this listle producer coming
out of mowhere and being able w0 actually sell products,”
Cathyy savs. “Omario gives us this amoeing base—if you con
sueceed in Ontario it opens up doors workdwide.™

Cihy amd Rob say that in the mext 10 yewrs they hope o
ire acditiona] <l 1 hive mioee dowen time, and to be mane
aetive in the comumunity. 1 hope thid as a group, as a Gemly,
and us o company, we have a linle more freedom than we
have mow,” says Cathy, Working umd creating o business
together has definitely. given the couple a unigue perspective
o tlkir redes s business partiers and parents, They take
the general prmciples they use i rarsing thear children amd
apply them tothe work environment. Their success is i direct
result of their determination wnd belsel that hard waork will
paty ol something they kave passed on to their employees
and children. According s Rob, “Once you have children,
i makes you nealize that there”s unlimited potential n them
S 1 tell my chibdren to weork hard and play hard and just do
i, whether people think you can or you can’s. Just iry, Stan
dabng it and see i you can, und see where it lakes you,” W
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