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Kudos to  
Good Food

Cover Story Kudrinko’s

Kudrinko’s focuses only 
on the best with quality, 

service, execution.

By Joseph Tarnowski

hen Neil Kudrinko 
purchased his off-

grid solar light poles 
from Boise, Idaho-

based Inovus Solar 
for the parking lot of 

his Westport, Ontario-
based single-store opera-

tion, Kudrinko’s, his was 
the first business in Canada 

planning to install them. Unfor-
tunately, because the technology 
was so new, there were no certified 
installers in the country.

So Kudrinko became the first, 
taking an online certification course 
developed by the supplier and then 
installing the poles himself. After 
all, they were important for his 

company — they provided strong 
light for his evening shoppers and 
used no electricity from the local 
utilities (see sidebar on page 18).

While this might seem to be 
unique behavior by an independent 
grocery operator, for Kudrinko, who 
co-owns the operation with his wife, 
Martha, these types of acts are an 
everyday occurrence. 

Indeed, Kudrinko fiercely defends 
his right to make decisions based 
on the interests of his company and 
his family. When he took over the 
business from his father in 2005, 
following a stint working on Parlia-
ment Hill as a legislative assistant to a 
member of the Canadian parliament, 
the business had to be run his way.

EXPANDING  
INSIDE AND OUT
Kudrinko’s recently 
expanded its selling 

floor to 5,300 square 
feet and added 

additional parking 
spaces, which are lit in 

the evenings by off-grid 
solar powered LEDs.
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That meant leaving Brampton, 
Ontario-based Loblaws’ Freshmart 
franchise program and truly becom-
ing an independent operator. “The 
problem we were encountering with 
Loblaws under the franchise program, 
and with Sobeys under theirs previ-
ously, was that in our case, we owned 
the bricks and mortar, and in the fran-
chise case, the people we were dealing 
with treated us as if we were corporate 
employees,” Kudrinko recalls. “They 
were more concerned with whether or 
not we had executed standard op-

erating procedure than they were in 
whether or not we were profitable.

“Most of the franchise programs 
had available money they would give 
you to do renovations, but then you 
basically had to sign off that you would 
play by their rules,” Kudrinko adds. “I 

just couldn’t be held to that, where they 
were dictating which products I could 
carry, what programs I could execute 
and what services I could provide. I 
knew at that point that the best way 
forward, and the most profitable way 
forward, and the best way to get the 
renovation and the reinvestment in our 
business, was to increase our profitabil-
ity by becoming a full independent.”

And that’s just what he did. He ex-
panded the facility to its current 5,300 
square feet of selling space, expanded 
the warehouse part of the store, and 

NOTHING BUT THE BEST
Kudrinko’s buyers source the highest- 
quality foods, and its customers pay 
a premium for them. Its tomatoes are 
locally grown, fish are fresh-caught, and 
deli salads are made from scratch.
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renovated and replaced the mechani-
cal systems. Free of the obligations of a 
franchisee, he could focus on what he 
wanted to do: deliver the best food and 
services for his customers.

Along with the change came his 
new slogan: “Kudos to Good Food!”

Kudrinko still purchases products 
from Stellarton, Nova Scotia-based 
Sobeys, but on his terms as a customer, 
and the relationship is even better than 
years back, when he was a franchisee. 
To help reduce his costs, he joined Dis-
tribution Canada Inc. (DCI), a buying 
group that represents independent 
grocers from coast to coast, and pro-
vides Kudrinko’s with some access to 
rebate programs, as well 
as helping to negotiate 
minimum purchases on 
direct buying from some 
CPG companies.

Burlington, Ontario-
based DCI also provides 
a network of other retail-
ers that have common 
businesses and share 
the same challenges, 
goals and struggles that 
Kudrinko does. Through 
this network, he found 
a similar independent 
to partner with on his 
ad programs. “François 
Bouchard, owner of The 

Country 
Grocer in 
Ottawa, and 
I do all of 
our ads to-
gether,” says 
Kudrinko. 
“I choose all of the produce and the 
meat, because that’s my background, 
and François chooses the grocery 
items, because he’s a grocery guy, and 
he also chooses the bakery and deli 
items as well, and we build our ads 
together and share the costs. There 
is a lot of cooperation that goes on 
together like that.

“It’s a good collaborative venture 
that works well for 
both of us, and we 
share the costs of 
having a graphic 
artist prepare the ads 
for us,” continues 
Kudrinko. “The only 
difference is the ban-
ners; mine will have 
Kudrinko’s on the 
top and his will have 
The Country Grocer. 
We may change the 
prices of certain items 
slightly based on our 
market; sometimes 
they may want to be 
more aggressive. But 

we have pretty much the same sup-
pliers, and we negotiate our contracts 

together with our milk 
supplier and our bread 
supplier, so we are get-
ting consistency from 
our suppliers for ad 
support.”

This was also a 
problem Kudrinko 
found with the franchise 
programs. “A lot of the 
times, the items that 
were in the ad were not 
the items that my cus-
tomers wanted,” he says. 
“They were in the ad 

because they provided the wholesaler 
with an opportunity to demonstrate to 
the CPG company that they had pro-
vided them with an ad so they would 
qualify for a rebate or ad co-op dollars. 
I can recall a situation where the sup-
pliers ran an ad for Little Debbie Snack 
Cakes across 30 stores, and only two of 
them carried the product.”

A Meaty History
While the store’s selling space is just 
over 5,000 square feet, Kudrinko’s 
packs a lot of products and services 
into that space. The meat department 
is what the store is historically known 
for, and one of its primary draws.

“My dad was a meat guy,” says Ku-
drinko. “In the early years, meat was 
our main focus, and it still is probably 
our No. 1 draw for our store. Our 
meat manager, Tim Tobin, has been 
with us since day one over 23 years 
ago, and his nephew Jason has been 
with us for 10 years and apprenticed 
under Tim. He’s a full meat cut-
ter now. They are great on customer 
service and custom cuts, and spend a 

“We are trying 
to be a bit more 
specialized and 
have a different 
offering. The 
value of such 
differentiation 
is that you are 
going to have 
a very loyal 
clientele.”
—Neil Kudrinko

LIGHTING THE WAY
Reach-in cases were retrofitted with LEDs 
from GE Lighting, which save on energy 
costs and, according to owner  
Neil Kudrinko, make products “pop.”
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lot of time educating customers and 
attending to special orders.”

For the past two years, Kudrinko’s 
has added hormone- and antibiotic-
free, pasture-raised Angus beef from 
8th Line Farm, a local concern run 
by Kim and Charlie Sytsma. “They 
raise the beef themselves, all Triple A 
beef, which is the top quality here in 
Canada,” Kudrinko explains. “We buy 
an animal at a time, and it’s quartered. 
When we first started, we were using a 
lot of rail beef, dry-aged hanging beef. 
Then we had gotten away from it as a 
franchisee. But as we left the franchised 
world, we were looking at some ways 
to differentiate, and rail beef was one 
of them. It’s a lot of work, and it’s not 
necessarily the most profitable when 
you account for the labor, but it cer-
tainly attracts that loyal customer who 
knows that they can’t get that product 
anywhere else. Our store-made sausage 
program is huge. We sell a ton of that. 
We have some farmers who may have 
their own land, and they want a sausage 
made from lamb, so they would bring 
in their own meat from their land, and 
we’ll do the sausage for them.”

The produce department focuses on 
an extremely high level of quality as 
well, and for sourcing, Kudrinko has 

switched from using local wholesalers 
who were drawing from the Ontario 
food terminal in Toronto, to actu-
ally drawing from the food terminal 
directly. “We have a buyer down there, 
Frank Pignatore from SuperSelect 
Produce, and twice a week he buys 
the produce for us,” says Kudrinko. “I 
have no idea what the stuff costs when 
I am ordering it — he can’t give me a 
price because prices change. He goes 
around the market and buys based on 
whoever has the best quality that day. 
It took a bit of a leap of faith to do that 
at first, because we had to raise some 
of our retails a bit, but once you got 
customers trained on the quality that 
we were going to be providing and the 
expectations of the quality they could 
expect, it’s amazing what a draw the 
department has become for customers. 
We’re pulling customers from a much 
larger area simply because we have 
such good-quality produce.”

Kudrinko’s also deals with a lot 
of local suppliers. “Our tomatoes are 
from Sun Harvest Greenhouse,” says 
Kudrinko. “Allison Shannon is the 
grower, and the greenhouse where she 
grows the tomatoes for my store is right 
next to the Glenburnie Grocery store, 
owned by her relative and friend of 

mine, Mark Rickards. I pay an average 
of $5 or $6 per case more for Allison’s 
tomatoes versus the ones I can buy off 
the terminal, but they are such great 
quality that the customers demand 
them. We do local apples, and we have 
other local farmers that we deal with 
in-season as well. Produce isn’t just 
produce. There is great produce, and 
there is OK produce. We want to make 
sure we offer great produce every day.” 
(For more on Kingston, Ontario-based 
Glenburnie Grocery, visit the Retail 
Photo Profile starting on page 20.)

Community Deli
Kudrinko’s philosophy when it comes 
to deli is that the majority of items in 
the deli counter should be mainstays 
that represent the tastes of the com-
munity. He learns about these items by 
studying what’s served at community 
events such as local church groups.

“Those are the products that you 
want to have in your calendar, because 
those are the products that maybe they 
don’t want to be bothered making 
them at home, or maybe the batches in 
which they are made are too large for 
their household, and they just want a 
few cups of it,” says Kudrinko. “But you 
shouldn’t be afraid to experiment a bit 
and introduce new items. One example 
is a marshmallow-pistachio dessert 
salad I learned about in one community 
group dinner. It’s one of our best sellers, 
it’s easy to make and it’s unique. And 
we have customers who come in two or 
three times a week just to buy a small 
tub of it as a little treat.”

Kudrinko encourages sampling: 
“Salads are relatively cheap to make. 
Always have a bunch of small spoons 
and sample cups on hand for anyone 
who wants to try one. We try to 

MEATY SALES
Left: Tim Tobin, Kudrinko’s meat manager 
for the past 23 years, prepares fresh 
ground beef for a customer.

Right: Neil Kudrinko inspects his “rail 
beef” — hormone- and and antibiotic-free 
Angus beef he sources from a local farm.
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encourage people to try them, and 
when they do, they always buy.”

The deli also offers roast pork and 
roast beef that is cooked in the store 
for cold cuts. “Those are two signature 
products,” says Kudrinko. “We also do 
bone-in ham, from which we’ll remove 
the bone and slice them up. 

One thing Kudrinko doesn’t offer 
is commercial salads. “There are a lot 
of commercial salads available that 
are pretty cheap to buy, but there is 
no comparison between a commercial 
product that has to have certain ingre-
dients in it in order to maintain a shelf 
life, and fresh store-made salads which 
are made exactly the way you would 
make them at home,” says Kudrinko. 
“Our store-made potato salad, pasta 
salad, Greek salads — we do a variety 
for the deli counter, and we are able to 
charge a premium for them.”

To complement the salads, Ku-
drinko’s offers a variety 
of olive oils. And for 
those shoppers seeking 
more exotic olive oils 
and other condiments, 
Martha operates a 
specialty store, Rosie’s, 
just two blocks away. 
“While we carry your 
typical grocery-store 
brands at Kudrinko’s, 

we use Rosie’s as specialty depart-
ment where you can find higher-
quality oil, typically organic or first-
pressed,” says Kudrinko. “This allows 
us to expand our selection across the 
two stores, and is great for driving 
traffic from one store to the other.”

Expanding Outside the Store
Among Kudrinko’s renovations was the 
replacement of his compressor room 
with Hussmann’s Protocol system, and 
with his freed-up space in back of the 
store, he installed a commercial kitchen 
for catering operations.

“We were already doing a lot of 
custom cooking work for church 
groups and nonprofits,” says Ku-
drinko. “We’d get the meat sale from 
the group, and then charge a dollar a 
pound to cook and slice it for them, 
which is pretty cost-effective for 
community groups. We do it in a way 

that still allows the 
organization to make 
a good profit on their 
dinner or whatever 
they are trying to raise 
money for. The kitchen 
allowed us to greatly 
expand this part of the 
business, and we hired 
a chef part-time so we 
could provide catering 

services on a full-time basis.”
Indeed, the chef ’s first job was a 

roast beef dinner for 500 people for 
a local high school reunion, in which 
everything was made from scratch. 
“Not only are these jobs profitable, 
but it’s creating an opportunity where 
you can create a relationship with the 
customer outside of the four walls of 
your store,” says Kudrinko. “Now you 
are being invited into their home to 
provide them with a service, or to be a 
part of their special event, so you are 
there as an integral part of that. That 
raises the relationship from just being 
the retailer to being somebody they 
can trust and they rely on, and that’s 
a pretty valuable relationship to have 
with your customers.”

It’s this relationship outside the store 
that really sets Kudrinko’s apart. Serv-
ing a town of 700 in which  everyone 
pretty much knows everyone else, store 
associates know the various needs and 
idiosyncrasies of the local residents. In 
fact, residents tend to have their favorite 
store associates, to whom they gravitate 
during their visits. 

“We have a lot of seniors in our 
market, and some may be too old or 
have arthritis, and have trouble slicing 
and cutting up their rutabaga,” says 
Kudrinko. “So we’ll go and slice it up 
for them at no charge. It’s sometimes 
easier for us to do it occasionally on a 
service basis than to have it out there 
already sliced up, and then you are wor-
rying about shrink. Again, we are not 
just selling them something — we are 
doing something for them.

“The customers know the employ-
ees by name,” he continues. “John, 
the chef from the local restaurant, 
shops here. We run house accounts 
for the restaurant and any of the local 

THE PRICE IS RIGHT
Most of Kudrinko’s customers have  
their favorite store associates. For 
Jeannie Price, it’s Ron Palmer, assistant 
store manager, who prepared a gift 
basket for her during Progressive Grocer 
Independent’s visit.

“If you try to be 
all things to all 
people, you will 
be nothing to 
everyone.”
—Neil Kudrinko
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businesses that have weekly or daily 
purchases, and we allow them to pay 
once a month, and that allows them 
the ease of being able to manage their 
payments. This means that Frank, 
the restaurant owner, doesn’t have to 
worry about having petty cash for his 
employees to come in and buy what 
they need. They can just put it on a 
bill; then once a month, we e-mail 
them a statement and they bring us 
over a check. It’s a small community, 
and in a sense, I don’t have to worry 
about people not paying me, because 
they know they have to run into 

me on the street all the time. We’re 
pretty lucky that way. And we do get 
great support from other businesses 
in the community.”

One important lesson Kudrinko 
has learned over the years is that you 
can’t be everything to everybody. 
“Do people buy 100 percent of their 
groceries from our store? Of course 
not,” he says. “With 5,000 square 
feet, you are not going to be all things 
to all people. That used to bother me 
back in the day, when I was basically 
on a franchise program, because then 
you are really just executing a smaller 

version of what everybody else has. 
And now we are trying to be a bit 
more specialized and have a different 
offering. The value of such differen-
tiation is that you are going to have 
a very loyal clientele. The flip side of 
that is there are also going to be some 
people who just don’t get it. And 
while you do what you can to educate 
those people, if they decide to go 
elsewhere, you can’t let it get to you.”

He brings his point home suc-
cinctly: “If you try to be all things 
to all people, you will be nothing to 
everyone.”  PGI

Desperation Breeds Innovation
While Neil Kudrinko, co-owner of Kudrinko’s Market in 
Westport, Ontario, was always a fan of sustainable prac-
tices, it was a brownout that gave him the opportunity to 
switch the greening of his operations into full gear.

“We had a brownout in the store a couple of years ago, 
and we lost about one-third of the ballasts for our reach-
in cooler doors for their T8 fluorescents,” he says. “I was 
looking at considerable costs to buy the new ballasts, have 
the electricians come in to install them. And when you are 
looking at those costs, you have to consider what you are 
getting with those costs, and at the end of the day, we’d 
still be stuck with the old technology. So given that we had 
lost so much at once — it wasn’t like we just had one ballast 
to replace — we decided to make the investment into LED.”

At the time, LED was just becoming mainstream, so 
there wasn’t a lot of proven technology in the market-
place for replacements, which led Kudrinko to decide on 
Mississauga, Ontario-based GE Lighting’s product. “We 
chose them primarily because of the company’s reputa-
tion,” he says. “We knew it would be a quality product that 
they would stand behind. Frankly there are a lot of LED 
companies out there that I had never heard of producing 
the product. But you knew that a company like GE wasn’t 
going to put their name on a product that wasn’t tested 
and that it thought was unreliable.”

Interestingly, the biggest challenge was working 
with his local power utilities to try and access a rebate 
program, an effort he found to be too time-intensive 
for just a single-store operation. “When I look at the 
amount that I got back and what I put into it, for a single 
store, you might be better off just paying for it and then 
expensing it against your profits so you are paying less 
income tax. If you were rolling out a retrofit against 10 
or 15 stores, then I can see where you would want to 

access those programs, because each store will just be 
a repetition of the previous stores. So you wouldn’t be 
continuously reinventing the wheel in terms of filling 
out the paperwork and accessing the programs.”

Kudrinko installed LEDs in all of his reach-in coolers. In 
the store, he stayed with T8s, but installed them with re-
flectors and better ballasts so they were more efficient and 
gave a higher output, enabling him to reduce the number of 
fixtures while maintaining the same light quality.

In the parking lot, he installed off-grid solar-powered 
lights. These “light-powered lights,” from Boise, Idaho-
based Inovus Solar, have a battery in the base of the 
standard, and are wrapped with photovoltaic film that 
acts as the solar collector. When the sunlight drops, 
the battery kicks into gear, and the LED lamps light the 
parking lot until approximately 5 a.m. — more than long 
enough for a store that closes at 8 p.m.

Other sustainable initiatives include:
n Replacing fan motors in coolers: Kudrinko is switching 

to electronically controlled motors for his fans, which 
use much less energy to do the same job as traditional 
fan motors.

n Waxless terrazzo floors: This sealed and polished con-
crete system from St. Paul, Minn.-based 3M doesn’t 
require waxing, which uses harsh chemicals. Required 
maintenance is just a semi-annual reseal and polish 
for a bright finish.

n Groundwater swales in the parking lot: The swales 
collect groundwater from the parking lot and direct 
it through the stone and sand beneath until it re-
enters the water table as naturally filtered water. This 
prevents dirty water from entering the storm sewer 
system and flowing into Lake Ontario.


