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Charles Dougall

OMBUDSMAN'S  
MESSAGE

In January 2017, I became the first Beer Ombudsman in Ontario, appointed 
to undertake impartial and independent reviews of complaints from 
retail clients, licensees and brewers about operational matters at The 
Beer Store (TBS) . As a long-standing beer drinker who had worked for 
years as ombudsman at a major Canadian bank, I was confident that my  
background was well suited to my new role.

I have spent much of 2017 learning as much as I could about the beer 
business in general and TBS in particular while working to ensure that 
the Ombudsman’s Office was effectively incorporated into the complaint 
resolution process at TBS. 

Numerous members of the TBS staff were extremely helpful to me as I 
worked my way through the intricacies of their operations, especially in 
light of the adoption of the new Master Framework Agreement in January 
2016. Among its many changes, this agreement fundamentally altered 
the playing field by returning TBS to a cooperative that all brewers in 
Ontario could join and by establishing rules to ensure that small brewers 
received adequate representation in TBS stores. 

During the year, I met with the Ministry of Finance, all the large and  
mid-sized brewers and numerous small brewers as well as the 
Ontario Craft Brewers. I found that, while it may not seem it on 
the surface, the distribution and sales of beer in Ontario is a  
complicated business with a number of constituencies, each of which can 
have different wants and needs.

I also spoke with countless retail clients and licensees concerning their 
interactions with TBS and its effectiveness. Surprisingly to me, much of the 
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negative commentary I heard from clients and licensees was based on mis-
information about TBS – many were upset that it was a government-run 
monopoly (however, as stated above, it is a privately-held cooperative 
owned by brewers that competes with the LCBO and grocery stores for 
beer sales), many were upset at the large profits it made (when, in fact, TBS 
is operated on a cost-recovery basis and earns no profit at all) and most 
were upset at the high prices charged by TBS (the fact is TBS plays no role 
in setting the price of beer – the individual breweries set their prices wher-
ever they choose above a minimum price set by the provincial government). 
Having this correct information is essential for Ontarians to form an accu-
rate picture of TBS.

I must say that I was consistently impressed by the people I met at TBS 
and throughout this industry. From the large brewers to the small 
brewers, from large licensees to small ones, almost everyone in this busi-
ness displayed tremendous enthusiasm and seemed committed to 
serving their clients well. 

In integrating the new Ombudsman’s Office into the complaint  
process at TBS, I received the full support of the TBS President and his 
staff. We worked together to create a formal complaint process at TBS 
(including the role of the Ombudsman’s Office). This process is posted 
on the TBS website for retail clients and was distributed directly to all 
active licensees and brewers. We have also created an Ombudsman 
page on the TBS website that provides further information about the 
Ombudsman’s Office.

In 2017, I received 13 complaints and two commendations (details can 
be found in the bar graphs below). One of the complaints was outside 
my mandate and the other 12 were initially returned to TBS as they had 
not been through the complete complaint resolution process before 
reaching my office. All but one of these was resolved by TBS. The one 
remaining case, which alleged discriminatory practice at TBS, led to a full  
investigation by me, which resulted in a recommendation supporting the 
actions taken by TBS. 

In conclusion, 2017 has been a productive and interesting year. I anticipate 
increased interactions with clients, licensees and brewers in 2018 as the 
awareness of the Beer Ombudsman grows.

http://www.thebeerstore.ca/sites/default/files/Corporate%20Policies/2017%20Policies/TBS%20Dispute%20Resolution%20Procedures%20including%20Ombudsperson.pdf
http://www.thebeerstore.ca/ombudsman
http://www.thebeerstore.ca/ombudsman
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Fig. 1

From Year 2017

COMPLAINT 
STATISTICS

NUMBER OF COMPLAINTS

Quarter

Nº of 
Complaints

7

3 3
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Case Study 2017

CASE 
STUDY

My office did one full investigation in 2017 concerning a client who alleged that a member  
of TBS had taken too long to check their identification and complete the purchase. Further, 
after the client had left the store, they had called to object to the service they had received 
and, based on this conversation, a no trespass order had been issued to this client for the 
store in question.

CASE STUDY
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Point of Sale "ID 25" signage . 

Photo

When I received this complaint, I confirmed that it had not been 
reviewed by the President at TBS and informed the client that 
it was being returned to TBS for further review, noting that 
the client should contact me after this review if they were not 
satisfied. When TBS informed the client that they supported 
the information previously provided to the client, the client 
contacted me again.

Following a thorough review of the information provided by the 
client, I requested and received written statements from the 
staff member involved and a colleague who had listened to part 
of the telephone call in question. I also met with security staff 
at TBS to discuss the matter. I reviewed timed screen shots of 

the actual transaction and confirmed that the time taken in this 
transaction was well within acceptable limits. I also listened to 
a partial recording of the telephone call in question (recorded 
by the colleague after the staff member asked that colleague to 
listen given the tone and content of this conversation).

I also attempted to call the client twice to discuss this matter 
further but the client did not answer or return my calls. 

Based on the evidence I had reviewed, I was satisfied that TBS 
had acted appropriately and I wrote to the client indicating that 
I was not recommending that any further action be taken in 
this matter. 
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CONTINUOUS  
 IMPROVEMENT
OPPORTUNITIES

In handling specific complaints, an ombudsman reviews the details of 
each complaint to see if there may be issues raised by the complaint 
that the organization might be interested in reviewing to ensure that 
appropriate policies are in place and are being followed to prevent similar 
complaints arising in future. In 2017, there were four issues that were 
discussed with TBS as possible opportunities to review existing policies 
and/or remind staff of those existing policies.

The first was a complaint from a small licensee about not being able to 
buy single cans of craft beer at beer stores. This led the President to 
contact all brewers selling through TBS to remind them that they could 
provide a single can licensee price for their products.

The second came from the owner of a craft brewery who noticed a poster 
in a TBS store promoting an event connected to another brewery. The 
Retail staff at TBS had the poster, which was promoting a local event 
and was being displayed in most local businesses, removed immediately. 
Further, they took this opportunity to remind both the brewer in question 
and all store managers that promotional posters involving breweries 
cannot be displayed in TBS stores.

The third involved a client who thought clients who had returned bottles 
and indicated that they were about to buy beer should be asked if they 
would prefer receiving cash rather than a voucher to use for their ensuing 
purchase. This discussion led the President and his team to decide to 
issue tent cards to be displayed at returns counters indicating the options 
available to clients for the proceeds of their returns.

The fourth came from someone who visited a beer store and noticed 
that a Sandy’s Law poster concerning drinking during pregnancy 
was not being prominently displayed. After ensuring the poster was 
displayed prominently in the store, the President sent a reminder to all 
store managers to ensure that the Sandy’s Law poster was prominently 
displayed in all stores. 
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