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Ombudsman's  
Message

The Beer Ombudsman of Ontario has a dual mandate. I am 

responsible, under both the Master Framework Agreement and 

the Shareholder Agreement, for accepting and investigating 

complaints from brewers and consumers about operational 

matters and also act as a mediator if disputes arise under 

the Shareholder Agreement. Both the Master Framework 

Agreement and the Shareholder Agreement are available on The 

Beer Store (TBS) website. No notices of dispute connected to 

the Shareholder Agreement were received this year; therefore 

this report will focus solely on activities related to the complaints 

I received in 2019. 

Events in the political arena dominated 2019 for The Beer 

Store and the entire beer industry. There was significant media  

coverage and lobbying activity connected with proposed 

changes to the selling of beer in Ontario. In light of these circum-

stances, I did not meet formally with the large or small brewers or 

the Ontario Craft Brewers of Ontario.  I did, however, continue to 

meet with TBS staff connected to the complaints I received and to 

meet informally with licensees and individual craft brewers.  I was 

also invited by the Ministry of Finance to meet with Ken Hughes, 

the provincial government’s Special Advisor for Beverage  

Alcohol Review.  At that meeting, I made it clear to Mr. Hughes  

that, pursuant to my mandate, I could speak only to the complaints 

I had handled and circumstances connected to those complaints 

and that I was not a spokesperson for TBS. Within these guide-

lines, I was able to answer his questions and provide my thoughts.   

C H A R L E S  D O U G A L L

Beer Ombudsman

Turning to complaints, I opened 50 cases in 2019, down from 

63 last year, representing a 20% reduction in overall cases.  

Interestingly, I did not receive a single complaint, question or 

comment connected to the proposed changes in beer retailing 

in Ontario. The pattern of complaints I received in 2019 changed 

significantly from the previous year. In 2018, there was a spike 

in complaints in the second and third quarters (coinciding with 

the warmer weather and increased TBS activity). In 2019, the  

complaints were relatively evenly distributed across the four 

quarters of the year.  

Before discussing the complaints in more detail, I wish to 

acknowledge the cooperation and assistance I received again 

this year from the President of TBS, Ted Moroz, and his team in 

managing these complaints. Early in 2019, the escalation pro-

cess shifted back to my referring all complaints directly to Ted, 

which immediately resulted in improved turnaround times and 

reduced the follow-up required from me. Ted, and the senior 

leadership team, to whom he directed the complaints, worked 

hard to create mutually beneficial resolutions to the complaints 

they received and often went above and beyond to satisfy their 

clients. This effort is reflected in the fact that I received two 

glowing thank-you e-mails from clients who were extremely 

pleased at how well their concerns had been handled by TBS.  

Also, the number of complainants who withdrew their complaint 

(by not responding to the follow-up e-mails sent to them by TBS) 

declined from 13 in 2018 to 7 in 2019.  Perhaps most important, 

for the first time in my three years as Beer Ombudsman, I did not 

undertake any full investigations.
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The Year in 
Review

The 50 cases opened in 2019 included 48 complaints, one inquiry 

and one Out of Mandate case (further details about the cases 

are available in the bar graphs below). Once again, the majority 

of complaints came from consumers (38) but complaints from 

licensees increased from two to eight. Regarding this increase, 

I met and corresponded with the VP, Logistics, who explained 

that the introduction of a new electronic delivery system as well 

as changes to the re-ordering process and payment policies led 

to an extended period of adjustment for licensees. He was con-

fident that the situation was in hand and had stabilized by the 

end of 2019.

Complaints from stores comprised the largest category in 

2019. There were 23 Retail complaints and 20 of those were 

connected to staff interactions in stores. By way of con-

text, it is worth noting that TBS has more than 440 stores that  

processed millions of transactions in 2019. There were in-store 

complaints about disputed charges or payments, product  

availability and store conditions. Encouragingly, complaints 

about empty returns dropped from 11 to 6. However, 15 com-

plaints were about the way clients were treated by staff in TBS 

stores.  Of course, there are two sides to every story and three of 

these cases were connected to a refusal of service, which inev-

itably leads to a negative experience for the client.  Based on 

my review of these cases, I am confident that TBS management 

investigated these allegations seriously and took appropriate 

measures as necessary. A number of these complaints led to 

coaching opportunities for the staff involved and one led to a 

termination.   

The second largest category of complaints in 2019 was Corporate 

complaints, of which there were 14. As noted above, I did not 

receive anything connected to the proposal for changes to beer 

retailing. However, I did receive three complaints connected to the 

provincial government’s proposed changes in funding to children 

on the autism spectrum. One complaint was from a father who 

was upset that TBS contributed to the Provincial Conservative 

Party and two connected to a fraudulent TBS Facebook page 

that contained comments about the changes to funding for  

children on the spectrum. All three complaints stemmed from a 

social media initiative to target organizations that contribute to 

the Provincial Conservative Party. TBS does not contribute to 

any political party, as was explained to the complainant. There 

were two complaints from consumers who received unwanted 

robo-calls about a TBS town hall meeting and two about issues 

with the TBS website.

There were only four product complaints in 2019, down from 13 in 

the previous year. These included a delisted product, a product a 

client wanted listed, a half-filled can, and the taste of a product.  
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From Year 2019

Complaint 
Statistics

Number of Cases

Nº OF 
CASES

Fig. 1

Source of Cases

Nº OF 
CASES

Fig. 2

Types of Cases

Nº OF 
CASES

Fig. 3
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Origin of Cases

Nº OF 
CASES

Fig. 4

Year over Year Comparison of Cases Fig. 5

Nº OF 
CASES
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Continuous  
 Improvement

In handling specific complaints, an ombudsman is responsible 

for evaluating the details of each complaint to see if there may 

be issues raised by the complainant that the organization might 

be interested in reviewing, to ensure that appropriate policies 

or procedures are in place, and are being followed to prevent 

similar complaints arising in future. In 2019, there were five 

issues that were discussed with TBS as possible opportunities 

to review existing policies and/or remind staff of those existing 

policies that led to changes being made.  

Issue 1: A complaint from a licensee who claimed that, when 

one of his staff called an order in to TBS, the order was refused 

and, by way of explanation, derogatory information about the 

licensee was provided to his staff member. This was a human 

error that was not in line with policy and TBS issued a letter 

of apology to the licensee and resolved his delivery issues. On 

investigation, I was assured that agents know they are not to 

provide personal information to third parties and appropriate 

policies are in place. Further, it came to light that the derogatory 

information provided had, in fact, come from an anonymous 

source. I suggested to TBS that, to be prudent, it might wish to 

consider removing all anonymous information from its systems.  

Following a meeting with the VP, Legal, action was taken and 

this type of information has been removed from the TBS system. 

Issue 2: Originating from a person attempting to rent a pump 

for a keg at a Beer Store as he had done in the past. He was 

informed that TBS no longer rented the pumps and he would 

have to buy one at a TBS Distribution Centre. The client 

purchased a pump but it turned out to be sub-standard and he 

claimed to have lost beer from the keg due to the performance 

of the pump. TBS refunded his money and the client was 

satisfied. TBS also acknowledged that they were not satisfied 

with the pump they were currently selling and would investigate 

changing to a different one. TBS has since discontinued selling 

the type of pump the client had purchased and began selling a 

pump similar to the one they had rented previously.

Issue 3: Involved staff not honouring the price listed on the  

in-store screen, which was incorrect and lower than the correct 

price. TBS resolved the dispute with the client by providing a 

gift card. Further, they used this complaint to remind staff that 

they are to honour prices displayed on-screen in stores even if 

that price is lower than the correct price.

Issue 4: Surfaced from a customer who claimed it was too hard 

to find products on sale on the TBS website. TBS explained 

changes had been made to the Home Page and further changes 

were being considered, including some connected to products 

on sale. Shortly thereafter, the contemplated change to make 

sales merchandise more prominent on the Home Page was 

implemented. 

Issue 5: Focusing in on the TBS website. A client complained 

that he was unable to find his local store on the TBS website.  

On investigation, TBS discovered that, as a result of a systems 

glitch, the store in question was not being displayed on the 

website. TBS rectified the situation immediately. They also 

confirmed the there were no other stores that were not being 

displayed accurately on the website.
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Conclusion

A turbulent year in the beer industry saw an even distribution of 

complaints to the Beer Ombudsman. As noted above, these complaints 

were handled quickly and efficiently by The Beer Store and  as a result, 

I undertook no full investigations in 2019.  Each of the three years 

that I have been Ombudsman has presented a different pattern of 

complaints.  I am not sure what to expect in 2020, but I look forward 

to the challenges whatever they may be.
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