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Profile

Expanding across  
Indigenous manufacturing networks

Chris Kauenhofen is a partner with  
BDO Canada LLP’s Winnipeg office  

and leads the Manitoba Manufacturing 
leadership team, providing coaching and 

advice to entrepreneurial-minded businesses, 
including various Indigenous organizations.

Manufacturing in Canada and particularly across the 
Prairies is as diverse as its people. One constant in the 
manufacturing industry is development in technology. 

The technological landscape continues to evolve equipment and 
operations. Moreover, demographics within the central Canadian 
manufacturing sector are shifting and opening up opportunities 
for all types of new business development. Indigenous 
businesses in particular have been increasingly active. 

The 2019 Federal Budget has allotted funding in support 
of Indigenous entrepreneurs and their business development. 
This aims to help communities identify opportunities, 
build business plans and strategies, and employ efforts to 
improve various infrastructure. While this is helpful for many 
Indigenous business owners, there are those who are proud 
to have started and maintained their ventures without any 
external financial assistance.

Indigenous manufacturers
To gain a better understanding of this shift for Indigenous 

manufacturers, Alfred Lea, founder of Tomahawk Chips in 
Manitoba, shared some of his insights and experiences. Prior 
to starting Tomahawk Chips, Lea consulted manufacturers 
with existing equipment on how to most effectively leverage 
their industrial machinery. He helped them develop plans and 
strategies that made the best of existing resources, bringing 
products to life that made the most business sense. 

For a long time, Lea had big plans for starting his own 
manufacturing company, “I’ve built so many businesses for 
others; why not build my own?” 

Lea hasn’t always taken the easiest route but sticks to 
his principles. He is proud that Tomahawk Chips is 100% 
Canadian and Indigenous owned, and even more so that it is 
operated without any financial assistance.

He chose potato chips for his own venture because they 
were lightweight, easy to handle and transport, didn’t freeze, 
and could withstand heat. With all operational considerations 
in line, potato chips were the logical choice. He launched 
Tomahawk Chips in 2015, and has since expanded across 
Canada and the U.S., with plans to penetrate markets 
internationally. 

Initial challenges
Lea’s biggest business challenge was distribution. The 

distance to transport the products created a barrier for timing 
and cost efficiency. Lea’s solution was to team up with a 
distribution company that helped Tomahawk Chips move 
goods, rent space for storage and warehousing, and manage 
inventory. 

“It’s important to have business partners that are 
compatible with you, that can grow with you and offer support 
in areas where you need it,” Lea notes. “Taking advantage of 
all the strengths your network has to offer is crucial in building 

your business.” Further to logistics, this extends into other 
aspects of growing a business; like tax and financial planning. 
This is where BDO stepped in. From the beginning, the client 
partnership with BDO helped fuel Tomahawk Chips’ growth.

Emerging demographics
According to Lea, the Indigenous manufacturing industry 

has been seeing an increasing number of young people, in 
particular women. “These are the ones that are the most 
determined,” Lea states. “Most of my business associates 
are women. They have a huge grassroots mentality where 
they want to establish a strong business foundation from the 
beginning of any venture.” 

Manitoba’s Indigenous business community has a very 
large female presence that’s been a driving force for positive 
change. Moreover, the business landscape has gotten younger. 
Generally speaking, younger demographics have substantial 
social media presence and rely on those networks for fast and 
widespread communication. Lea has always been an advocate 
for supporting youth in business. Being actively involved in 
local Friendship Centres that introduce Indigenous youth 
to business opportunities, Lea is keen on helping train the 
younger generations on how to market their own products 
and harness their networks with e-commerce platforms. “I 
encourage them to keep doing this and not lose momentum. 
Keep sharing successes and reaching out to expand networks 
as much as possible.”

Advice to other business owners 
Determination and perseverance are at the forefront 

of building a business and seeing your vision through. Lea 
advises that entrepreneurs adhere to this, whether they’re in 
manufacturing or not. “Determination is the most important 

thing. Your business has to encompass everything that you 

are, because you’ll be spending all your time doing it. So 

choose something you’re passionate about,” Lea continues, 

“Don’t give up when it gets hard, and don’t listen to others 

when they try to knock you down.”

Growing businesses together

Forward movement is the foundation of manufacturing. As 

Lea states, “Take control of your own passions and keep moving 

forward.” As someone who had to wait a long time for funding 

to become available to start his business, Alfred Lea deeply 

understands the value in having resources at your disposal. 

Working together with other businesses to take advantage 

of each other’s talents is the way to bridge strengths across 

networks to build something great. Not only great products, 

but great relationships.


