40

Democracy (def.] - a system of governing by the whole population or all the eligible
members of a state, typically through elected representatives; control of an organization or
group by the majonty of its members; the ability to vote on what flavour and style of beer
vour local brewery will make next!

The Grain Bin Brewing Company, located in Grande Praine, Aloerta, Canada, states nght up
front that the way consumers are enjoying beer is evolving. Mot a fan of the beers available
to you at the pub or in the store? No problem. Grain Bin gives their customers an opportunity
to log in to their website and vote on how the next batch of ther delicious beer will be
brewed.

Of course, they have an array of lagship beers that are available vear round, but their
small- bateh DEMOCRACY! senes is taking Alberta by storm by offenng a customizable batch
of beer for special occasions, or just fo sample one pint at a time. Spotight on Business
Magazne spoke with Grain Bin's owner and Head Brewer Dalen Landis about their unigue
production programs and the craft brewing scene in Grande Praine, Alberta.
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By John Allgire

home brewing to be a fun hobby. It was & little bit of

science, a little bit of art... and you got alcohol at the
end!” These sarly brewing experiences started with store-
bought kits. "The beer was terrible,” Landis sdmits. But
the inspiration took root and, fast-forward 10 years, with
& young family and less time on hiz hands, Landiz joined
forces with & number of likeminded friends and bought
some home brewing equipment. Sharing expenses and the
workloed on the labour-intensive brew days worked best
for the group.

‘ t all started back in high school,” Landis recalls. ™I found

The story shiftz to the Alberta government’s decizion to
gliminste the ‘minimum mandstory volume’ regulstion
for brewers, allowing people to start up & small brewsry
without having to commit to large volumes of product right
out of the gate. “We thought that if we could start up =
small hobby brewery that was able to pay for itzelf, why not
take the plunge. So, we decided to start up &t a size where
wa didn't have to go to & bank and get & loan.”

The partners incorporated their small business in July of
2015 and, sfter ploughing through the mountsin of paper-
work szsociated with producing alcohol for sale, they moved
into & brewing space that October. &nd on Christmas Eve
of that vear, with the snow gently falling on Grande Prairia,
the Grain Bin Brewing Company brewed their first batch of
baer for zale.

Bging & low-volume brewery has a number of advantages,
miginly in the headache-avoidance department. But 2 huge
benefit iz it allows Grain Bin to experiment and produce
consumar- driven concoctions like their aforementioned
DEMOCRACY! series of small-batch beers. Landiz explains,
"We have z lot of flexibility and freedom. When we started,
wa were just brewing the beers that we like to drink. We
didn't have to do the safe, commercially-viable options.”

Enter the besr of the people! Landiz depicts the idea az
being sbout handing zome of the controlz over to the
people, 30 to speak, rather than making all the decisions
themzelves. "It's like that guy on a rosd trip, he's picking
gl the music. Maybe some of the music is good but it'd be
rice if he let the others in the car operate the iPod once in
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a while. 5o, the people who wers enjoying cur beer already,
we thought we'd let them have some input and share their
ideas with us."”

Grain Bin's DEMOCRACY! senes helps them to connect
directly with their community. Here's how it works: There
are no set-in- stone guidelines or rules. Customerz go to the
online form on Grain Bin's websits, fill it out (for examgple,
pecple would vote on options such as styles and ingredi-
ents like more hops, less malt flavour, hint of citrus, and =0
on), and basically direct the brewsry on what they want in
a baar. Then the brewers take a swing at what received the
popular vote. Vioila. Your palette at work

“A month or two down the read, they can pull a pint and say,
"thiz iz the beer | voted for. This is the president | slected!’™
The first winner was a Double IPA. Hardly a surprise, as the
craft besr world eeemez to be going hop-forward- IPA crazy

at the moment.

The latest DEMIOCRACY! Poll asked enthusiasts to chooss
their favourite style of hops. The poll acts az a bit of &
testament to how educated the craft-beer consumer has
become. Knowledge of different hop types prebably would
have made for very short pub conversation a decade ago.
But the recent craft movement in Alberts, and indeed
acroas Morth America, has led to 8 new, better educated
breed of beer drinker.

And the winner? It waz the Sorochi Ace hopz. s a
gomewhat rare hybrd with an odd character. Chances ars,
DEMOCRACY! was being tested by the regulars locking
to challenge the brewmasters and, simultanecusly, ending
up with a brew they have never tasted before. Mors to the
point, it demonstrates the premize behind the whele saries
of mad-scientizt concoctions.

The people have spoken!

Carrying thiz "beer of the people” inclination even further,
Grain Bin has initisted what they call ther "Communi-
ty Series” of brews az well. Landiz explains, “The way cur
Community Series works is, we work with local not-for-

profit and charity groups in Grande Prairie, and they come
in Elnd design a baer with uz. They alzo do the label design.
Then we brewthe beer and more often than not, it is brewed
for a specific svent that the organization is putting on. 5o,
we offer thiz beer to the public and the procesds we maks
from that beer get donated back into the charity.”

One of thess "Community’ beers was for a local institu-
tion called the 5t. Lawrence Centre. It's a drop-in facility
that offers a warm place to stay for people who need it,
for whatever reaszon they find themzelvas without a FI-lEH:EI to
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stay. They focus on being availabls to people during hours
that many shelters are closed or otherwize unavailable.

The beer created for the not-for- profit cantre speaks to the
tragic story of Saint Lawrence himsslf. Brisfly, he was the
Sairt who dedicated hiz life in service to the poor. Defiant
to the Roman Emperor for using the church’s riches to
feed the poor instsad of paying taxss, he was eventually
burned at the stake. A3 a homage to the Saint (and with
a bit of humour inserted into the creation of the beer, for

gDDd meazura), the lager they developed had a smokey
nizh to it, reminizcent of the acrid demize of the Centra's

r'IEITIE'CBEkE.

All this iz not to give the impression that Grain Bin only
doez cne-offz and small-batch charity beers. But because
they don't have a tap-house per s, the bulk of their beer
gets sold into the wholesale market to bars and restaurants.
Landiz points out that thers are basically twe streame of
wholesale customers — ones who want the same beer on
tap menth-after- month, and those whe want to try some-

thing different with every delvery.

“Yeah, some want something new each time and zome
want the consistency of the same beer. So we do a pale
ale, an amber ale, 8 Hefawsizen, and & rotational lager
which iz more seasonal. Thess are the ones we produce all
the time... We alzo have a handful of beerz that we don't
produce all the time, but we bring them back a lot. Like cur
Englizh Spaual Bitter, 2 Dunkslwsizen, a robust porter and
a stout.”

The b started out a couple of years ago with a
three-barrel (3.5 hectolitrs) brewery housing just under
30 hectolitres of fermenting zpace. It only took six months
to realize that demand wae outstripping their ability to
produce at a sufficient rate. They had to doubls their
brewing capacity, while simultanecusly adding a bottling
line for 50 ml single bottles.

“We were conditionally just doing wholezale. Just zelling
to bars and restaurantz for draft and deoing growler fills
here. But we had a lot of pecple telling us they wanted
more optiona on how to purchaze our beer. 5o, we got a
bettling line.” Still, demand kept pushing Grain Bin's ability
to produce enough beer in their current location. Se, in
October 2017, they moved to an even larger facility. “We
moved to a building which was four-imes the size. It imme-

diately doubled our production capacity again.”

Locking forward, Landiz points out that they are going to
try and grow with demand, but not push the limits too far.
“| gquese the sky's the limit. But right now, we're just trying
to grow naturally. The money we maks gensrally goes back
into the company. So, any growth we have is natural and we
can afford any expansions that come down the road.”

Landis iz alzo quick to point out that, whils the brewery izn't
owerrun with staff, they do have help from geed friends and
family whe like to hang out and help where they can. “k'z a



bit of a scene here. People will help labsel bottles or push a
mop. Wa're lucky to have the people around here who just
like to be part of what's going on.”

Grain Bin's focus remains local. Priority iz placed on the art
of making the best, most unigue beer they can, rather than
mass production and distribution. "For & small business
like owurs, even something like shipping to &l the corners
of Alberta could be cost-prohibitive. So, we are happy to
make Grande Prairie and the surrounding communities cur
prioriy.”

The craft beer landscaps iz ever-changing. The Grain Bin
EBrewing Company has found a way to stand out in the
crowd. The challenge has been izsued. Go on! Have your

Sinee the beginning of Blindman Brewing, Rahr
Malting Co. and B3G have proudly supplied them
with malt and other brewing ingredients. Both
Rahr and BS3G have been committed ingredient
suppliers and supporters of Alberta's craft brewers
for over 25 yeara. We look forward to many more!

rahr.com
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