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METRO TORONTO

A two-page letter from a client 
can be a rarity in the world 
of foodservice. So when Bill 
Caruso FFCSI, ISCH got such 

a missive from Metro Toronto Convention 
Centre's vice president of food and 
beverage, Richard Willett, he sat up and 
took notice.  

Willett praised members of the team 
at Caruso’s firm, William Caruso & 
Associates, for their knowledge, patience 
and educational capabilities, which resulted 
in a major transformation and ultimately, 
higher food sales at the convention centre. 
The firm was involved over three years in 
the project, which involved transforming a 
self-operated hotel-style system of French 
service to a plated system, reworking the 
design of the warewashing operation and 
the kitchens.

One of the notable elements of the 
renovations, Willett noted, was to develop, 
“a comprehensive training programme and 
we benefitted by having access to the best 
in class within our industry”. The project, 
he wrote, “created the finest and most 
technologically advanced back of the house 
spaces in North America. If the convention 
facility were to do it all over again or create 
something new from the ground up,” he 
added, “you would be my first call”.

Such praise describes, in a nutshell, a 
three-year effort that went well beyond 
the usual renovations of a kitchen and 
warewashing area in a convention facility, 
and included dedicated staff re-education. 

The Convention Centre’s $29 million   >
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revitalisation project focused on a major 
upgrade in its food and service offerings 
along with an extensive renovation of the 
14,000 sq ft kitchens. The project included 
a more contemporary look, and dedication 
to the Centre’s green and sustainability 
commitments. Lastly, an emphasis on fresh, 
homegrown Ontario produce was brought 
to the fore.

Today Caruso, whose company has 
helped renovate more than 100 convention 
centre kitchens, points out that the Metro 
Toronto Convention Centre is still one of the 
best. The goal was to update and upgrade 
the facilities so that the Centre could “make 
more guests happy and make more money. 
We looked at what was good and what was 
bad and created a master plan.” Today, he 
declares, “it’s among the best of the best and 
has the best equipment and systems in place.”

One of the two kitchens was 30 
years old, part of the original 
fi t-out and had never been 
renovated. The second was newer 

– six or seven years old, Caruso recalls.
Barry Smith, the Convention Centre’s 

president and CEO, was a strong supporter 
of the changes. “He took a leap of faith,” 
says Caruso. He has additional praise 
for Willett, who he says, “literally risked 
everything to do something different. I 
admired their tenacity.” At the Convention 
Centre, Willett remembers “pushing our 
board and executive team to modernise” 
before the renovations got underway.

“We’re self-operated, which is unusual 
for a convention centre, and we had been 
‘best in class’ in our food and beverage 
offerings. But the rest kind of caught up 
with us.” 

The Centre’s food and beverage offer 
was designed rather like the offer in a 
hotel. Willett wanted the Centre to be 
more modern and to include more current 
technology, and he recalls issuing a request 
for a proposal to consultants. 

“We had a number of different 
stakeholders to convince, to make the 

changes from French service to plated 
service,” he says. Staff and customers were 
used to “things done a certain way” he 
recalls. “Bill rose to the top in terms of 
bridging relationships and had the savvy to 
work with clients and stakeholders”.

The consulting team spoke to clients 
in focus groups along with event planners, 
local meeting planners, and other interested 
stakeholders. They established criteria for 
comprehensive changes.

“They met with our board and set out 
a three-year strategy,” says Willett, “and got 
unanimous approval. The data collected 
pointed to the need for change.”  

Staffi ng was another consideration, 
particularly the capabilities of the many 
long-term employees.

For example, some of the pieces of 
equipment just didn’t work well together, 
he recalls. The fi rst step was to segregate 
the warewashing function from the rest of 
the kitchen. “I actually washed dishes for 
a couple of days, like Undercover Boss on 
TV. Then I fed all the issues the staff had 
problems with to the consultant team. The 
dishwashing staff taught me a lot about 
drainage issues and helped design the area. 
At the ribbon cutting, there was a real 
collaboration and appreciation, because 
some issues had been sore points for years.”

For the next step, the consulting team 
brought in a special group of veteran and 
convention centre executive chefs from all 
over North America to look at the kitchen. 
Willett recalls them looking at, “what we 
needed and what we didn’t. That input fed 
what we did with the kitchen renovation 
and we drew up blueprints.”

One of the hardest parts of the 
transition from French to plated 
service was convincing the chef, 
who’d been with the facility 

since it began, to make the changes. “We’re 
not a hotel,” says Willett, “and we needed a 
consultant to help us with the HR issues and 
make our opening successful.”  

Telling the staff they had to learn 

 "We looked at 
what was good 
and what was 

bad and created 
a masterplan” 

Bill Caruso FFCSI

Above: The Metro Toronto 
Convention Centre needed a complete 
refurbishment to convert from French 
service to plated service and redesign 
the kitchens to segregate warewashing
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SOUTH KITCHEN

 "We looked at was 
was good and what 

was bad and created 
a masterplan” 
Bill Caruso FFCSI

MAIN KITCHEN
MODERNISING 
THE METRO
“Every great project has a story,” says 
Steve Young FCSI, design director 
and principal with William 
Caruso & Associates in 
Denver, Colorado.

During the overhaul of the 
Metro Toronto Convention 
Centre’s 30-year-old 
kitchen, the challenges 
included an scheme to educate 
employees, who were asked to change 
their style of service from French 
service to plated. Young reckons 
the centre staff  were excited about 
the new technology and equipment. 
Consultants were able to teach the 
chefs, sous chefs and others. 

“There was probably a bit of a fear of 
the unknown," he says. "There were 
so many widgets and parts. But it was 
imperative to us to make sure 
they succeeded.”

Moving from conceptual design to 
providing operational assistance was, 
Young says: “The only way to make 
sure they succeeded. We did demos 
and we toured other facilities to see 
the new technologies at work. These 
tours were at other projects we’d done, 
and where they could ask questions. 
The hosts were all diff erent operators 
who opened their doors. They were all 
willing to have these discussions and 
it was exciting. We are a foodservice 
community and it was neat to see the 
other operators from all over in Canada 
and the US willing to entertain them.”

Young and his team began with the 
facility’s dishroom, which, he recalls: 
“was seriously failing. We put in 
Hobart green machines that used half 
the water of the old machines and 
had conveyor systems that took the 
scraped dishes to the machine. The 
whole installation reduced breakage 
and was more effi  cient.”

The Caruso team also brought in combi 
ovens and blast chillers, both new to 
the Convention Centre, and renovated 
the main kitchen, which had to be 
virtually shut down to do all the work. 
“We put in the chef's table where 
guests can see the chefs at work and 
taste the food in a fi ne dining setting. 
We enjoyed the design and the entire 
implementation process.” The conveyor system takes dirty plates from main kitchen… to the brand new warewashing room
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new technologies and techniques was a 
real challenge. “At fi rst there was some 
resistance,” says Willett, “but they fi nally 
agreed. We had all the bells and whistles 
to make changes – a line of 13 Rational 
combi-ovens, and more. The staff began 
to feel proud of those toys and the new 
capabilities,” he says.

One major change when converting 
from French-style to plated service meant 
the kitchen had to be responsible for all 
preparation and how the food was held. 

Menus changed as well. For example, 
“We used to buy our pastry. Now we only 
buy fi ve to 10% of it and we tripled our 
pastry staff,” he says.

As the busy autumn season approached, 
Willett set-up a month-long training 
programme to prepare for the changes 
ahead. To test progress, Willett invited the 
Convention Centre’s neighbours for lunch, 
asking them to fi ll out questionnaires about 
the quality of food and service. 

The neighbours were constructively 
critical. A chicken dish needed to be a bit 
more tender, so it was clear some refi nements 
needed to be made to get the most out of 
the new equipment. “With the combi oven 
preparation, we decided it was best to use 
a marinade,” Willett recalls. “It was a real 
education for us.”

A s autumn arrived the kitchens 
switched to full capacity, ready 
for the October opening. 
“Everything changed. We 

re-engineered menus from scratch and 
our guest satisfaction scores went up.”

“We’ve seen labour savings and increased 
revenues. Now, front of the house labour is 
down signifi cantly and the ratio of service 
staff to guests is up. Food costs are down 
and we are signifi cantly ahead of where we 
were a year ago,” Willett notes, adding that 
the facility serves 18,000 meals a day.

Innovations continued. “We continue 
to tweak,” says Willett. At the same time, 
the facility discovered it could serve new 
markets. The kosher-certifi ed Rational ovens 

gave MTCC the ability to cater for kosher 
events for the fi rst time. “They opened a 
new door and we’re looking at what other 
markets we can get into.”

Upgraded equipment brought other 
positive results. New soup kettles came with 
stir and pour features, making less work for 
employees, who are happier as a result.

The kitchen redesign led to the creation 
of what he calls “my little jewel” - Taste 
Kitchen - which allows 12 guests to dine in 
the kitchen, with a window that changes 
from opaque to clear to allow a view of the 
cooking in the kitchens. 

The Convention Centre uses Taste 
Kitchen for tastings for upcoming 
events, and, Willett says, “is like 
a little fi ne-dining room where 

we’re training staff to give a fi ve-star 
experience. We can zero in with a video 
camera to give those guests a full view of 
how their desserts are prepared.” 

With its own full wine cellar, Taste 
Kitchen invites prospective clients in to let 
them sample the quality of the cuisine. The 
Convention Centre is exploring new ways to 
use it as a business building tool, including 
working with Toronto’s tourism board, the 
Convention and Visitors Bureau, to better 
sell the city and the ‘Taste of Ontario’ 
nationally and internationally.

The food and beverage department 
focuses more on locally sourced foods in 
response to today’s diners’ growing interest 
in fresh and local fare. All vegetarian menu 
items are now vegan, adds Willett, “and we 
are probably the only convention centre we 
know whose muffi ns are all gluten free.” 

From a meeting planner’s perspective, he 
notes, “that one thing alone takes one item 
off their agenda to worry about.”

The Centre is becoming more attuned to 
the needs of people with food allergy issues, 
and looking closely at guest requests in that 
area, he says. “The New York Times had an 
article recently pointing out that this is not 
a fad,” Willett notes, "and the Convention 
Centre wants to stay on top of the issue.”  

 "Food costs are 
down and we are 

signifi cantly ahead 
of where we were 

a year ago” 
Richard Willett, vice president, 

food and beverage, Metro 
Toronto Convention Centre

The change from French service 
to plated service was essential to 
make the Centre more modern and 
to include more current technology


