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Aspenware Inc. (the ‘Company’) was founded in British Columbia (BC) in 2000 by Terry 
Bigsby, his father Dr. Robert Bigsby and two other partners, now uninvolved in the 
Company. The idea for Aspenware was conceived after the founders saw an interview 
with a German company that was manufacturing wooden, single-use cutlery as an 
alternative to everyday disposable plastic cutlery. Both Terry, a wood shop high school 
teacher, and his father Robert, a former logger and recently retired international 
education consultant, saw the potential for such a product to transform both the 
disposable cutlery market and the forestry products industry. At the time, the eco-
movement in North America was in its early stages, particularly in the disposable cutlery 
market. 

For such a product to succeed, product sustainability, performance, and manufacturing 
ethics would be major concerns for purchasers. For public policy makers, the product 
should add substantial value to forest resources and could ideally be manufactured in 
Canada.  

A simple reasonability test suggested that there was a nearly unlimited market demand 
for disposable cutlery, the growth of which was being driven by the search for 
convenience - increasingly demanding lifestyles and a rise in the “throw-away” culture. 
Surely there is room in this market for a functional and sustainable alternative? 

The Bigsby’s were so intrigued with this idea that they travelled to Germany to evaluate 
whether importing the production technology to Canada would work. What they found 
was disappointing. The technology and economics of the production process had a 
number of critical flaws: the production machinery was slow and expensive resulting in 
the cutlery’s price being 25 times that of the competition; the beech veneer used in the 
process was expensive, difficult to get, and is also used in higher-value products; the use 
of a single layer of veneer limited the curvature and strength of the utensil; and the edges 
and texture of the utensils were rough when compared to the plastic competition. These 
critical flaws meant the Bigsby’s went back home without the technology they had hoped 
would prove relevant in North America.  

However, they began thinking about how they could solve these issues. Their solutions 
would have to include; making the production process scalable and using simple basic 
technologies; a final product that would feel smooth and not taste ‘woody’; use of a low 
value wood fibre that is of little interest to BC forest companies; making the product from 
a laminate of 2 or more layers of thin veneer that could impart strength and resiliency 
into the utensil (i.e. plywood); and most importantly, all of the above would need to be 
realized at or near cost-parity with similar quality plastic cutlery.  

Left with this challenge, they began experimenting in the Bigsby kitchen using a converted 
waffle iron and different veneers collected from the Bigsby farm. Over many product 
iterations, the Bigsby’s refined their “waffle iron” product to the point where they 
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believed that they had the right balance of form, function, and per-unit cost structure. At 
that early stage it took one hour to make four pieces of cutlery, but the Bigsby’s believed 
that they had proof of concept and could develop a plan to reach large scale production 
and achieve necessary economies of scale. 

With cutlery in hand, they took their idea in search of funding. The ‘garage project’ was 
premature for conventional sources of funding so the business relied on start-up equity 
financing from friends, family, believers, and from government grants. Between 2002 and 
2010, the Company was successful in raising ~$4M in grants and private investment. 
During this time, it built, operated, and refined its Generation-I (‘Gen-I’) production 
technology, which was capable of producing ~3,000 pieces of cutlery per hour. With this 
scale, the Company garnered remarkable attention and received many awards for its idea 
but could not seem to shake its ‘cottage business’ roots and marginal economics. The 
reason was obvious – the North American cutlery market was ~100 Billion pieces 
annually, dominated by inexpensive plastic products. Aspenware still did not have the 
production scale to provide sufficient quantities of product to meet the demand of large 
cutlery buyers (e.g. restaurant chains, concession operators, institutional markets), nor 
was it yet cost-competitive. While the Bigsby’s had narrowed the price gap, from 
~$0.25/piece to ~$0.10/piece, they were still twice as expensive as comparable plastic 
cutlery at ~$0.05/piece. In late 2010, the Company again sought funding to make a 
quantum step up in scale. The goal would be a further scale-up from 3,000 pieces/hour to 
30,000 pieces/hour that would see the unit-cost of production cut in half and a selling 
price in line with the $0.05 plastic that it compares with. The Company found additional 
private equity financing and a partner that would help manage the project. Between early 
2011 and mid-2012 the Company undertook the development and construction of their 
Generation 2 (“Gen-II”) production technology.  

At the end of 2012, the Company closed their original production facility in Lumby, BC and 
moved to a larger facility in Vernon, BC. However, numerous technological ‘bugs’ delayed 
production readiness until the late fall of 2012. These delays caused a number of issues 
for the Company: 

1. Confidence in the Company’s ability to supply the primary target market of large 
scale North American buyers was eroded.  

2. The Company ran out of Gen-I inventory and was placed in a back-order situation; 

3. It delayed revenue generation resulting in a prolonged period of cash burn and 
related financial challenges; 

4. It caused the Company to miss the 2013 retail purchasing season (August to 
December of the year prior to listing), so potential sales to clients such as grocery 
and mass market stores were lost and required a refocusing of the sales and 
marketing plan to food service markets. 
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Domestically, sales and marketing efforts (trade shows, messaging, advertising and 
promo, outreach) were shifted to focus on: establishing distribution, sales to centres of 
higher education, key commercial customers, and catering service providers. Educational 
institutions were increasingly implementing waste minimization targets and had counter-
cyclical use patterns to Aspenware’s established customer base that would help level-out 
annual sales. These prospects were increasingly telling the company that the bio-plastic 
cutlery (biodegradable option) they were trying to use to “Green” their operations were 
not meeting composting expectations and as a result were being phased-out in favour of 
conventional disposable plastic cutlery. This presents an incredible opportunity for 
Aspenware.  

Further penetrating the education sector and similar institutional (such as hospitals, 
catering service providers, event centres) and business markets still represents a largely 
untapped market for the Company. The sustainability movement that started on the west 
coast of the United States has rapidly spread to other North American education 
institutional markets and has spawned well-organized sustainability associations. The 
Company must now convert leads on the west coast and expand the program eastward 
across North America. However, the sheer size of the markets makes it such that a single 
major client (i.e. a fast food chain) could order the entire production run from an entire 
year of operations. 

Internationally, the Company has also established distribution in South America (15%), 
Australia (5%), and the European Union (EU) (30% of sales). Sales are building well. A 
major current opportunity is the EU; due to aggressive composting requirements and high 
landfill tipping fees, EU markets have been using low quality Chinese wooden disposable 
cutlery for a number of years. This market seems to have already “accepted” wooden 
cutlery and Aspenware is currently cost-competitive with the vastly inferior Chinese 
wooden cutlery, which is sold under various brand names for prices ranging from ~$.04-
.09/piece. 

Market development has focused on counter-cyclical customers (the education sector, 
and the South American market) in an attempt to smooth seasonal demand peaks. The 
general market growth for disposable cutlery is slightly higher than population 
growth/inflation at ~3%/year, with the growth of “Eco/green” segments outpacing 
conventional product segments in most categories, but there is a significant lag when it 
comes to the level of market penetration in these same categories.  
 

The Competition: Aspenware competes directly with eco-friendly disposable cutlery as 
well as traditional plastic cutlery– disposable cutlery is essentially a commodity. There are 
a number of conventional plastic products manufacturers (Dart, Solo, Sweetheart, Dixie, 
and Polar) most of which also manufacture private label products for various retailers and 
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food service suppliers. In the plastic disposable market pricing is ~$.04-.05/piece. There 
are also products from Asia that are imported, none with any brand presence. In the eco-
cutlery space, there are no established eco-cutlery players in Canada (some small players 
with spotty presence). In the food service markets, there are a number of no-name 
bioplastic products in circulation. These are mostly sold through “EcoProducts” and “Stalk 
Market”. None of these products are branded. Bioplastic cutlery may also come from 
Asia, but these products have no real brand-equity. 
 
The main competition for Aspenware comes from bio-plastic cutlery, which ranges in 
price from ~$.03-.08/piece. Aspenware sells for ~$.05-.07/piece depending on order 
volume and distribution channel. Increasingly, customers are becoming aware of the 
compostability issues with ‘compostable’ bio-plastics and are seeking alternatives. The 
challenge for Aspenware is that a flood of inexpensive bio-plastics have entered the 
market that are of poor quality and at a lower price point, thus acting to re-set the price 
expectation of customers. Typically, the use experience with Aspenware will shift 
potential client sentiment, but it can be challenging getting to that use experience. Most 
market segments require education on the bio-plastic issue, this need to educate 
increases the length of the sales cycle. 

The Company is also concerned about imitators particularly from emerging markets 
where intellectual property is not respected. While Aspenware is patented, with 
increased exposure comes a greater risk of imitators. The Company is focusing on building 
its brand to help protect against this eventuality.  Aspenware is somewhat different in this 
respect as it is unique enough, in both performance and look, to have some brand 
identity. All Aspenware is branded with a consistent look and feel across both retail and 
foodservice product lines. This brand identity is put forward in all materials (print, online, 
POS) to establish a strong recognition and impression of the brand for those who see it.  
 
The Industry and Regulation: Regulation is one of the key drivers for customer adoption 
of eco-friendly cutlery, primarily in those markets that are not innately eco-conscious. In 
various jurisdictions (US: WA, CA, HI) bans on non-compostable/recyclable disposables 
and food service packaging have been successful in promoting the widespread use of eco-
conscious products; however, in all of these cases biodegradable cutlery adoption has 
been a challenge due to the poor compostability performance of bio-plastics. Although 
Aspenware is a viable solution, the lack of visibility, the newness of wooden 
biodegradable cutlery in North America, and the lack of competition and available options 
have pushed legislators to adopt regulatory exclusions for disposable cutlery, which range 
in price from ~.01-.50/piece, rather than the more aggressive position of requiring market 
innovation and the introduction of new product options, such as Aspenware. Therefore, 
the strength of regulation around the bio-degradable cutlery is tending to be too weak to 
force the adoption of Aspenware. 
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Regulations are increasingly favouring compostable products like Aspenware; however, 
the certification standards used to mark bio-plastics as “compostables” is an issue. The 
challenge is the mismatch between the Biodegradable Products Institute (“BPI”) 
compostability standard and the realities of composting cycles in wide practice. The BPI 
standard requires 66% mass reduction in 180 days in a commercial compost facility; 
however, compost lifecycles are typically 45-60 days. This mismatch has resulted in the 
trade either rejecting the validity of BPI certification or establishing their own certification 
standards, which has caused fragmentation of what “compostable” means. Further 
complicating the issue is the fact that there is no certification standard for the 
compostability of wood - it is assumed to be compostable. This poses a risk, should 
jurisdictions require an existing compostability certification which currently excludes 
wood products. Passing compostability testing has never been an issue for Aspenware, 
but has caused delays in the sales cycle and has required increased staff effort associated 
with engaging in constant customer-based compostability testing.  

Existing health and safety requirements have also placed Aspenware in a difficult position. 
The issue surrounds food safety certification. In most jurisdictions, food safety 
certification refers to the components that make up a product, not the product itself. For 
example; certain PVC resins are certified for food contact but the individual products 
comprised of those resins are not subject to certification. In the case of Aspenware, there 
is no certification standard for wood; therefore it is impossible for Aspenware to be fully 
food safety certified.  
 
The Economy: Client cost constraints remain a continuing challenge for Aspenware. In 
most sectors, convincing larger scale buyers that the “green premium” is worth paying 
(often for a functionally superior product) is a challenging sell; usually switching from the 
lowest quality plastic cutlery to Aspenware means additional cost to the client. The 
company has addressed this issue by focusing on clients like institutions of higher 
education (colleges and universities) whose decisions are being driven increasingly by 
their users (the students). Younger generations have conservation and sustainability as 
part of their upbringing and see its necessity and value.  
The Company also focuses on the positive impact on client brand image that switching to 
Aspenware can bring. They have created projects with schools to raise awareness of eco-
friendly alternatives. These sales strategies are proving to be effective. 
 
Distribution: The single largest challenge for Aspenware has been establishing 
distribution for its product. The issue requires breaking a cycle. Distributors must be 
guaranteed a minimum sales volume in order to stock a product. In order to achieve this 
volume, Aspenware must “convert” a number of major clients to use Aspenware in the 
same geographical region, who use this same distributor; only then will the distributor 
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agree to stock Aspenware. To deal with this issue, Aspenware has identified and targeted 
clients geographically around main distribution hubs, this appears to be working. 

A related issue is the potential number of entities in the distribution chain. Institutions 
are often serviced by a catering service provider, who purchases through a food service 
distributor, who may purchase small volume items from a re-distributor. This chain can 
result in a material price increase to the point where the Aspenware product becomes 
unaffordable to the end user. Pressure is exerted on the manufacturer as cost savings at 
this level amplify through the value chain and result in more substantial reductions to the 
end user than would be the case if distributor margins were reduced. Despite the product 
attributes, Aspenware competes in a commodity market. As a result pricing to end users 
is a constant challenge.  

A newly thought of opportunity is the resource extraction sector (e.g. mining, remote 
communities), with operations in remote locations. Such locations suffer from two major 
logistic challenges surrounding provision of food service. Facilities do not always have 
access to, or a sufficient quantity of clean water for washing durable food service 
flatware; and waste management is challenging and expensive due to the lack of 
accessible landfills, and the often-sensitive nature of the surrounding environment. In 
these locations it is attractive to use a disposable cutlery product that is either 
compostable or combustible without threat of toxic emissions. These client prospects 
have well-defined usage patterns that make them ideal targets. In addition, Aspenware 
packs twice as densely and weighs three-quarters that of conventional plastic cutlery 
making shipping to these locations more cost effective. Shipping can often cost more than 
the product being shipped into remote locations (via ice road or air). 

 
The Company’s Tomorrow? 

 

The eco-cutlery market has still not found a way to be cost-competitive with the lowest 
quality disposable plastic cutlery that is prevalent in fast food outlets and cafeterias. 
Aspenware has the potential, through a joint venture with a South American affiliate, to 
address this market with an innovative and low-cost product.  While this product could 
cannibalize some of Aspenware’s existing market share, it would provide a way for the 
Company to compete more effectively in the commodity cutlery market, two offerings 
targeting two different price points, something that current production costs do not 
allow to happen.  

There is of course the ability to develop other non-cutlery products, but these 
opportunities are not being considered in the immediate term. 

Currently in a period of high growth, the company is already in danger of selling out the 
Gen-II production facility at certain peak times of year. Aspenware is also facing both 
personnel and working capital shortages. Until the Company is profitable, cost 
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containment measures are stretching staff thin and limiting responsiveness to 
opportunities. Underlying this are working capital constraints that limit the Company’s 
ability to support and accelerate growth. Payment cycles in the industry can be as long 
as 180 days, thus requiring the Company to finance a growing inventory position. While 
the Company has been able to negotiate favourable payment terms in most cases, it has 
little leverage to do so as it interacts with larger and larger clients. Aspenware still has its 
sights set on achieving the goal of 1-1.5% market share of the 100 billion piece (or the 
international equivalent) annual North American disposable cutlery market by year–end 
2015. 

As company officials met in January, to make long-term strategic plans, they faced many 
critical questions: 

 Were there other specialty markets for Aspenware, where the environmental and 
logistical benefits offset the product’s premium price? If so, what marketing strategy 
and messaging should be used to access these markets? 

 Due to the perceived commodity nature of the product, should Aspenware pursue and 
invest in building a brand so that it can command a premium price? 

 Should Aspenware market a lower-quality product to compete with cheap plastic 
cutlery? 

 How would they address their distribution challenges? 

 How can they tap into the tremendous product potential while maximizing resources? 
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Appendix 1 
 

Aspenware® - Maximum Function… Minimum Footprint  
 
Cutlery Sustainably  
These are the most amazing and intriguing utensils with which you will ever eat! Aspenware® 
is premium, 100% compostable, single-use wooden cutlery that delivers form, function, and 
environmental responsibility without sacrificing performance or costing more than equivalent 
quality plastic cutlery. It’s manufactured in Vernon, British Columbia and, since it’s made 
from wood, Aspenware® is a 100% compostable alternative to the 100 billion pieces of plastic 
cutlery landfilled in North America each year.  
Aspenware® prides itself on its overall sustainability practices and low product lifecycle 
impact.  
 
Wood is Good!  
Wood is a renewable and sustainable resource. Aspenware® cutlery is made from paper birch 
(Betula papyrifera) and trembling aspen (Populus tremuloides) veneer. Birch and aspen are 
hardwood species that are widely distributed throughout North America. Following 
harvesting or other disturbances, both species regenerate readily and prolifically.  
To ensure that the wood used to make Aspenware® comes from sustainable, reliable and 
reputable sources, we require that our veneer suppliers source only wood from areas 
governed by strong regulatory requirements for reforestation and sustainable forestry 
practices1 or from areas where no reforestation is desired such as land clearing for roads, 
mining, or agriculture.  
 
Off to a good home…  
Aspenware® is a high value end product. A tree about the size of a telephone pole produces 
up to 20,000 pieces of cutlery. Without Aspenware®, these logs would typically be used to 
make lower value products, firewood, or else be left on site to be burnt or rot.  
 
Gone in 60 Seconds  
OK, well not that fast! Aspenware® has however been certified by Cedar Grove Composting in 
Seattle, Washington to fully compost in less than 49 days. This is well shorter than the typical 
compost turnover cycle of 60-90 days. Cedar Grove certification has become the de facto 
standard for compostability and is recognized in numerous jurisdictions.  
 
Everything Renewable  
Aspenware® uses almost exclusively, clean, hydroelectric power in its manufacturing process. 
Our non-wood waste is recycled while wood waste is repurposed to make wood pellets and 
for animal bedding. At Aspenware®, we are continually striving to reduce the environmental 
impact of our operation and take a full lifecycle approach to identifying new ways to improve 
our operations.  

Compostable Wooden CUTLERY 
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