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Introduction 
 

Lionhearts is a charity that was founded in 2014 by Travis Blackmore in Kingston, Ontario.i Lionhearts’s 
mission is to “see all people living with human dignity”ii which it pursues through three core pillars: (1) 
food rescue, whereby it collects leftover food from local partners and delivers it to food agencies that 
feed residents in need; (2) the Embassy Live Music Café which strives to create an inclusive space where 
everyone in the community can enjoy live music regardless of their economic circumstances; and, (3) 
Fighting Against Sex Trafficking (F.A.S.T.) 101 which seeks to raise awareness and educate people about 
sex trafficking.iii  
 

Key Challenges 
 

Lionhearts has an incredible impact on the communities it serves; not only does it provide residents with 
essential resources, it builds community and restores dignity. However, several questions remain. Is the 
Lionhearts business model sustainable in the longer-term? Is their constant need to secure donations 
and new sources of funding holding it back from reaching its full potential? Is there a way Lionhearts can 
make its business model more sustainable to overcome this challenge, ensuring a prosperous future for 
itself and the communities it serves? 
 

Travis Blackmore, the Founder 
 
Travis Blackmore was born and raised in Saint John, New Brunswick. His father was a pastor, so Travis 
spent much of his early life moving around to different churches. It was at church, watching the drummer 
play, that he discovered a passion for music. Travis played in bands throughout high school and upon 
graduation pursued music professionally as a hired drummer. He followed this path for almost ten years. 
However, the demands of his profession, the constant travel in particular, were challenging after his 
second child was born, which led him to leave the world of music and stay home with his family.iv  
 
Helping others and caring for those in less fortunate circumstances were strong values instilled in Travis 
at a young age. When he ended his career as a musician, those values were still present. Travis recalls, 
“I always cared for people who did not have the best luck in life or made some unfortunate choices.” 
And he himself felt there were times in his career when he was “maybe only a decision away from living 
on the street.” Having settled down in Kingston, Travis and his friends shared an appreciation for the 
local agencies that served community members in need and they would have long discussions over 
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coffee about what they could do to make a difference. Eventually, these discussions led to the 
establishment of Lionhearts.v 
 
 

Overview of Lionhearts INC. 
Early History 
Lionhearts began in 2014 with a partnership with Stages Night Club in Kingston. The owner, a friend of 
Travis’s, suggested that he collect the unclaimed coats left behind at the coat check and distribute them 
to local agencies in town so that residents in need could stay warm during the cold Kingston winters. 
Travis’s first coat pick-up consisted of an astounding 17 bags!vi 
 
Following this, another of Travis’s friends who worked at the local Costco suggested he meet with the 
management team to discuss picking up food that was still edible but not up to selling standards so they 
could distribute it to the local agencies that were serving meals to the less fortunate. Costco agreed to 
the partnership, and Lionhearts’s first pillar, Food Rescue, was born. Lionhearts took off from there, 
expanding their food rescue operation and later adding additional lines of business.vii 
 
Lionhearts’s Three Pillars. 
 
 Food Rescue. Lionhearts’s first pillar, food rescue, began with its Costco partnership in 2014 and 
has expanded significantly over the years to include Starbucks, Cobbs Bread, Little Ceasar’s, Findlay 
Foods, and Sysco Canada among many others.viii In this role, Lionheart’s operates as a charity distribution 
unit, connecting the donations of its food partners with over 30 local agencies such as Martha’s Table, 
St. Vincent de Paul, and The Kingston Street Mission that feed residents of the Kingston Community.ix 
These local agencies serve meals to community members from all demographics.x 
 

In addition to helping residents in need get access to nutritious food, Lionhearts promotes 
sustainability through its operations. Lionhearts not only eliminates food waste by redirecting food that 
would have been discarded to those in need, but also ensures any leftover food after its sorting process 
is collected by local farmers who use it for animal feed.xi 
 
 In 2015, with the support of its ever-growing list of partners, Lionhearts was able to deliver 
almost $450,000 of food to local agencies through its program;xii and, in 2019, this figure exceeded $2 
million.xiii This significant food donation helps the local food agencies Lionhearts collaborates with 
redistribute a large portion of their budgets from purchasing food to other important activities.xiv 
 
 Lionhearts’s food rescue operation is also fiscally responsible.xv Ensuring donors are getting the 
greatest value for their contribution is a top priority for Travis.xvi Lionhearts’s overhead costs are under 
5%xvii (compared to upwards of 20% across much of the non-profit industryxviii). These low costs allowed 
Lionhearts to turn a monthly donation of only $10 into $2,250 worth of food delivered to local agencies 
in 2018.xix Because of this, “virtually all money goes into feeding the people of the community.”xx 
 
 The Embassy Live Music Café. The second pillar of the Lionhearts organization is the Embassy 
Live Music Café. The Embassy, run by Lionhearts volunteers Liam and Debbie Thomas, is held every 
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Saturday night in the back of St. George’s Cathedral in Kingston and provides a venue where marginalized 
members of the community can enjoy live music and refreshments. Tickets for the event are provided 
to local food agencies, free of charge by Lionhearts, who then distribute them to their clients. Additional 
tickets are also sold for $5 to any other Kingston community members who would like to attend 
(however, no one will be turned away if they cannot afford to pay). As all guests receive the same ticket, 
there is no distinction between those who can afford to pay and those who cannot.xxi 
 

The Embassy was named Kingston’s Favourite Live Music Venue of 2018 and attracts some of the 
best musicians.xxii,xxiii Lionhearts pays the musicians with the additional revenue from the ticket sales – 
paying the performers is important to Travis, who, as a former musician, recognizes the difficulty of 
balancing playing for free for a good cause with trying to make a living.xxiv Further, being able to 
compensate performers makes them excited to continue playing at the venue.xxv 
 

This initiative is very important to Travis. He has always felt that “music is therapy: you listen to 
it when you’re happy, when your sad”.xxvi By creating a venue where everyone can come together and 
enjoy music, regardless of their economic circumstances, Lionhearts builds a community and helps to 
restore the dignity of marginalized individuals.xxvii It is Lionheart’s “goal and aim to elevate people” 
through the Embassy experience.xxviii 
 

Fighting Against Sex Trafficking (F.A.S.T. 101). Lionhearts’s third and final pillar is F.A.S.T. 101 
whose mission is to raise awareness and educate the community about sex trafficking.xxix Doug van der 
Horden, who started with Lionheart’s as a volunteer, is the director of F.A.S.T. 101.xxx Doug is a high 
school guidance counsellor who “tries to help kids from rough scenarios navigate life and make better 
choices” and is very passionate about the issue of sex trafficking.xxxi Travis was inspired by Doug’s work 
in this area and made it a pillar of the Lionhearts organization.xxxii 

 
To raise awareness and educate people about this important issue, F.A.S.T. 101 shares news 

releases and resources on its social media pages and provides training and resources to various agencies 
in the community.xxxiii,xxxiv Doug has also been a guest on the Global News and the Talk Show, “Now You 
Know.”xxxv,xxxvi Awareness and education about this issue are critical as it enables both parents and youth 
to recognize potential risks.xxxvii F.A.S.T. 101 also puts together first response bags for survivors as a 
gesture of kindness.xxxviii F.A.S.T 101 is the newest addition to Lionhearts and is continuing to grow.xxxix 
 
Adapting to the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 

Like many organizations worldwide, Lionhearts had to adapt its services to continue meeting the 
needs of the Kingston community when the COVID-19 pandemic hit. The Embassy was forced to close 
and Lionhearts had to dramatically pivot its food rescue operation.xl 
 

The COVID-19 Street Project. At the beginning of the pandemic Travis quickly noticed that there 
was a decline in the amount of meals being offered to residents in need. Several of the agencies 
Lionhearts served were closing or reducing their operations because of a lack of resources or volunteers. 
Because of this shift in supply, there was no one serving dinner to community members in need. 
Lionhearts endeavoured to address this gap and launched the COVID-19 Street Project.xli 
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The COVID-19 Street Project began on March 18th, 2020.xlii From 6:00 to 7:00PM, Lionheart’s 

volunteers handed out pre-prepared nutritious meals to Kingston community members in McBurney 
Park along with snacks, warm drinks, clothing, and toiletries.xliii All community members were welcome, 
no questions asked.xliv On this first evening, Lionhearts distributed 36 meals.xlv After continuing 
operations every day for two weeks, Lionhearts was serving more than 300 meals.xlvi  

 
To better meet the needs of the community and ensure social distancing protocols were being 

followed, Lionhearts expanded their operation to three additional locations: Rideau Heights, 
Amherstview, and Weller Avenue.xlvii By March 2021, just under a year since the program’s inception, 
Lionheart’s had distributed almost 220,000 meals and was serving roughly 800 meals per day.xlviii By 
August 2, 2021, 320, 276 meals were given out. According to Travis, “some of the clients [of the COVID-
19 Street Project] said this was their only meal for the day and for some it was the only smile they had 
seen.”xlix 

 
To prepare such a large quantity of meals, Lionhearts hired several full-time chefs. And, it forged 

a new partnership with a local high school, LCVI. The students in the cooking class at LCVI worked 
together to prepare 3,000 to 5,000 meals every week for the community. This partnership helped 
Lionhearts meet the community’s demand for meals while providing the students with a valuable and 
rewarding learning opportunity, in addition to teaching them about the importance of helping their 
community.l 

 
As the winter months approached and the weather began getting colder, Lionhearts faced a 

challenge – they needed to move their operations inside.li Stages Night Club, which had been closed 
during the pandemic, offered the use of their building.lii The Kingston City Council voted to approve 
almost $40,000 to help cover the costs of keeping the building running.liii 
 

Finally, the COVID-19 Street Project has also had a positive impact on the community’s awareness 
of Lionhearts’s work. Travis has appeared on radio shows and their work has been featured in 
newspapers. As a result, Lionhearts’s social media following has multiplied almost 15 times.liv 
 

The Embassy Live Music Café. To align with public health guidelines, the Embassy closed when 
the pandemic hit.lv However, Lionhearts adjusted its operations to continue this community building 
initiative.lvi It transitioned the Embassy online and resumed the show exclusively for the residents of 
Ongwanada, a local Kingston organization that assists people with developmental disabilities.lvii The 
residents watch the show each week on tablets that were previously donated by Lionhearts so they could 
continue to receive services virtually.lviii (Learn more about Lionhearts’s partnership with Ongwanada 
here). 
 
New Ventures 
 
In 2017, Travis’s began expanding Lionhearts’s food rescue operation to Ottawa and in 2019, The 
Embassy Live Music Café debuted in Ottawa as well.lix,lx Travis has moved to Ottawa to focus on the 
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expansion while the Lionhearts board manages its Kingston operations.lxi The Lionheart’s model has the 
potential to be scaled to other cities as well.lxii 
 

Restoring the dignity of the people it serves is a common thread tying together all of Lionheart’s 
impressive projects. 

 
 
Lionhearts’s Volunteers 
 
Lionhearts’s operations are carried out by over 150 dedicated volunteers from the local community and 
surrounding areas.lxiii As Lionheart’s notes, “Volunteers are the ‘heart’ of Lionhearts” – “Every day, 
[volunteers] collect, sort and deliver food throughout the city, set up at The Embassy Live Music Cafe, 
raise funds, or execute some other essential function of running Lionhearts Inc.”lxiv Travis and his team 
strive to learn about their volunteers’ talents and interests so they can place them in an area of the 
organization where they can produce the greatest impact and thrive.lxv 
 
Funding Sources 
 
Lionhearts receives monetary funding to support its operations from a variety of sources: 
 
 Cash Donations. Lionhearts accepts one-time and monthly cash donations through its websitelxvi. 
Lionhearts has run several programs to increase donations. For example, to raise awareness for their 
Pulse Program, which encourages people to make monthly donations, Lionhearts partnered with IG 
Wealth Management Kingston and Quinte, Kingston Webworks, and The Clark Estate.lxvii The three 
organizations collectively pledged $30,000 to match new monthly donations to Lionhearts during 
December 2020.lxviii Monthly donations are important to Lionhearts as it allows it to more effectively 
plan for the future.lxix Hometown Heroes is another example of a fundraising campaign.lxx Queen’s 
University’s Department of Emergency Medicine and Kingston Health Sciences Center along with The 
Springer Group of Companies pledged $35,000 each (total of $70,000) in dollar-for-dollar matching for 
the COVID-19 Street Project.lxxi The campaign ran for three weeks and Kingston born Olympic hockey 
player Jayna Hefford and The Professional Women’s Hockey Players Association made the first 
donation.lxxii 
 
 Fundraiser Compilation CD. Lionhearts also released a CD featuring songs donated by some of 
the musicians who have played at The Embassy.lxxiii The revenue from the CD purchases helps to fund 
The Embassy’s operations.lxxiv The Embassy also collects/collected $5 donations at the door.lxxv 
 
 Grants. Lionhearts also receives grant money from various organizations including the United 
Way, The City of Kingston, and The Community Foundation.lxxvi  Despite these various funding sources, 
Travis still cites securing funding as one of Lionheart’s greatest challenges. According to Travis, “you are 
constantly fundraising and trying to come up with something new.” Travis believes that one of the things 
that has made this more challenging is that Lionhearts is still relatively young and spends most of its time 
operating behind the scenes which has made it difficult for the organization to raise awareness about its 
work.lxxvii The lack of a long-term sustainable financial model is the biggest challenge going forward. 
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