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Terry Jennett and
Shayne Butcher

How these guys went from 
paint rags to riches 

By Bruce White
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he boss’s office is decorat-
ed with Montreal Canadi-
ens memorabilia. There’s
an autographed photo of
Yvan Cournoyer holding
up the Stanley Cup in the
late 1970s. There’s also
one of Patrick Roy, the
goalie who frustrated Cal-

gary Flames’ Cup ambitions in 1986.
It’s a provocative choice of décor for

an office in an industrial park just south
of the Flames’ Saddledome. Other items
on display are more conventional: paint-
ings by school-age kids, a salmon fishing
derby trophy and a wad of golf score
cards pinned to the bulletin board. (The
card on top, with 73 penciled in as the
final score, is from the notoriously diffi-
cult Trickle Creek Golf Course in South-
eastern B.C.)

This is Terry Jennett’s impressive
world, but he doesn’t talk about it
much. He prefers instead to talk about
his most valued trophy, the company he
owns, and his most passionate venture –
the business of painting.

The company Jennett founded and
grew with his business partner Shayne
Butcher, Calibre Coatings Ltd. of Cal-
gary, is the one of the largest architec-
tural painting outfits in Alberta. It is the
centre of a group of companies that
have expanded to Edmonton and
include Alberta’s only paint recycler. Its
long-standing customers include some
of the largest construction contractors
and one of the largest apartment own-
ers in the land. Not bad for a couple of
guys who started out in the 1980s as
College Pro Painters.

First on the scene was Jennett, an
Ontario-born geology student at the
University of Calgary who ran a Col-
lege Pro crew during the summers.
When he graduated in 1986, the oil
patch was in a terrible slump and there
were no jobs for young geologists, so
Jennett kept on painting. Working
from the back of a 1975 Dodge van, he
built a clientele of apartment owners
and managers.

T
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In 1990 he hired Shayne Butcher,
another College Pro who was working
on a Bachelor of Commerce degree.
Butcher came on as the estimator and
production manager, while Jennett
looked after the sales and marketing
end. Branching into subcontracting for
paint work in new construction, they
grew the business from $400,000 a
year to $1 million in 1994.

Painting empty apartments is one
thing, but going onto construction sites
was a steep learning curve, even for
such well-educated young painters.They
had no established contractor cus-
tomers and had to use low prices to
break in. With no experience on con-
struction sites, they were just guessing
what to bid for a job. They also had to
learn to work around other trades on a
site. Trickiest of all were the general
contractors themselves.

“General contractors really took
advantage of us in those days,” Jennett
recalls. For instance, they’d push his
painters into providing freebies, such as
telling them to paint a room that wasn’t
included in the contract or to clean up
messes they didn’t create.

“General contractors were out to get
us most of the time,” adds Butcher.
“You’ve got to watch your back. You
have to charge for everything.”

The young guys made other mis-
takes. Butcher recalls one job where

they didn’t realize until too late that the
pipes they painted above a ceiling were
supposed to be colour-coded, because
they hadn’t read a small note on page
13 of the specs. Fixing that one cost
thousands of dollars.

By 1994, they had reached a crisis.
Butcher remembers being in their 10 x
10 foot office, a grimy hole-in-the-wall
in the back of a welder’s shop. Present
were Butcher, Jennett and a set of
financial statements that showed they
were $130,000 in the hole, with practi-
cally no accounts receivable to cover
their debts.

“We had our heads hanging, doing a
soul-search about whether or not we
could carry on,” Butcher recalls. “It
was the culmination of bad estimating
and of not knowing how to properly
organize commercial jobs. We weren’t
doing very much right in those days.”

They only had two choices. The first
was to close the business and start again
from scratch, screwing the suppliers.

A shopping mall renovation that required a crew to paint the new addition by day, and
repaint the existing section by night. It was only good on-site leadership that allowed
Jennett and Butcher to not lose sleep.

In estates where the builder deals with high-end clients the paint job has to be spectacular.
The key to a great paint job like this one is to price it right and have a job foreman that is
relentless with his involvement in every aspect of the job. 



“You could do that in this industry,”
Butcher says. “The other option was to
do the honourable thing and tough it
out. To pay our debts, keep our reputa-
tion and to keep our respect.”

Doing the right thing took a lot of
character and might not have been pos-
sible if Jennett hadn’t made a generous
offer to Butcher. They would work to
pay off the debt. Once they did that and
went forward to make a certain amount
of money (he won’t say how much),
Jennett would make Butcher a full 50-
50 partner in the business.The deal was
done with a handshake.

“I thought we made a good team,”
Jennett now says. “I noticed that when
Shayne was with me, we were a lot
more profitable — we landed a lot
more work and the business was going a
lot better.”

The suppliers were instrumental as
well, giving them generous terms to
work off the debt. The two got back to
work — this time with a more seasoned
and professional approach to estimat-
ing, reading blueprints, cutting out the
freebies and insisting on a work order
for any extras that came up on the job.

(Today, Jennett reckons that add-ons
account for 15 percent of his compa-
nies’ sales.)

Within a year Calibre Coatings had
paid the suppliers down to within an
agreed line of credit.They were profitable
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The ceiling of this lobby was painted with dry-fall paint. With a ceiling height of more
than 12 feet, dry-fall paint requires less masking and less cleanup. The saving in labour
more than makes up for the extra cost of the paint.



again and have remained so since. It
took another two years to pay off all the
old debts, but they emerged from the

crisis with excellent relations with their
suppliers. And in 1997 Butcher became
a full partner.

Today the company is the flagship of
four separate companies with “easily
$8 million” in yearly sales, says Jennett.
Calibre Coatings Ltd. provides a wide
variety of services for commercial and
light industrial customers in Calgary. It
paints a lot of highrise exteriors from
swing stages. It handles large-scale
construction and renovation projects.
They have expertise in sand blasting
and shot blasting, liquid applied roof
coatings, pedestrian membrane coat-
ings for balconies and epoxy coatings
for shop floors. Cal-Res Coatings Ltd.
does residential painting in Calgary.
Calibre Coatings (Edmonton) Ltd. does
both commercial and residential work
in the Alberta capital. Calibre Environ-
mental Ltd. diverts paint discarded by
consumers away from expensive haz-
ardous waste disposal and reprocesses
it into marketable recycled paints.

With their success in Calgary, Cali-
bre began looking for other markets to
expand into. A venture in London, Ont.,
didn’t pan out. The duo had better suc-
cess in Edmonton — a city about the
same size as Calgary but with a less
corporate business community.
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The ceiling pan above the rafters was pre-painted, but there was still plenty of work to do
here. The pipes and joist being different colours doubled the masking work necessary to
insure a good job. Estimators beware.



The expansion into Edmonton in
1999-2000 was a bit of a struggle, Jen-
nett admits. They started with their
expectations too high, thinking they
could set up the same business that they
had in Calgary. But Edmonton is more
dominated by owner-operators, with
lower overheads and a lower pricing
structure.

Calibre started up with four office
employees in Edmonton — a general
manager, a production manager, an esti-
mator and an administrator — then had
to retrench when the business came in
too slowly to support the overhead
expenses. They cut the office back to
two and made them equity partners in
the business. This streamlined business
model, having two managing partners
with an equity share in the business, had
worked well when they set up their res-
idential arm in Calgary. With two
owner-operators in Edmonton, things
are looking up.

The four Calibre companies have up
to 200 painters in peak season, of which
70 to 80 are year-round employees.They
can bring in another 100 seasonal
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Scissor scaffolding is a must on large jobs like this one. The scaffold is motorized and 
controlled from the platform so the operator can managing his movements without hav-
ing to call for help. This job kept three scissor scaffolds busy and earning every penny of
their rental cost. 

Welcome to 
the Big Time
Terry Jennett and Shayne
Butcher went from College 
Pro Painters to the big time.
Here are their tips for other
young painters hoping 
to follow in their footsteps.
You’re worth more than you think. Don’t sell yourself short
just to get a job.You need to charge a fee that’s appropriate
for the services that you provide.

It isn’t a job with a paycheque, it’s a business, and that requires
a completely different mindset.Businesses exist to make a prof-
it and they won’t survive unless they make a profit.

Be thorough in your estimating. Get educated in how
to make proper estimates; use estimating software to
cost out jobs.

Be professional in your manner and appearance. Be on
time for appointments and neatly dressed: no painting
clothes allowed when you meet customers.

Same for the vehicle. Homeowners will judge you by your
truck. (If it looks like a wreck and leaks oil, be sure to park
down the street.) A spotless truck tells them you take good
care of things, including their house.

Don’t try to do everything yourself. Your job is to run a
business; hire someone else to paint. One of the hardest
things to learn is not to be afraid to fire people who
don’t measure up, even when you’re desperate to meet a
deadline. Good bosses learn to distance themselves from
the guys.

Get a legal contract. Industry standard forms are easily
available and can be modified for your area.

Don’t leave money up to your accountant once a year.
Know down to the penny where you stand on every job and
expense. Watching expenses each step of the way will allow
you to correct a small problem before it has time to turn
into a big loss.

Use proper paint suppliers instead of buying cheap at big-
box stores that carry paint. Trained paint supply salespeo-
ple often have decades in the business. Use them as a
resource: they can help you choose the right product for the
job and introduce you to new products.



painters and 20 subcontractors. While
they will call in subcontractors to help
out in peak season, the Calibre com-
panies prefer to work with their own
people.

Calibre’s work on construction
sites sometimes can be too dynamic to
farm out to subs. General contractors
need a lot of client care, the work can
change day by day, and Jennett finds
painting subcontractors can be diffi-
cult to manage: “You’re always trying
to work out a deal with the sub for
every little extra — it definitely takes
a lot more work,” he says.

Better to send in your own guys,
painters with the right experience for
the work, and to trust them and give

them the freedom to make decisions on
the job. And getting things done
smoothly helps Calibre win a lot of
repeat business.

“It starts with their product knowl-
edge, continues with their ability to plan
and execute the work and in the end
they have always showed a great
respect when dealing with our resi-

dents,” says a senior manager with one
of Canada’s largest apartment land-
lords, who has hired Calibre for many
jobs over the past six years.

“Whether it’s repainting hallways or
up 30 storeys on a scaffold installing
specialized membranes onto concrete
balconies, I have always been pleased at
the end of the job.”

The project manager of a $100-mil-

lion construction site in Calgary praises
Calibre for its team approach of work-
ing closely with the general contractor.
“They have done a nice job here,” says
the project manager. “They don’t com-
plain — they just go out and do their
work.They’re certainly on our preferred
list.”

Not bad for a couple of guys who
started out on the college circuit.
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Spray painting is quick for a large area
like an underground garage, but when
painting the colour coded posts, a brush
and a roller make the most sense.


