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On the Water Designs is a well-established family 
business that manufactures and sells custom-
designed aluminum docks, boat lifts, marine rails 
and related accessories. �e business is owned 
and operated by Dave MacDonald, his wife, Mary 
McTavish and Mary’s son, Brandon Jewitt. In 2009, 
On the Water acquired the inventory of a 
competitor’s business who imported and sold 
dock kits under the Muskoka Leisure brand name. 
Both the custom-built and kit docks sell well in 
the Muskoka region where the business is located. 
�e company also takes orders from as far away 
as Nova Scotia.

On the Water’s manufacturing facility and retail 
shop are combined in one facility situated on 
Highway 11 in Kilworthy, Ontario, just south of 
Gravenhurst. �e shop also sells dock-related 
components for the DIY market, as well as 
accessory products such as floats, railings, solar 
lights and flagpoles.

�e custom docks are made with a sturdy, 
lightweight marine grade aluminum frame and 
Western Red Cedar decking. �e frames are 
packaged in compact boxes for convenient 
shipping. Although the docks manufactured on 
premises are marketed as custom solutions, they 
are made from a standard design with slight 
modifications to meet the requirements of 
specific coastlines. Customers perceive the 
product as customized, but with the product 
range established on standard variations, orders 
can be filled quite quickly. With support from 
IRAP, the company has undertaken a number of 
recent innovation initiatives including a redesign 
of its branded steel marine rail product and 
upgrades to the company website. 

While this is a quintessential Muskoka business, 
sales are seasonal. It is a challenge to keep the 
company’s highly experienced foreman and 
another two staff members on the payroll all year 
‘round. 

“Sales and production are fully active from April to 
July, but from December to March the business is 
brutally dead,” says Dave MacDonald.

When the local IRAP Industrial Technology 
Adviser connected the company to the Design 
Advisory Service (DAS), On the Water was 
seeking new ways to add value to the business 
and practical ideas for a complementary product 
line that could be developed and manufactured 
in the fall and winter seasons. �e DAS team met 
with the family owners and toured the onsite 
production facility and shop where the docks 
were sold. 

Following a design audit of the business, the 
company management team was introduced to 
Lee Fletcher, ACIDO, an industrial designer highly 
experienced in the manufacture of wood 
products. Fletcher investigated product and 
market opportunities that related to the 
manufacturing capabilities of the company, the 
needs of their core customers, and seasonal 
opportunities in the Muskoka region. 

Fletcher was able to provide the company with a 
strategic design approach to product extensions 
and an analysis of related product categories that 
would best leverage the skills and resources of 
this popular specialty manufacturer and retailer 
in Ontario’s cottage country. �e designer viewed 
the business through the lens of current core 
competencies, knowledge of the specific 
manufacturing process and the demographics of 
the current customer base. A range of potential 
product opportunities for the winter months was 
presented for consideration.

Since this project was completed, On the Water 
has commissioned Lee Fletcher to redesign a part 
that could add value to the current core product 
line.

The designer viewed the business through the lens of current core 
competencies, knowledge of the speci�c manufacturing pocess 
and the demographics of the current customer base. A range of 
potential product opportunities for the winter months was 
presented for consideration.
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