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FOREWORD

Owning and running a restaurant will be, I guarantee, the most exhausting, nerve-wracking and tiring thing you will ever do. If it goes well it will also be the most satisfying and rewarding part of your life – much like raising children. Carol has clearly laid out all the pitfalls you will encounter and the strategies you need to have in place, and if you read this book cover to cover well before you embark on a life as a restaurateur you will be rewarded with foresight. It’s a hard life and it can be a great life – but get prepared. Read this book.

Peter Gordon





To Jonathan, Matthew and Caroline who lived the restaurant life to the full





PREFACE

Are you passionate about restaurants? Do you hanker after opening your own restaurant? If so, you would be entering a very buoyant market because more people are choosing to eat out than ever before. There are over 263,000 outlets selling food, including hotels, restaurants, fast-food outlets, pubs and other forms of the leisure industry. Despite the recession, the industry is still buoyant. Eating out is one of the UK’s formost social activities and constitutes about one third of what is spent on food.

This increase in the numbers of people eating out is due, in part, to the structure of households. We are a cash-rich, time-poor society that prefers to meet up with friends and family in restaurants rather than to slave over a hot stove at home.

Thanks to the wide range of restaurants offering a great variety of food to suit every budget, singles, families and older couples now eat out on a regular basis. One in three of us eats out once a week or more. The customer is now more discerning and is able to demand better quality, better prices, consistency and choice. Otherwise they vote with their feet.

Opening and running a restaurant is an aspiration many people have. They dream of ditching a dull job and entering a world of creativity and hospitality, of being their own boss. Or this may naively be seen as a money-for-old-rope venture, tossing a salad or turning a steak under a hot grill being about as taxing as the cooking gets. They may also think that customers will come through their door from day one without much effort on their part.

Restaurants are part of the hospitality and entertainment business, but this is a tough business. It is also a most rewarding, stimulating one, both on a personal and financial level if the business is approached and run with prudence, professionalism, control, dedication and a dash of imagination and flair. And you have to like people.

As a restaurant journalist, critic and chef (I am also a restaurant consultant, guide inspector and past restaurateur), I have researched and written Start and Run a Restaurant from practical experience. The chapters includes aspects of the restaurant trade from location and licence applications to finance and professional advice.

Start and Run a Restaurant also covers equipment, marketing, restaurant reviews, staffing, suppliers, menus, wines, the day-to-day running of the restaurant, complaints and how to deal with them, building up a loyal trade and – crucially – putting yourself in your customers’ shoes.

The book is full of up-to-date information for the novice restaurateur. It also offers advice to those already in the business who may wish to trade up to meet current customer expectations. It includes useful trade addresses, an index and a whole host of top tips throughout the book based on the experiences of seasoned chefs, restaurateurs, suppliers and others in the profession whom I have interviewed for this book.

If your passion for running a restaurant takes hold, I wish you every success and fulfilment in one of the oldest, more rewarding trades in the world, the restaurant and hospitality trade.
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RUNNING YOUR OWN RESTAURANT

Running a restaurant is a dream many people have. But turning that dream into reality can mean taking a frightening step into the unknown, especially if you are currently in a secure job. You need first to be very sure of why you want to go into the restaurant business and then you need to acquire as much knowledge of the business as you can.

WHY RUN YOUR OWN RESTAURANT?

If you are currently an employee you may feel that your work is unrewarding, dull and unpredictable, or you may be locked into a profession that no longer inspires you and you want to take control of your own destiny. Perhaps you are longing to develop your creative and business side and have always felt attracted to the idea of running your own restaurant.

If you are a very good cook and enjoy producing marvellous meals for friends and family, you may find the idea of doing it for a living a very exciting prospect. But you should be more than just a good cook to sustain the business week in week out. You, or your partner, also need to be a good front-of-house manager, to be able to manage staff, understand and even do the accounts, do the ordering and offer excellent hospitality to customers.

Whatever the motivating force behind you deciding to start and run your own restaurant, the good news is that more and more people are eating out. The result is a mushrooming of restaurants to suit every culinary whim. The bad news is that the business is not suited to everyone, despite any strong aspirations you may have. So the first thing you must do is to examine carefully whether running a resturant is the right business for you.

HOW SUITABLE ARE YOU?

First examine your strengths and your character – and the strengths and characters of those in partnership with you – by asking yourself these questions:

[image: Images] Are you fed up with your job and looking for a change of lifestyle?

[image: Images] Do you see yourself opening a restaurant in a beautiful area as part of a new, easier lifestyle?

[image: Images] Do you want to be your own boss and so keep the profits?

[image: Images] Are you really positive about creating a new business?

[image: Images] Are you motivated, organised and self-disciplined?

[image: Images] Have you taken on board the fact that you are saying goodbye to a secure pay packet and fringe benefits?

[image: Images] Have you discussed with your family how this change in lifestyle will affect them?

[image: Images] Because your busiest period will be the weekends, how will this tally with your family life?

[image: Images] Are your family committed to this change of lifestyle and will they back you wholeheartedly?

[image: Images] Do you like people? Have you the skills to deal with the idiosyncrasies of both customers and staff?

[image: Images] Are you a good communicator?

[image: Images] Are you prepared for what will perhaps be a long haul before your business is successful?

[image: Images] Do you and your business partner(s) share the right temperaments for the hospitality business?

[image: Images] Are you a problem-solver? A decision-maker?

[image: Images] Are you confident enough to sell your business plan to banks, customers and the media?

[image: Images] Can you take advice? Learn new skills?

[image: Images] Can you delegate?

[image: Images] Can you prioritise?

[image: Images] How good are you at coping with stress?

[image: Images] Do you have good health?

[image: Images] Do you have a warm personality? A hospitable nature?

[image: Images] Do you have the stamina to work long hours?

[image: Images] Are you flexible? Calm? Reasonable? Positive?

[image: Images] How do you really feel about the service industry?


[image: Images]

Being a restaurateur can eat up your family life. Delegate tasks so that you can spend more time with them. This is vital.



These questions should be answered honestly. It is a long list of searching questions, and you may never have been tested on some of these strengths, but you and those entering the business with you will need the majority of these strengths to run a successful resturant. If most of your answers are positive, you will achieve the other attributes along the way.


[image: Images]

Enjoy company. Be good humoured. Have good feet!



SEEING YOURSELF AS A RESTAURATEUR

Think about what kind of a restaurateur you see yourself as. You might be someone who offers acceptable food and is in the business purely as a money-making venture. Or you could be a restaurateur who sees the trade as a way of life. You may be seeking to change, mature, explore new ideas and learn from other chefs and restaurateurs, but also, through judicious management, to stay afloat financially. Your restaurant will reflect your personality.

Being a restaurateur is a hard, unrelenting, competitive way of life but it can be hugely satisfying, rewarding, entertaining and stimulating. The people you work with are an immensely important factor in making this happen, as well as in creating an atmosphere for customers to relax in by offering good food that is thoughtfully and skilfully prepared.

Being a restaurateur requires creativity and passion, boundless energy, commitment and enthusiasm. Dispensing hospitality is the way of life you are choosing when deciding to run a restaurant. If this is not for you, then running a restuarant is not the right business for you.

Should you decide to join this way of life, you will be entering one of the oldest professions in the world, one that is very much part of life in all cultures. It is pure theatre.





2

CHOOSING YOUR RESTAURANT

Because the British public are eating out more and more often, the types and styles of restaurants have diversified to meet this demand. One in three of us are eating out at least once a week.

DECIDING WHAT KIND OF RESTAURANT

You might want to run a fast-food restaurant, a mid-range restaurant or a family-run café. Or perhaps a pasta/pizza eatery, a small restaurant in the town or country, or an upmarket restaurant with all the fripperies. Or will you be joining those who take on a pub, serving good, medium-priced food without all the extras?

Perhaps you lean towards a restaurant serving ethnic food, a daytime café or tearoom serving freshly made lunches and teas, a mainly fish restaurant or an informal café offering all manner of inexpensive food for the passing tourist trade.

As the restaurant trade is so diverse, you will have to do a lot of research. Is there a glut of pizza/pasta chain restaurants already in the neighbourhood? Or do you think you can offer even better pizza and pasta than those already on offer and still be priced competitively? Think of their buying power, advertising, big business backing and then think again.

Repeat business will be guaranteed if you’ve got the right feel and the right food, a good selection of wines by the glass and bottle, and decent on-tap local beers. And, it goes without saying, good, knowledgeable, friendly staff.

You will need to decide whether you will welcome children into your restaurant. In Britain children are largely seen as a nuisance, unlike our European cousins who tend to welcome children into their restaurants with open arms. Families with children are genuinely welcomed and given an ordinary table anywhere in the restaurant, not just in the back recesses.


[image: Images]

Encourage the children in your restaurant to eat all the types of food on offer. Children are the next generation of diners.



As Matthew Fort, a food journalist for the Guardian Weekend and former restaurant reviewer, noted on a visit to a hotel restaurant: ‘It’s hotel policy to ban children under the age of 12, a policy that I overheard being enthusiastically endorsed by a party at a nearby table. It sent me into a towering rage. How typically middle-aged, middle-class, blinkered, selfish and British. I can think of no justification for marginalising children in this way, particularly as, in my experience, they can often give their elders a lesson in manners.’

Hear, hear Matthew!

NEW TRENDS IN RESTAURANTS

New, good restaurants are cropping up throughout the UK. What is lacking are good neighbourhood restaurants for everyday eating as found in many other countries.

Delicatessens with restaurants

Delicatessens with attached restaurants are also on the increase and can open all day and evening or, depending on their location, only during the day to catch the business trade. They have cropped up in London, Bristol, Brighton, Chichester, Manchester and Totnes and in many other towns to great acclaim.

All-day cafés

Other trends include all-day cafés serving excellent breakfasts, elevenses (where else in the world except Britain?), brunches, light lunches and teas. They may also open in the evening as a more upmarket restaurant, maximising the potential of the space to cover the high costs of maintaining the site.

Following the trends

These trends may help to show you which route to take. Consider where you are based. Is there a passing trade? If so, you could offer good loose-leaf tea, the best coffee and a good range of simple, easily prepared dishes for those in a hurry. Also consider whether your customer will be shoppers or those on business in the area.

The New Zealand chef, Peter Gordon, well known for his fusion food, is a prime example of how to do this with style and simplicity. The Providores, the award-winning London restaurant he jointly owns with three partners, is a union of restaurant, all-day café, meeting place and wine bar.

The casual, professionally run place offers the lot – laksas, tortillas, soups, freshly baked breads, bowls of nuts and olives, sardines, soy-braised duck, New Zealand venison, smoothies, teas, coffees, freshly squeezed juices, etc. – in the downstairs Tapa Room from 9 am to 10.30 pm. The Providores upstairs offers an equally eclectic mix of dishes on its constantly changing menu.

Beyond the big cities

Can this mix be achieved outside the large cities? West Sussex’s Chichester has a similar restaurant. The Dining Room is a wine bar cum restaurant offering not only mezes but also Danish open sandwiches. Included on the menu are charcuterie and specially selected cheese plates, salads, starters, game, beef, lamb and fish main courses and omelettes. In short, the owners made a decision to appeal to a broad market, including pre-theatre diners. It works because they have researched their market and have responded to it.

Small, family-run restaurants with minimal seating and offering terrific authentic Middle-Eastern food are also proving to be immensely popular. The prices are low and the atmosphere, created by hookahs, low sofas and Arab music, makes these restaurants popular places to eat.


[image: Images]

Know your market and to whom you are catering. Then design your premises, menu, pricing, service, etc.
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LOCATION, DESIGN AND LEGAL REQUIREMENTS

Having narrowed down the area where you wish to run your business you must next decide whether to buy or rent a property. First you should contact commercial property estate agents who will offer you their considerable wealth of local knowledge. For example:

[image: Images] What are the local trends in the restaurant trade?

[image: Images] Will you need planning permission?

[image: Images] How will you negotiate the property ladder?

You will also need to talk to environmental health officers about the required standards for running a restaurant.

This chapter deals with these subjects and also provides tips for scrutinising, buying and renting properties and for franchising and leases. It also deals with:

[image: Images] local government issues;

[image: Images] refuse collection;

[image: Images] alcohol and public entertainment licences;

[image: Images] fire regulations;

[image: Images] access and facilities for the disabled;

[image: Images] the Sale of Goods Act;

[image: Images] the law concerning sex discrimination and the Race Relations Act;

[image: Images] the Hotel Proprietor’s Act;

[image: Images] water supply and pest control;

[image: Images] kitchen layout;

[image: Images] ventilation; and

[image: Images] music and smoking.

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION

The popular conception for a truly successful restaurant is that the three Ls are sacrosanct. This may be true in a city because the customers are close by, whether they live, work or are staying in hotels near your restaurant. By contrast, some of the most successful restaurants are in remote areas. So how do they create a good, solid customer base? Thanks to the superb ingredients cooked to a high standard and the sheer beauty of the location, people will make the detour to a well run, perhaps seasonal, restaurant.

Compare the restaurant Gordon Ramsay in London’s Chelsea, where you need to book months in advance, with the highly popular The Three Chimneys on the Isle of Skye, a 40-seater restaurant down a single track. One is about as remote as it gets in the British Isles, the other one of the most central. What really matters is how the business is run once the right location has been chosen.

Narrowing it down

You’ve decided on your area and are thinking of buying or renting a property. Visit it a number of times on different days and times of the day. This will give you a better flavour of the area, the type of people, the activity, and it will also give you a more informed view of the property. Does the lighting need improving, the decoration updating, the entrance made more welcoming and accessible?

If possible, sit for a time in the restaurants you have selected and imagine a business working in the building. Does it suit your plans? Is it enhanced by a view? Has it character? Are the proportions right?

Outline your plans to friends or those in the restaurant business and talk over the details with them. They may be able to throw light on a particular problem that has so far eluded you. Or they may give good advice as to why not to open such a restaurant in the area.

Put yourself in your customers’ shoes. If there are competitors in the same area, are there too many of the same type of restaurant as yours? You may struggle for business unless you offer something different. But, equally, you may pick up overflow from successful nearby restaurants if the public see the area as a place for eating out.

There is usually a good reason for a gastronomic desert. Look at Guildford in Surrey. Very few good restaurants and nothing worth a mention in the Good Food Guide. Why? Easy commuting into London where many commuting residents prefer eating out is one explanation. Expensive property is another.

SPOTTING CURRENT TRENDS

Consumer education about food continues to increase thanks to travel abroad. The emphasis on food, drink, produce and hospitality in the media is also continuing at an unprecedented pace. So the question your customer might ask is ‘why can’t I get that here?’

Expectations are constantly rising. There are many price levels to choose from, as well as styles of cooking, restaurant design and atmosphere. Who would have thought basement premises could be sold as desirable places to eat in? Enter Wagamama, the successful slurping-noodle chain that established their restaurants in basements. Their style of fast, casual, good food has proved a runaway hit. But a word of warning: few other basement restaurants achieve this, or upstairs restaurants for that matter. People like to see the entire establishment at street level.

Some current trends to look out for are as follows:

[image: Images] High inner-city rents, thanks to corporate businesses vying for hot property addresses and willing to pay over the odds for these, have meant that restaurateurs are now looking at the suburbs, smaller towns and the countryside for properties.

[image: Images] Individual neighbourhood restaurants are making a comeback because of the public’s disaffection with branded restaurants and pubs. They are now looking for a more personal approach.

[image: Images] Due to drink-drive regulations and difficulties with parking, neighbourhood restaurants have the edge over their drive-to competitors.

[image: Images] Conveyor-belt ethnic food – Japanese, Chinese, Thai, Indian – is gaining favour with younger people.

[image: Images] Gastro pubs have become increasingly popular in London over the last 18 years and are making their mark on the rest of the UK and Ireland. There is more profit in quality food than in drink.

[image: Images] Run-down pubs are popular premises to buy and turn into wine bars or cafés with the emphasis on bistro-type food.

[image: Images] There has been a big resurgence in developing inner-city areas and former docklands, such as in Bristol, Liverpool and Newcastle, with restaurants opening up to fill demand.

[image: Images] Small, simple, very casual, minimal-comfort combined deli-cafés are opening in cities to attract business customers during office hours and the early evening.

[image: Images] Small niche restaurants are opening in medium-sized and large towns.

[image: Images] Fast/casual restaurants are in great demand, not only by customers but also by venture capital investors.

[image: Images] Contemporarily designed restaurants with clean lines, wooden floorboards, good lighting and music attract customers and will continue to do so, say the agents. Carpeted premises and not being able to see inside the premises from the street are big turnoffs.

[image: Images] Twenty-four hour cafés are also possible now that that licensing laws have been extended.

[image: Images] One in three Londoners eats out at least once a week. The rest of Britain may be behind this but changes in working/leisure patterns and a greying population who can afford to eat out may mean this trends spreads to the whole of the UK.

TAKING THE FIRST STEPS ON THE PROPERTY LADDER

First, find a solicitor who specialises in commercial property transactions for either renting or buying a property. Draw up a business plan and then have this approved by your bank.

If you are renting, prepare a good presentation pack to win the landlord’s approval. Use some graphics to inject that wow factor, particularly if the property is in London as that is expected in the capital. Out-of-town presentations don’t need to be as sophisticated, according to the commercial property agents.

Put in your presentation the anticipated covers, the spend per head, whether you intend to turn tables (i.e. the same table to be used several times at one sitting) and the proposed accounting.

Go through Yellow Pages or buy a catering magazine such as Caterer and Hotelkeeper to see who the agents are in your area. Good agents will get to know you, their client, instead of introducing you to masses of properties that don’t suit your wishes. Be sure you make it clear to the agent what kind of property you are seeking. But be prepared to be flexible when viewing properties as you may be surprised at some property’s potential.

First and foremost, however, you must understand your market. This should come first, before you enter into any contract and despite the excitement of falling in love with a property. Do you fit into this area? Who will your customers be?

Renting the property

If you are renting premises, measure the property yourself. The area could be less than that given by estate agents or landlords and the rent should therefore be lowered. Negotiate a lower rent if you are taking out a long lease. If the property needs repairs or major redecoration, ask for a rent-free period or discount until these are carried out.

Always obtain an agreement in writing for all dealings with landlords or estate agents, especially for any major alterations you would like to make to the property. Check on planning permission with your local council if you are putting up new signage or if there is a change of use of the property.

Buying leasehold or freehold

Find an architect whose practice deals in restaurant development. Ask them to visit the property with you to discuss any alterations you may like to make and be guided by their expertise. Instruct a solicitor to act for you.


[image: Images]

Communication is vital between buyer and seller. Keep people up to speed.



Discuss with environmental health officers (EHOs) the basic requirements, such as hand basins for staff, refrigeration, kitchen extractors and fire extinguishers (see page 56 for a fuller
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