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Runn
with the ball

By refusing to conform to the norms of
“industrial catering” Staffordshire-based 7
Day Catering is now entering the premier
league, with Tesco and Sainsbury as clients
as well as a growing clutch of blue-chip head
offices, MD Henry Watts tells Jane Renton

Henry Watts is a Welshman and like most true
Welshman a love of rugby is ingrained in his
soul. It was in fact his love of the sport that
brought him into contact with an immensely
tall Englishman, Mark Boothright - the
vending machine supremo turned contract
caterer. They played together in their younger
days at Sutton Coldfield, in the Midlands,
where both men lived. As their friendship
grew, locker room talk turned to business.
Twelve years on their rugby playing days
are over, though Watts, who trained as an
accountant, is now coaching his son in the
game. But the business that Boothright founded
and Watts, aged 47, helped build, is thriving.
Rugby may be essentially “a beastly amateur
sport played by gentlemen”, but there is nothing
amateurish about 7 Day Catering’s performance.
This year the company is expected to turn over
£60m in sales - almost double what it was
generating two years ago and a level of success

that dwarfs some of its higher profile competitors.
At present growth rates, this puts the company
somewhere in the top 10 of the best performing
independently-owned contract caterers.
Moreover, in terms of profitability, the
company, with 2,300 employees based in
Tamworth, is producing the sort of margins
that only the likes of Compass, with its iron-
clad business processes, normally deliver.
EBITA - earnings before interest, tax and
amortisation are deducted - the measurement
beloved by financial analysts as indicative of the
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real underlying strength of a company is running
at somewhere between 6% and 7%. “You must
never give your margin away,” declares Watts,
“if you do you'll never get it back.”

In an industry such as contact catering,
where margins are notoriously thin, it is all too
easy, he says, to wind up in the dangerous
position of having absolutely no financial
headroom whatsoever to deal with life’'s sudden
slings and arrows that can so easily de-rail a
business. But there’s more than just effective
cash control management behind the success of
7 Day Catering.

By refusing to conform to normal stereotypical
notions about “industrial catering” and by
employing what Watts describes as “some
really first class people” at operational level,

the company has won much coveted business
from retailers such as Tesco, J Sainsbury, Asda
and transport company DHL.

In its formative years, the company spent
most of its time supplying client distribution
depots, catering work that required a great
deal of logistical effort and highly organised
local managers to run. As the company’s name
suggests, it provides a consistency and quality
of food and delivery 24/7 that rivals that of
companies such as McDonald’s, the fast food
retailer that Watts particularly admires.

Serving 400 people in 40 minutes requires
a specific type of skill, he says. Nor should
customers be categorised into one out-of-date
stereotype: “l hate the term blue-collar worker,”

1Nng

says Watts, “it's misleading. Some of our blue
collar workers are highly skilled and highly paid,
while some white collar workers, for example
those in call centres, are not.”

Tesco has been a very instrumental client.
The caterer began working with the retailer in
2007 and has grown the amount of business it
undertakes for the supermarket chain year-on-
year. It not only now undertakes the catering at
all of the retailer’'s distribution centres, but also
at its eight head office locations, as well as call
centres in Cardiff and Dundee. “We must be

doing something right,” says Watts of his client,
“Tesco keeps wanting to work with us.”

Other equally tough retailers, such as
Sainsbury’'s and Asda, where it caters for at
three of its distribution sites, are also clients.
In the case of Sainsbury’s, 7 Day caters for nine
distribution centres, feeding 270 store staff,
and the company’s head office in Coventry.
The contract, which began in 2009, is worth
£18m and had to be mobilised in just six
months. It follows on from an earlier catering
contract with a Sainsbury’s distribution centre in
Maidstone, Kent.

The company also undertakes the catering
for DHL at 23 sites. The connection has brought
them into regular contact with several leading
UK retailers, including Marks & Spencer.

While Watts says that Z Day Catering has no
intention of abandoning its roots in distribution
centres - what he calls the bedrock on which
everything else is built - the company is
increasingly seeking new business from major
blue chips’ head offices outside London.
Watts is interested in those offices housing
between 2,000 and 3,000.

The company has already won the catering
contract for Bosch's offices in Denham, and
electrical retailer Comet's head office in
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Rickmansworth, as well as its Hull offices. As a
result, the normally reticent company is placing
itself above the parapet and undergoing a
re-branding process that will highlight the more
high-end work it undertakes. This will be done
via its new Premium Brand, which is aimed at

larger company headquarters.
“We're now coming up against bigger

competitors for contracts, some of which we're
winning, some we are not,” says Watts. This, he
concedes, has given rise to a certain amount of
professional jealousy: “Some people are going
around saying we won't be around for long
- we're a takeover target. But the fact that we're
increasingly seen as a threat again indicates
we're doing something right.”

Running a catering company was not, on
the face of things, a natural path for Watts.
Number crunching, or rather valuing companies
for banks, was more his natural domain.
As previously alluded to, his friend Mark
Boothright, a former Coca Cola executive, well-
known in the vending machine business, had
quietly moved into contract catering some years
before after a client, Kwik Save, had asked for
help in finding a replacement caterer. By the time
Watts joined in 1999, Boothright was ready to
sell off the vending machine business, which he
did to Vendepac, at the time the largest vending
machine supplier in the UK.

The restructuring of the business was
achieved with a couple of bank loans, since
repaid, and the company has operated debt-free
ever since. “At least 50% of our business comes
from the till,” explains Watts, “so as long as you
make sure the other 50% is paid on time, cash-
flow management shouldn't be an issue.”

Mark Johnson, who trained as a chef
and worked in several Paris hotels, joined
the following year as sales director. He had

previously worked as sales director for Maid
Vending Machines. In 2001 David Griffiths,

another chef by background, came aboard as
operations director. “When they go into a new
client site, they look at things from a totally
different perspective from me,” says Watts.
“They look at it from a chef’s perspective.”

The rest of the management team is made
up of finance director Colette Reeves, who joined
five years ago - Watts the accountant says he
resists any temptation to interfere in her patch
- although he does admit, somewhat impishly,
to occasionally trying to catch her out. Debbie
Taylor, who has worked for Z Day Catering for the
past 11 years, is regional director, and Lindsay

Buckley is HR director with a team of five people
working under her.

Interestingly there is no purchasing director;
this is a role that Watts and his colleagues
decided should be farmed out. “When we started
building the business we had a big discussion
about how we would handle this area,” he says.

The company could have hired a purchasing
manager on a salary of £35,000 plus car.
Instead they decided to outsource the role
to John Sullivan of Purchasing Solutions
- a decision that Watts says was one of the best
they ever made.

The company has worked with its top six
or seven suppliers for more than 10 years.
In return for prompt payment, suppliers have
been both flexible and accommodating, working
in partnership with the company to provide chef
training days. “They wouldn’t put that sort of

effort in unless we put the same effort back into
them,” says Watts.

When you have 180 clients based in more
than 450 sites, losing a couple of small contracts
wouldn't be the end of the world, but losing one
of the company’s major suppliers would be,
concedes Watts. “It would be a wrench to the
business,” he says.

The caterer is only one of two contract
caterers in the UK, along with Compass, to have
signed up to the Government's Food Pledges
with regards to labelling, salt reduction and
removal of trans fats. However, Watts is less than
enthusiastic when asked about locally-produced
fresh and organic produce. “If the client wants it,
then that's absolutely fine,” he says.

But provenance and traceability remains an
issue, especially if the produce in question has
been grown organically in what he describes
as “someone’s backyard”. “You must be able
to show full traceability, which is a big issue
when you work for companies such as Asda,” he
continues, adding that it is often better in terms
of food miles to use one national supplier with
regional depots than 10 local suppliers.

While Watts and his team have put in place
all the business processes of a much larger
company, including health and safety, which
Watts maintains is the number one priority, they
have recognised that allowing staff a degree
of self-determination is also vital to overall
success. There is no secret to contract catering.
Itis all about taking a client’s money to cook their
food on their site and selling it. The really tricky
part is getting the right people to do a really good

job - a far better and cheaper job than the client
company could do on their own. “As managers, it
is our job to give them their bit of the company
to run and allow them to make mistakes - even
when you know in your gut that what they're
doing is not going to work.”

Finding good people remains a challenge,
even with increasing numbers of graduates
looking for work. The company has also
acquired employees from contracts that other
B&I competitors have lost. “We do sometimes
wonder how they were trained,” says Watts, who
has seen many a disillusioned manager spring
into life as a result of his company’s training and
career development programme.

The right level of pay is also part of that
process. Watts is sometimes perplexed to come
across a catering manager on a £16,000 or
£17,000 salary, considerably less than the
£24,000 or so a year that many companies
pay their front desk receptionist. “A badly
trained catering manager with poor hygiene
standards has the power to kill you,” he says.
It's a job carrying considerable responsibility.
“We would propose paying her £24,000

or £25,000 instead.”
So where will this enterprising and

expansionist-minded company be in five

years time? It has taken on the catering at five
colleges of further education, but these came
through word of mouth recommendation rather
than by intent. There are no plans to move out of
the B&I sector. “In terms of the overall B&| market,
we probably control something less than 2% or
3%,” says Watts. “So there is still plenty of scope
for us to grow.”

Fine dining in the City is not necessarily
something that Watts sees his company moving
into. “But if it's a head office outside the M25,
then that would be fine,” he says. “You have to
be in the City to run a city office.”

The only way Watts could conceive of a move
into the City would be through acquisition and to
date the company has never gone down that track.
“All our growth has been off our own back,” he says.

The UK economy remains flat and times are
possibly getting tougher, despite talk of recovery.
“Consumers are busy paying off their mortgages
and credit cards, inflation is stalking us and pay
in real terms is falling,” says Watts. “We just have
to be very creative and innovative in what we do
and in how we offer it.”
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