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Never say never

Jane Renton chats to Bill Toner, who has made a surprise return to the industry as chief

executive of Host

Some people simply cannot take no for
an answer and it seems that Jerry Brand,
owner of contract caterer Host, based in
Liss, Hampshire, is one of them. Bill Toner,
the 52 year old ex-Aramark boss who quit
the industry vowing never to return six
years ago, can certainly vouch for this.
Before Brand's Intervention, Toner was
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happily restoring his dream home with his
wife Susanne - & Georgian pile outside
Linlithgow In his native Scottand. He was
involved ‘in various pood causes, such as
advising small businesses associated with
the Duke of Edinburgh Award scheme, along
with a spot of golf. Life was periectly fine.
That's when Brand made his first approach,
They ran into each other.'as people in this
industry tend to do. "| told-Jerry that | wasn't
reslly interested in retuming Lo the business,”
he recalls. "l saw catering as essentlally &
young man's game.”

Brand, however, persisted - repestedly
The entreprenaur asked Toner 1o mentor Host's
zales director Andrew Scott, who Toner had
krgwrr Trom his days al Gardiner Mercharil,
for a coupde of days each month. It was an
gssignment that Toner found remarkably
erjoyable. Cunningly, Brand then persuaded
him 1o also meantor Host's operations director,
Deborah Homshew. The one day a wesek that
he agreed on so0n stretched © two days a
week and before Toner knew It he was heavily
involved instrategy. It was a long, slow courtship
bt Brard has succesdad in gelting his man.

Toner becama a non-executive of Host
Contract: Management in November last year,
hening spent much of his 30vear career with
Sodexc LK (formery. Gardner Merchant),
before heading off to become chief executive
of Aramark. Then last month It was announced
that he was taking over as chief executive,
Brand, meanwhile, will take a back seat &t
Hast as non-executive chainman, though ke-still
refalns his majority shareholding, to concentrate
on building up Caternet, his integrated catenng
managament software house,

Host, which was formed in 2004 and is
based in Liss, Hampshire, had sales of £14.2m
in the year ending December 2040, down
marginally on the previous year's £14.5m,
but doubled pre-tax profits to £416 000,

Brand is very much & man wha drives
profits — he Is famous for it — and Toner is
good at growing business, which was what he
did &t Aramark. Together they just might make
a dream team.

Toner believes that the company, with
Its existing spread of geographically diverse
clients in Scotland, Wales and England, can
become "a major market player’. Existing
clients include software company Autonony,
Whitman Laboratories (part of Estée Lauder)
and Lilian Faithfull care homes, as well as
a number of independent schools and
colleges of further education,“The stranga
thing is that although Host is much, much
smaller at the moment [than Aramark], | am

finding it guite rewarding to have something
You can get your arms around,” says Toner.

The first thing anvone can be sure of is
that Toner is & smooth operator, not only-in
his taste for immaculately tailored suits, but
In the Dreadth and scope of his business
vizion. He is, for the time being, however,
confining his first official month in the top
post getting to know all of Host's 500 plus
staff and clients parsonally. “The one thing |
have really learned in life is that you cannot
simply give orders and klck back while
you wait for it all 1o happer. We are in the
persussion business, you have to win hearts
and minds to carry evervone along with you,”
he says.

He may have mellowed with time, but
nat in his essential belief that growth s the
kay to survival in & difficult contract catering
environment.. Mergers and acquisitions are
rever far from his thoughts and he has the
Lendon business and Industry market clearly
In his sights. “It s about finding like-minded
entreprenaurs who are finding It difficult in
the cument market, but who want to grow and
have the resources in place to do 50.°

Contract catering has always been difficult,
he says, but has cleary worsened during his
absence. It is the hardest envirgnment he's
ever witnessed In fact. There Is business to
be had as clients look for ways 1o reduce
their costs through outsourcing, for example.
But margins are diminishing and compatition
increasing. “The big boys are very aggressive
In their-attempts to retain and buy business,”
he observes. "It is surprising how  tight
everyone's margins really are.”

In this environment, growth is the anly way
forward ha maintaing - that and persuading
clients to remain with you because you offer
real added value, It was also the blueprint he
adopted at Aramark, which he ran as UK chiel
executive for five years. He was at the helm
during a remarkably turbulent era when Toner
dragged the company kicking and soreaming
from sales of £100m to £400m, “We were
a relgtively small player and ill-prepared to
compete with the big boys,” he recalls, “It was
a painstaking and difficult process.”

Toner's  single-minded  determination
wan him pralse: but also epemies. One
former associate describes him as being
"like marmite” - you either fove or hate him.
“He could be very toughat times - sometimes
a bit of a nightmare - butinthe end he treated
me personally in & very fairminded way.”

Toner himsell acknowledges directriess
and an intensity that sometimes geis
misiaken for aggression - it is 8 Scottish

(M. 200 | Fsm



fa

I'he big interview: 18l Toner, chie cecntive of Hiost

thing. But that should not be mistaken for the sort of bad behavlour
that has come 10 poison modenn business |ife. “You must always do
what you beligve 10 be the night thing,” he says. “otherwise whan your
head hits the pillow &t night you won't sleep,”

Toner started out at the very bottom of the hospitality industry
and worked his way up to its highest levels, He began as a schoolboy
wiorking in local hotets for pocket money, first ai the Bridge Casthe Hotel
in Bathgate, West Lothian, where he worked &8s a kitchen helper and
later at Airth Castle, near Falkirk, a country house hotel whena Mary
Queen of Scots had visited centuries earier.

He trained as a chef and loved hotel life. He spent two years in
France working as chef de partle for Hotel Frontelle in Toulouse and
Montpelller. He returned 1o Edinburgh where he ran a restaurant
untll he was sorely tempted by an offer of work a1t the Royal Hotal
in Durban. He was all set to embark when his wife Suzanne fall
pregnant, The 23-year-old was desperate 10 go but his wife had
other plans that Involved siaying closer o home. She applied
on his behalf for the position of catering manager with Gardiner
Merchant - later 1o become Sodexo - at the Roval Bank of Scotlanrd
in Edinburgh. It was a |ife-changing move thatl not only propelled
him into contract catering, where he has remained for most of his
30-year career, but also into the realms of senlor managemeant.

He moved quickly up the Sodexo ranks, whare he became managing
director at the age of just 36. He quit Sodexo in 1999 1o become chief
executive of Aramark UK, which he built up into the UK's third-largest
contract catering business with owver 1,000 contracts. “After | left
Gardiner Merchant to go 1o Aramark, | remember thinking, "What have |
done? " he admits, “We were lli-prepared to compete with the big boys.”

Living up 1o the old industry adage that If you wanl o get
something done you send for 8 chel, he gulckly set about rapidly
growing the company. Profit growth, however, was [0 remain morne
alusive. "Aramark In the UK was |ust moseying along, picking up
contracis that they didn't really deserve-along the way.”

The current environment will be egually. If not more, tough than the
one he faced in the early part of the decade. But 2o far Toner has been
impressed by the Host team, “0One of the reasons | am here isthat the
team themselves are professional, eagar and enthusiastic,” he says

Toner ploneared the imwolvement of celebity chefs such as
Gary Rhodes and Gordon Ramsay at both Aramark and Scodexo. In a
similar vein he has already estabhshed training links betwaan Host
and Gleneagles chel Andrew Falrlle. Host chefs will attend thres-day
training programmes at the Scottish hotel. He |s also In the process of
establishing Host’s own chefs academy, which will be run by Stephen
England, who oined the company this month.

While not everyone in the indwstry agrees that such high-profile chefs
add much value 1o the industry, Toner argues that such involvements
reprasent an important investment ina caterer's people. "It shows that
we Jre a cut above the others in attracting and retaining gocd chefs
into catering,” he says. It Is also good, he adds, for clients who want
to be offered the same dishes-and standards found in the very top
restaurants and hopels.

Far from encouraging chefs in catering to rush aut of their axisting
job to @pply Tor work Ina Michelin starred restaurant, Toner says that
in his experience T has the oppoasite affect: it refreshes and Insplres
them and “they come back 1o us wanting (o ralse thair gama“.

Absence, |t i said, makes the heart grow fonder and the passing

I sl years has done little 1o diminsh the enthusiasm of this most
determined businessman for the indusiry. Whatever happens, one
thing of which we can be sure is that Toner will continue to make waves:
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“One former associate describes him as

being “like marmite

or hate haim”
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