
FOOD & BEVERAGE • DECEMBER / 47

eatureF

By Elyse Glickman

In better times, palates across 
the country were getting pro-
gressively more adventurous 
and sophisticated.  In addi-
tion to immersing themselves 
in great cuisines from around 

the globe, American restaurant devo-
tees from New York to Newport Beach 
were willing to dedicate a healthy por-
tion of their recreation budgets to get 
the entire dining out package—great 
ambiance, highly personalized ser-
vice, a little education through savvy 
sommeliers and servers, and a lot of 
flavors and textures.  

Up until now, was upscale dining 
considered a luxury?  Yes.  But it was 
one many American diners treated 
themselves to without hesitation, es-
pecially in a consumer culture where 
it was also okay to drop $200 on a pair 
of premium jeans, $500 on Manolos, or 
$1000 on a spa escape weekend with 

the girls.  After all, we (collectively) 
worked hard, looked good, and were 
worth it.  

…At least until 2008, where the 
economy experienced more dips and 
drips than a loaded fondue fork.  As 
could be expected, the way that indi-
vidual consumers in this current gen-
eration of foodies cope varies.  Some 
still insist on the best dining out expe-
rience, but may do it less frequently.  
Others reassess their priorities and 
then compromise by going to favorite 
spots that, literally, cater to their emer-
gent financial needs by offering up 
creative tweaks to their menu appeal-
ing to both palates and pocketbooks.   

In response, some better restau-
rants have turned to their chefs, som-
meliers and creative teams to build 
out affordable luxury dining options 
straight out of their original concepts 
that include small plates, prix-fixe 
meals and other delectable, but still 
price friendly, options.  Other restau-

rants are hedging their bets by keeping 
prices, along with quality and service 
exactly the same. Value in these estab-
lishments is based on the idea that one 
gets what he or she pays for.  Even if 
customers don’t come in as often, they 
will come in.  Beyond that, restaurants, 
no matter how they approach pricing 
and cost management, are benefiting 
from the presence of foreign visitors 
who bring their sense of adventure 
and exchange rates favorable to their 
currency to the table. 

Crunching Numbers
“It’s no surprise that 55% of Amer-

icans are eating out less than last year, 
but it is the ways in doing so that is the 
interesting part,” says Tim Kenyon, Se-
nior Market Analyst, GfK Roper Con-
sulting, a firm that conducts consumer 
trend surveys for a variety of indus-
tries.  “Everyone is feeling the pinch 
and applying it to food decisions, even 
among Americans with household in-

Recession

From Frugal Gourmets to Fearless Feasting 

Restaurants, like individuals, cope with the current economic conditions 
differently.  While some find stylish ways to cut prices of signature 

cuisine and presentations down to size, others make no changes and 
insist on putting their best food forward.

Dining
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comes over $100,000.  According to our 
findings, nearly two-thirds of house-
holds surveyed have made some sort 
of eating change.”

According to a restaurant-focused 
GfK Roper Report survey published 
this past September, nearly half of 
American adults can be grouped into 
three dining categories: “Wanna Go,” 
“Gotta Go” and “Never Go,” with 8% 
of the population feeling 
like eating out is a neces-
sity, not an option.  In 
terms of the data from 
the GfK Roper Report, 
the way a significant 
group of consumers are 
now dining out has taken 
two forms: either eating 
out less overall (56%) but 
sticking with their notion 
of “the best”, or cutting 
back on extras like cock-
tails and desserts once 
customers are seated at 
the dinner table (31%). 
Overall, 76% of those sur-
veyed reported making 
some sort of change to 
their eating out behavior.   
All told, no matter how a 
restaurant slices this in-
formation, they will need 
to face and address a va-
riety of challenges.

“One strategy [res-
taurateurs can take when 
maintaining their cus-
tomer base] is to treat eat-
ing out as a reward,” ad-
vises Kenyon.  “Not sur-
prisingly 84% of adults 
taking the GfK Roper 
online survey agree ei-
ther strongly/somewhat 
that going out to eat is a 
great way customers can 
reward themselves.  Another strategy 
is to help their customers cut out what 
they may view as prohibitive costs.  In 
addition, consumers may be looking 
for smaller meals for a lower price—
an approach that appeals both to those 
wanting to saving money as well as 
people looking for smaller portions 
due to health concerns.”

It seems like the last bit of advice 

is tailor made for restaurants known 
for their small plates (i.e. dim sum, su-
shi and tapas bars).  However, restau-
rants with more traditional appetizer/
main/dessert menu formats should 
take a closer look at the part of the 
survey that indicate some consumers 
have shifted from fine dining estab-
lishments to chains and fast food res-
taurants.  Chain restaurants in recent 

years have upped their cache by add-
ing a fine dining sheen to their dining 
experiences through sleek ambiance, 
dishes that tap into the market-driven 
trends set by celebrity chefs, and jazzy 
cocktails at moderate prices.  Fast food 
places, meanwhile, have added salads 
and other made-to-order items to their 
menus. To maintain a handle on their 
client base, fine dining restaurants and 

bistros now need to take a new look 
at their pricing structures, internal 
costs and the recent successes of their 
lower-priced competitors.   This also 
means that better-than-exceptional 
service and directly assessing custom-
ers’ wants will become an increasingly 
bigger part of the equation. 

A Taste of the Good Life
Though we’re all fa-

miliar with the cliché 
“there’s no such thing as a 
free lunch,” there are res-
taurateurs throughout the 
country who have made 
the decision and commit-
ment to add even more 
value to their customers’ 
experience.  It ranges from 
offering reduced prices via 
special prix fixe menus or 
theme dinners, starting or 
building upon Happy Hour 
menus to drive traffic, and 
taking other measures to 
make customers feel good 
about dining out again 
and that every dollar they 
spend is well worth it.    

In Northern Califor-
nia’s wine country, regard-
ed by many Americans as 
a major foodie destination 
and breeding ground for 
fine dining trends, even the 
most reputed restaurants 
have found themselves de-
veloping programs to suit 
the times. Mustards Grill in 
Napa Valley, a restaurant at 
the forefront of the farm-to-
table movement, launched 
a Thursday night “Pour-Off 
Pair-Off”,” offering very 
exclusive (and normally ex-
pensive) wines by the glass 

that previously had been available 
primarily by the bottle.  Owner Cin-
dy Pawlcyn describes the experience 
as, “getting a hand-crafted high-end 
food/wine pairing on Thursday nights 
as if you had your own exclusive Napa 
Valley chef living at your house.”  She 
is also making it possible for diners to 
enjoy authentic global cuisine (with-
out purchasing an airplane ticket) at 

Cindy’s Backstreet 
Kitchen  

Photo by Laurie Smith
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her Cindy’s Backstreet 
Kitchen with Wednesday 
“Supper Club” –a series 
of theme dinners and 
eclectic, multi-cultural 
menus that have been 
particularly popular with 
the locals. 

To the south, trend 
capital Los Angeles is 
home to restaurants that 
make discounted dining 
cool and philanthropic 
via some clever twists. 
The Edison, in downtown 
L.A., brings nourishment 
to its patrons and the 
nearby community with 
their new “Soup Kitchen,” 
Friday from 5-7 p.m. -- an 
idea born out of one of the 
most popular items on 
their small-plates focused 
menu as well as the tough 
conditions some people 
living in Downtown L.A. 
are now facing.  Though 
the happy hour serving 
up grilled cheese melts, 
tomato soup and Depres-
sion era cocktails at 1930s 
prices, the presentation’s 
true warmth derives from 
the fact that 25% of net 
proceeds from that Fri-
day night go to local food 
banks and charities.  Greg 
Rogers, a spokesperson 
for The Edison, points out 
what makes this happy 
hour most special is that it is designed 
to remind customers to maintain per-
spective through the current financial 
crisis while supporting those truly in 
need.  

On Monday 
nights, fans 
of trendy 
Beverly Hills 
m a i n s t a y 

Nic’s can now spoil them-
selves with a happy hour 
that encompasses $7 trips 
to their famed VODBOX 
- the restaurant’s walk-in/
drink-in modern exhibi-
tion vodka tasting freez-

er room – as well as $7 martinis and 
$7 appetizers all night long. “It’s all 
about showing our new and our loyal 
customers love in these times,” in-

sists Nic’s owner Larry 
Nicola, who notes sales 
have tripled since the 
launch of their happy 
hour. “We enjoy what 
we do, and enjoy giv-
ing customers a break 
whenever we can.   We 
found that when we 
show our customers 
a lot of love, we get it 
back from them in the 
form of good company 
and repeat business, 
which is what is need-

ed to get us through.”
Though Michaels on 

Naples in Long Beach 
was originally conceived 
as a fine dining restau-
rant, Executive Chef Mat-
thew Poley developed 
a new, and already suc-
cessful under-$15 enote-
ca menu featuring such 
substantial, satisfying 
dishes such as Polpette di 
Carne—a meatball slider 
with cherry tomato, bur-
rata cheese and red on-
ions on focaccia and a 
pizza with speck, buffalo 
mozzarella, roasted to-
matoes and pickled pep-
pers.  They also recently 
introduced a Tuesday 
wine night where they 
offer a special selection 
of wines for 50% off the 
regular bottle price. 

“Many of our guests 
are sophisticated diners 
who travel the world and 
are familiar with enoteca 
menus,” explains Poley. 
“We think the new menu 
appeals to those seeking a 
casual dining experience 
with a group of friends 
or family, but still seek-
ing unique dishes made 
with the kinds of high 
quality ingredients they 
have gotten used to.”

California’s “Inland 
Empire,” just east of Los Angeles, has 
been particularly hard hit by the eco-
nomic downturn.  This presents res-
taurateurs there with a two-fold chal-
lenge—keeping the business going 
while providing locals with an afford-
able-but-upscale morale boost.  An 
excellent example of this is Wapango, 
a Pan-Latin American dining experi-
ence encompassing a mix of Central 
American, South American and Cu-
ban dishes with what assistant general 
manager Robert Davis describes as a 
“fresh California spin.”

“We are taking a loss, but as we 
see it, we are running a marathon and 
not a 100-yard dash,” says Davis mat-
ter-of-factly. “We will try to keep our 

“We are taking a 
loss, but as we see 
it, we are running 
a marathon and 
not a 100-yard 

dash,” says Davis 
matter-of-factly. 

Michael’s on 
Naples:  
Interior, Exterior, 
Rooftop dining and 
management team 
Photos by Bob Hodson
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check average lower if it means there 
will be a greater probability of repeat 
business.  We would prefer that a cou-
ple come in twice a month and spend 
$35 rather than come in once and spend 
$50 on their check.  In these times, we 
don’t want to squeeze every dime out 
of a guest on one visit.  We would rath-
er have the guest keep coming in for 
the long haul because they enjoy what 
we do and, in turn, prosper over the 
course of many years.”

Davis further explains that in addi-
tion to being a part of a dining program 
encompassing several 
restaurants in Rancho 
Cucamonga’s Victo-
ria Gardens shopping 
district, he and his 
staff have taken the 
initiative to reach out 
to customers directly; 
from newspaper ads 
with discount cou-
pons to driving out 
to local businesses 
and personally offer-
ing workers $10 gift 
cards. They have also 
kept traffic flowing 
with the implementa-
tion of a happy hour 
and Sunday brunches, 
as their fellow neigh-
boring upscale restau-
rants have.

Across the coun-
try, Raleigh, NC-based 
The Mint experienced 
a strong opening ear-
lier this year, thanks 
to the presence of 
trailblazing chef Jer-
emy Clayman.  How-
ever, the management 
soon found itself 
faced with having to 
adjust their costs and 
pricing policies to 
meet the challenges 
of the changing econ-
omy head-on with-
out compromising 
its “dazzling” dining 
experience.   Though 
its initial draw was 
Clayman introducing 

Raleigh diners to advanced culinary 
techniques, such as sous vide, a per-
sonal and hands-on approach to mar-
keting has helped The Mint maintain 
its appeal in spite of the economy. 

“During our first calendar year, 
we did email marketing and rolled 
out a fall tasting menu—a concept 
that is relatively new to this area—
and introduced a special $75 prix fixe 
menu that enable customers to spend 
a little less but still have the experi-
ence of dining at the best restaurant 
in Raleigh,” explains Robert Royster, 

one of The Mint’s Managing Partners.  
“We’re also doing grass roots market-
ing, making outbound phone calls to 
companies in downtown Raleigh to 
get them interested in business lunch 
parties as well as a 2-for-1 lunch card 
program. We feel like that even in a 
challenging economic time, business 
does not stop.  It’s a matter of bringing 
in more new customers.  If you have a 
customer base that used to dine twice 
a week and they dine once a week in 
these times, we need to concentrate on 
bringing in new customers to replace 

visits we are off.” 
Royster also notes 
that keeping internal 
spending in check 
and keeping close 
watch on the bottom 
line is also essential 
in providing value 
to customers without 
cutting corners.      
 This is 
achieved in part with 
cross training mem-
bers of the staff and 
determining how staff 
can use their work 
time more wisely. 
    According to Ge-
rard Renny, owner 
of Bar Stuzzichini, an 
upscale Italian trat-
toria in New York 
City’s Flatiron Dis-
trict offering a sig-
nature small plates 
concept, survival is 
all about looking for 
ways to do more with 
less; whether it was 
via trimming hours, 
maintaining a more 
streamlined staff 
or offering incen-
tives that are in line 
with the restaurant’s 
concept.  Renny de-
scribes these moves 
as a simple matter 
of survival.  “We are 
customer driven,” he 
affirms. “If they don’t 
come in, it doesn’t 
matter what you put 

Tom Colicchio, Sara Moulton, Dick 
Williams (left)  
 Photo courtesy of American Express OPEN
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out…it won’t keep your doors open.  
In a business that service and person-
ality driven, in tough times, you have 
to give them a little more incentive to 
keep them coming in.”

Renny notes Bar Stuzzichini start-
ed doing our happy hour 
in the late summer, and 
since the economic down-
turn, added happy hour 
specials on weekends.  In 
November, they started a 
family-style Southern Ital-
ian cuisine dinner special 
to bring people in from 
the neighborhood as well 
as a $19.99 prix fixe lunch 
and Monday night wine 
specials offering special 
discounts on a selection 
of wines sold by the quar-
tino and special offerings 
of a free quartino with the 
purchase of an entrée.

“We have always had 
a strong bar business, but 
people are coming in for 
happy hour because when 
they buy a drink, they get 
a free stuzzichini (appe-
tizer) of their choice from 
a special menu,” Renny 
explains.  “This is popu-
lar with a lot of people 
who have their big meals 
at lunch and feel a small 
portion of something is 
enough for dinner.  Be-
cause we are moderate to 
begin with, people have 
been comfortable com-
ing to us because we of-
fer them different options 
where they can have a 
nice evening out without 
having to commit to an 
entire meal. We also want 
to reward loyal customers 
in a variety of ways.  We 
recognize customers who 
book reservations with us 
through Open Table regu-
larly, even if it is the first 
time they are in our res-
taurant, and do something 
extra to let them know 
that they are welcome and 
they will have a good ex-
perience and return.”   

The Price is (Still) 
Right

Other high-end res-
taurants, especially steak-
houses, are firm in their pol-

icies to not drop prices, 
or offer special menus or 
happy hours.  However, 
it should be clearly noted 
that they are equally de-
termined to not raise pric-
es and do what’s needed 
to provide the best value-
for-the-dollar possible 
to customers.  As these 
owners and managers 
see it, cutting corners by 
offering smaller portions 
and using lower quality 
ingredients is out of the 
question.  While some 
admit the rising costs of 
commodities have re-
duced profitability to an 
extent, they can justify 
the maintenance of their 
price points and policies 
by exceeding customer 
expectations and raising 
the bar on customer ser-
vice.

“The one thing a res-
taurant should not do is 
panic,” affirms Eleanor 

Ben & Jack’s owners 
Ben and Jack Sinanaj 
and Russ, deliver 
exactly what their 
customers want and 
expect, and at the 
exact same prices.
Ben & Jack’s worth-
every-penny steaks.
Photos courtesy of Ben & Jack’s

 



Arpino, VP of Operations for Davio’s 
Italian Steakhouse in Boston, Fox-
borough, MA and Philadelphia.  “We 
know who we are—we are fine din-
ing, and our clientele that expects the 
best.  The better we do, the better we 
must do, especially as our competition 
is out there doing different things to 
stay vital. We don’t do happy hours 
or discount specials precisely because 
we don’t want to change who we are. 
A few interesting things we have no-
ticed is that in our suburban location, 
people don’t pay with credit or corpo-
rate cards, but in cash.  The average 
check across the board has dropped 
slightly, from $84 last year per person, 
to $70, by cutting dessert or ordering a 
less expensive new world wine like a 
South American Malbec.”

Arpino mentions the economic 
d o w n t u r n 
presents the 
r e s t a u r a n t s 
with a unique 
opportunity 
to raise the 
bar on ser-
vice and qual-
ity, as well 
as position 
t h e m s e l v e s 
contributing 
members to 
the commu-
nities they 
serve.  They 
will often do 

“Taste of”-type charity events to raise 
money such causes as a local school’s 
improvements or a new playground, 
and allocate some of the advertising 
budget to partnering with fine arts 
organizations like the Boston Ballet, 
offering things like passed appetizers 
or small meals at their special cultural 
events. 

Steve DiFillippo, Davio’s own-
er, also has reached out to purvey-
ors through The Food Alliance.  This 
group of high end restaurant owners 
approaches specialty growers and 
farmers providing top-quality meats, 
partnering with them so the restau-
rateurs will get the best prices as a 
group. The purveyors have continuous 
business while the restaurateurs will 

have access to 
the best products 
and will, in turn, 
be able to deliver 
and exceed ex-
pectations for the 
clientele for years 
to come. 

“People are 
dining out for 
n o u r i s h m e n t 
as opposed to a 
night out, so hav-
ing the best prod-
ucts we can get is 
key,” continues 
Arpino.  “Our 
clients choose to 
go to restaurants 
where they know 
they are eating 
the best quality 
food, and saving 
the time it would take to buy the ingre-
dients and prepare and cook the meal 
at home.  The customers could pay $8 
for a burger at a casual dining place, 
or come to us, pay $12 for a burger, 
but have far better quality, service and 
overall experience.  Furthermore, our 
philosophy is ‘yes we can’—we steam 
the spinach, eliminate salt and accom-
modate other special requests.  Clients 
may spend money knowing they are 
getting what they want and need.”

While Davio’s clientele 
is generally a loyal 
one, Arpino and 
the staff observed 
some adjustments 

they have made in light of the econ-
omy.  With corporate dinners, hosts 
have reduced the number of guests 
to only top employees or are no lon-
ger allowing guests to bring spouses.  
They may choose a skirt steak instead 
of New York strip cut, but still know 
they are getting the best representa-
tion of a skirt steak. Also, they may 
order less expensive bottles of wine 
for the table. However, Arpino notes 
that even in tough times, keeping stan-
dards high for atmosphere and service 
is key in keeping up the momentum. 
Ben and Jack Sinanaj, meanwhile, mas-
tered customer satisfaction and consis-

tency from a perfect “university”—as 
servers at Peter Lugar’s Steakhouse.  
They carried their substantial expe-
rience into the development of their 
own highly-successful steakhouse, 
Ben & Jack’s, which even during tough 
times and dramatic rises in food costs, 
is soon to open a second 10,000 square 
foot, 400-seat location at 5th Avenue 
and 29th Street in Manhattan in re-
sponse to customer demand.

“While it is good for some restau-
rants to do a happy hour, our clients—
especially businessmen—wouldn’t 
come here for a happy hour experi-
ence,” says Jack Sinanaj matter-of-fact-
ly.  “They expect to come in and have 
the best steaks, along with the things 
that go with the steaks, and the best 
service. Our clients wouldn’t want 
anything changed.  We buy the best 
products we can find, including the 
meat and fish, because that’s what our 
guests come in for.  If we did change 
things to lower prices, our customers 
would notice, and they would not be 
happy about that.  We’re known as be-
ing one of the very best steakhouses in 
New York City, in terms of the reviews 
we’ve gotten and surveys taken among 
diners.  We would never do anything 
to compromise that. However, (that 
said), our prices have remained the 
same since the time we first opened, as 
a courtesy to our customers.” 
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“We work a lot 
with the concierge 

personnel at 
different hotels, 

who refer a lot of 
business to our 

restaurant,” says 
Williams.

Establishments of Rancho 
Cucamonga, CA’s Victoria 
Gardens shopping complex 
to create Dine VG, which 
offers regular customers 
added value to their 
shopping and dining 
experience  
Photo courtesy of Victoria 
Gardens
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Dick Williams, culinary advisor 
of American Express’ OPENForum (a 
consortium of sorts for fellow upscale 
restaurateurs), is also successfully 
mastering a similar balancing act as 
owner of The Buckhorn Exchange, a 
115 year-old steakhouse in downtown 
Denver.  He affirms that thanks to the 
restaurant’s historic status and mix 
of fine steak and game dishes, it ap-
peals strongly to convention visitors, 
tourists and downtown business trade 
willing to spend money on something 
blending elegance and Americana. 

“We work a lot with the concierge 
personnel at different hotels, who re-
fer a lot of business to our restaurant,” 
says Williams.  “[Our goal is to] en-
sure people have a consistent quality 
of product and a good experience ev-
ery time they come to our restaurant.  
This helps with our reputation and 
word of mouth.  Anybody who comes 

who has money to spend 
for dinner does not want 
to see that experienced 
cheapened or compro-
mised in any way, so we 
need to be careful not to 
put cheaper items on the 
menu or cutting portion 
size that would compro-
mise the image of this 
restaurant.”

Williams notes that 
although sales growth 
for his restaurant flat-

tened this year, it comes on the heels 
of a record year in sales in 2007, mak-
ing 2008 overall still successful in the 
face of adversity.  He too has observed 
that one of the biggest challenges res-
taurants have had to deal with across 
the board is the increase in prices of 
commodities, related to the increases 
in energy costs.  “We have had to deal 
with that issue more than generating 
business and getting people into the 
front door, which means controlling 
internal costs and not raising some 
menu prices as much as we would 
like,” Williams adds.

Other kinds of restaurants, such as 
New York City’s notable kosher French 
bistro Le Marais, ascribe to the notion 
that consistency—neither raising or 
lowering prices, even with increasing 
food costs—is the key to survival and 
customer loyalty in the long term.

“I did not want to raise the prices 
and then find myself with no custom-
ers, and decided to weather the storm 
and do the best I can,” says Jose de 
Meirelles, Le Marais’ chef and co-own-
er. “While other restaurants may make 
portions smaller or use lower quality 
ingredients than they had been, we 
want to remain consistent on all fronts 
for our customers.  We have no happy 
hour, as [our format] doesn’t lend it-
self to it, and we’re more of a restau-
rant than a bar.  We do expect to main-
tain ourselves with catering, and we 
do not rely upon the sales of high end 
wines, but when talking to colleagues 
in the restaurant business, they tell me 
that the change they are seeing is not 
so much in the number of customers 
coming in, but in what they order to 
spend less.”

The Cultural Exchange
Although the European economy 

and the Euro itself were experienc-
ing some economic hardships at press 
time, several restaurateurs noticed the 
weakened U.S. dollar still offered for-
eign visitors an extra incentive to come 
in and treat themselves to a great meal 
during their Stateside visits.  Occasion-
ally, the influx may bring about some 
adjustments (such as dinner rushes), 
but all restaurateurs we spoke to note 
they welcome overseas and out-of-
town visitors with open arms.

SushiSamba’s timely “recession” menu offered in  Miami, NYC and Chicago includes 
the fusion restaurant’s most popular sushi dishes, appetizers and desserts.
Photos courtesy of Sushi Samba
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“Given the euro-to-dollar ex-
change, we have put in a huge ef-
fort this fall, not only into visiting 
the hotels but also consulates’ of-
fices all over Boston,” says Davio’s 
Arpino.  “We walked in and told 
them what we are about, and this 
has worked wonderfully well.  
[People we reach] come in groups 
of 12 or 14, buy good American, 
South American or Australian 
wines, and order six or seven 
courses.  It is not usual for some 
European diners to come in at 9 
or 10 p.m. [Their presence] has 
not shifted our dinner rush, but 
instead created a second dinner 
rush.  At our Boston downtown 

location, we have a 7 p.m. 
rush for locals and the theater 
crowd, and a later one for Eu-
ropeans in town.” 
Williams also affirms that 

the influx of European and Asian 
money has benefited The Buck-
horn Exchange, especially as many 
of those visitors were intrigued 
with the American West food con-
cept.  “They never have problems 
with our prices because we are 
competitive with other upper end 
steakhouses, and the exchange 
rate makes what we do a bargain 
in their eyes,” he says. “We have 
no real difference in hours of op-
erations, as this steakhouse nor-
mally stops seating around 9:00 
p.m. during the week.  Usually 
when foreigners are here on busi-

Says Jose de Meirelles, Le Marais’ chef and co-owner. 
“While other restaurants may make portions smaller 
or use lower quality ingredients than they had been, 
we want to remain consistent on all fronts for our 
custo Steak at Le Marais, specializing in top quality 
fare that also happens to be kosher.
Photo courtesy of Le Marais
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ness, they adjust their dinner hour to 
what their hosts decide.”
    Over in Beverly Hills, Nicola has also 
observed that tourist traffic has boosted 
sales, while foreign visitors embraced 
his restaurant’s unique environment. 
“They seem to enjoy Nic’s, because it 
is more than just a restaurant,” Nicola 
states. “Nic’s is a place where we have 
created a community, which is really 
similar to what they are familiar with in 
a typical European café environment.” 

Renny, meanwhile, noted 
there were some spikes in 
European customers dur-
ing August, as well as later 
in the fall.  Like Nicola, 

Renny feels his restaurant draws Eu-
ropean customers because of its mix of 
value and a “small plates” format they 
are already familiar and comfortable 
with.  It also benefits from nearby foot 
traffic and proxim-
ity to some of New 
York City’s trendy 
new hotels.  How-
ever, during times 
when Europeans 
come to New York, 
he does observe an 
interesting daytime 
business spikes. 
“Because we serve 
c o n t i n u o u s l y 
throughout the day, 
we notice Europe-
ans will come in 
and eat around 3:00 
or 4:00 p.m. for late 
lunches, and will 
snack and drink 
wine leisurely,” he 
says.

 In Raleigh-
Durham, a recently-
opened convention 
center has attracted 
some corporate 
trade, including a 
Pan-Asian business 
conference, which 
recently made life 
interesting for the 
staff at The Mint.  
“During that week, 
we probably cap-
tured about 60% 
of those who came 

in for this event from 
Asia,” says Royster.  
“They were drawn to 
The Mint because they 
had seen us online and 
wanted to try the tast-
ing menu we recently 
introduced.”

In contrast, Sin-
anaj notes that there is 
not so much an influx 
of foreign tourists and 
business people, but 
they have attracted an 
international follow-
ing thanks to the restaurant’s proxim-
ity to The United Nations.  In recent 
weeks, he has counted the presidents 
of Bulgaria, Albania and Tajikistan 
as satisfied customers.  However, he 
has noticed that the “visitor” clients 
are likely to be from nearby cities and 
states (Connecticut, New Jersey, Penn-

sylvania) as well as busi-
ness travelers from other 
parts of the U.S. (particu-
larly California).

Le Marais’ de Mei-
relles, however, remains 
pragmatic about Euro-
pean and Asian money 
bolstering the bottom line, 
insisting his restaurant’s 
emphasis should remain 
maintaining the quality 
of food and service, and 
keeping internal costs in 
check.  “We did experi-

ence a boost in business from Europe-
ans during their big travel months,” 
he says. “However, the economic situ-
ation has not been so great in Europe 
lately, and the [euro-dollar exchange] 
has dipped from $1.60 to $1.24 for ev-
ery one euro.  Also, as we are a kosher 
restaurant and [just reopened after] 

the Jewish holidays, 
it is too early to tell 
whether the trend will 
continue.  The busi-
ness we get in the next 
few weeks will tell a 
better story.”

Food (Business) For 
Thought

While Davio’s 
Steve DiFillippo and 
other East Coast res-
taurateurs have helped 
their purveyors and 
each other via 

“When I came to Victoria 
Gardens, I looked at the 
various restaurants and 

realized we had a unique 
situation of having the 
largest number of sit-

down restaurants in the 
Inland Empire, many of 
them higher-end and 

independent
explains Masa Liles, 

Director of Marketing

Larry Nicola (with  son Luke, left) of Nic’s makes Beverly Hills style happy hours accessible and affordable 
with specials on his restaurant’s most popular dishes and cocktails such as the signature Oyster dish and 
the martinis.  Trips to his famed vodka freezer are also within reach.  
Photo by Howard Wise.
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The Food Alliance, other restaura-
teurs have banded together in efforts 
to exchange information to collective-
ly weather these-still unpredictable 
winds of change in the industry. 

Celebrity chef/restaurant owner 
Tom Colicchio and Gourmet Maga-
zine’s Executive Chef and television 
personality Sara Moulton teamed up 
with American Express OPEN to create 
“The Business of Food” (www.openfo-

rum.com/food), an online resource de-
signed to help restaurant owners man-
age in the current economy.  

Also involved is The Buckhorn 
Exchange owner Williams who serves 
as an OPENForum culinary advisor 
bringing his 40 years of experience to 
the table via his articles about restau-
rant trends and management.“What 
I have been doing is mentoring se-
lected business owners and helping 
them with their specific business is-
sues,” points out Williams. “I hope 
to expand that to general interest in 
the restaurant industry by showing 
professionals what we are doing in 

terms of helping with marketing, cost 
controls and other aspects.  By rolling 
that out on the web site, professionals can 
read about these issues that are relevant 
what they are doing in the restaurant in-
dustry. When I talk to colleagues, they tell 
me they appreciate the fact that there is 
a place they can go to get answers very 
quickly, as they don’t always have the 
time to read lengthy articles in even the 
best trade magazines. With Open Forum 

being on line, it is nice that many restau-
rant business people can get quick access 
to great resources that can help them find 
answers and deal with situations brought 
on in the economy.”

“Dine VG,” a consumer incentive 
program serving high-end and moder-
ate restaurants doing business in Victo-
ria Gardens (including Pan-American 
café Wapango), a shopping and lifestyle 
center in California’s Inland Empire.  The 
collective goal of this consumer member-
ship program is to bring in consumers to 
the mall and the table during these slow 
economic times.  Customers sign up for 
a Dine VG membership card, provid-

ing access to special offers and pro-
motions Mondays through Thursdays 
which range from a free glass of wine 
with an entrée, to a singles night at the 
bar.  Dine VG consumers, meanwhile, 
also accrue points every time they eat 
at one of the participating restaurants 
by handing in their receipts to the cen-
ter’s guest services desk.  These points 
translate into rewards when Dine VG 
members reach various milestones, 

which are tracked by the Victoria 
Gardens’ management team.  

“When I came to Victoria Gardens, 
I looked at the various restaurants and 
realized we had a unique situation of 
having the largest number of sit-down 
restaurants in the Inland Empire, many 
of them higher-end and independent,” 
explains Masa Liles, Director of Mar-
keting. “When putting together the pro-
gram, we approached the restaurants 
and asked them how we could help 
with their businesses, especially in light 
of the fact that economic conditions hit 
the Inland Empire particularly hard, es-
pecially with home foreclosures.  After 
assessing their feedback, we came up 
with an idea that helps generate busi-
ness Monday through Thursday, as the 
weekends still bring in a healthy busi-
ness.  Where once business had been 
robust all week, it had been reported 
to us that sales had flattened or even 
dropped.  I saw a window of opportu-
nity to incentive-ize people to come in 
and eat out, even though they are trying 
to cut back in general.  We want to use 
the program as a way to get these con-
sumers in to have a happy experience 
so they will remember the restaurants 

when things do get better down the road.”  
    Though restaurants, like individuals, 
have different ways of coping with the 
current economic downturn, what they 
all have in common is treating the times 
as an opportunity bringing out their most 
resourceful, creative and charismatic as-
pects.  Ultimately, the most successful of 
these restaurants will survive because 
the customers will connect with their 
dining experiences emotionally as well 
as recreationally.  While the short term 
goal is to stay afloat, the innovations, 
originality, cost management and at-
tention to service will benefit them in 
the long run. 
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Wapango Chile Coconut Mussels
Photos by Everardo Santana

Wapango Chilean Sea Bass


