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INTERVIEW WITH HEAD OF ZsIDAI GASTRONOMY GRouP Roy ZsiDal

‘Ler’s Keep 1T upP!”

Twelve restaurants - two of them in collaboration with British celebrity chef Jamie Oliver -,
two hotels and a few luxury apartments — when it comes to gastronomy and hospitality
in the Hungarian capital there is no ignoring the Zsidai Gastronomy Group. With Austria
and Spain, the Budapest-based family business has now started venturing into foreign

markets as well. We spoke to the head of the group, Roy Zsidai, about his recipe for success,

the development of Hungarian gastronomy and tourism, and his plans for the future.

KaTrIN HoLTZ & JAN MainKkA

Mr. Zsidai, thanks for meeting us
here at Spiler Buda, the latest ad-
dition to your restaurant portfolio.
How successful was the launch of
your 12th restaurant in Budapest?

Things are looking very bright. We
have been open for about three and a
half months, and although we are still
in the offseason it is going very well.
We are even doing a bit better than we
had imagined.

Unlike your other restaurant lo-
cations, MOM Park — where Spiler
Buda is found - is frequented pri-
marily by locals. You cannot rely so
strongly on tourists as your main
customers. Wasn’t that a high risk?

Of course, as alarge hospitality com-
pany we have an advantage because
we have good people in the compa-
ny, a lot of know-how, and we have
already built systems and structures
that other restaurants do not have.
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Nevertheless, we also have to survive
in the local competition. Our clientele
here consists of locals to almost one
hundred percent. That actually makes
it new territory for us.

What gave you the confidence
that it would still be a success? Or
were you just lucky?

Of course, there is always a bit of
luck involved but to a large extent it is
all about intensive analysis and much

reflection. So it was not a big surprise
for us when the concept worked out.
Of course, there are many little things
to keep in mind, such as certain dy-
namics in a location like this: eg, how
busy will it be during the week and on
the weekends, what are the peaks in
consumption throughout the day? We
also researched in advance which
other restaurants can be found in this
area, which occasions are important
for our potential guests — do you have
to offer breakfast? — and of course we

also checked the property very care-
fully, if it is suitable for our needs.

Compared to a more touristic lo-
cation, what other differences are
there? Do you have to adjust in
terms of service and pricing?

Not really. Every detail needs to be
just right no matter the location. How-
ever, here we get to try out a lot of
things that we cannot do in our restau-
rants in the Castle District. For exam-
ple, selling international wines. Most
of our customers there only want Hun-
garian wines, even the Hungarians
who come there.

Spiler Buda, on the other hand, has
a huge range of wines from the New
World. We are probably the only ones
in Budapest with such a great selec-
tion. That gives locals who already
know Hungarian wines well enough
the opportunity to taste something
new.

An offer like that can work here but |
could not have tried it in any of our oth-
er locations. This is also what made
this opening so exciting.

Judging from your words, Spiler
Buda turned out to be a huge suc-
cess, meanwhile in your other res-
taurants business is humming as
well. It seems like everything you
touch turns to gold. What is the se-
cret?

We constantly try to stay on top of all
our restaurants. Even if it is not visible
from the outside, we are permanently
in the process of fine-tuning.

Of course, with a growing number of
restaurants, it could happen at some
point that we have to close something

down. But that would not be a disaster.
Sometimes that is just what happens.

However, we are now trying to grow
a little slower and more organically, so
we can avoid such a case.

And yet whenever we open a new
restaurant it feels like the first time to
me. | have butterflies in my stomach
every time. It is important that it stays
that way. If | approached the matter
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with an attitude like “Oh yeah, it will
work out anyway”, that is when things
start getting dangerous. Like former
Intel CEO Andy Grove wrote: “Only
the paranoid survive”. That phrase
has accompanied me throughout all
my businesses.

As a successful restaurateur, do
you have any ambitions regarding
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a Michelin star or any other gastro-
nomic awards?

This is not a priority for us at the
moment. The restaurants are our
core business and we have to be
profitable. What is important to us
above all is to run great restaurants
and that our guests love it there. In
this regard we are already very suc-
cessful. We get a lot of positive feed-
back.

Everyone can do a Michelin star
restaurant if you have the right strat-
egy and enough money. But being
profitable at it is the real art.

Maybe someday a suitable op-
portunity will come up for us. At
the moment a Michelin star is not
something we need or strive to
achieve. However, a recommenda-

30« THE BupAarEsT TIMES

tion in the Michelin Guide — which
we already do have — is much more
important for us.

What about your collaboration
with English celebrity chef Jamie
Oliver? In May 2016 you opened
Jamie’s Italian in the Castle District
and this was followed by the open-
ing of Jamie’s Pizzeria at Gozs-
du-udvar at the end of 2017. Has
working with Oliver proven as fruit-
ful as you hoped it would be?

It is fantastic. It was probably one
of the most important steps in our
recent company history. We have
thrown our name in with that of the
most famous chef in the world. My
colleagues are in daily contact with
London ever since then. We learned

a lot from this collaboration, which
also benefitted all our other restau-
rants greatly.

But | have to stress that for a
franchise — which we basically
are — we have a rather atypical
relationship with the Jamie Oliver
Restaurant Group. It is much more
flexible and personal than it usual-
ly would be. In addition, we are a
franchise partner who gives back
and brings a lot to the table. For
example, we are working together
on new concepts. Jamie’s Pizzeria
was already something new. It was
not a pre-existing concept that we
just had to copy, instead we devel-
oped it together. What opened at
Gozsdu-udvar was the first of its
kind. [Oliver’s restaurant chain in
Britain filed for bankruptcy protec-
tion in May 2019, closing 22 of its
25 eateries and leaving some 1000
people out of work but not affecting
the Zsidai franchise].

So Hungary was the testing
ground for this new concept?

It was more of a laboratory really. |
think that is a more appropriate term
because we have really developed
crucial parts of the concept itself.

We are currently working on another
new restaurant concept with Jamie OI-
iver. But unfortunately | cannot reveal
any details at this point.

Sometimes | think it is incredible. |
mean, we are a family business. There
is no company in Central Europe, not
just in Hungary, that is comparable to
us and has such an influence on in-
ternational gastronomy as we do. We
participate in the development of the
market on such a big scale.

Are you also personally in con-
tact with Jamie Oliver?

Well, of course. It is not like | call
him every week but we discuss a lot
of things directly. There is a lot of trust
between the two of us.

Is that the reason why Oliver also
entrusted you with the opening of
his first restaurant in Austria in
2017? It seems like the more obvi-
ous choice would have been to look
for a local business partner who
knows the market well.

I think it is just logical that Jamie
Oliver when he partnered with us
assumed that we would not only
cover the Hungarian but several
markets.

While it is true that we did not
have any experience in the Austri-
an market, | was confident that we
can rely on our extensive analysis
and good instincts. And in fact, it is
going well.

Are you planning further open-
ings abroad together with Jamie OI-
iver? What happened to the plans
that were announced in 2018 that
you were looking to open a Jamie
Oliver restaurant in Zurich?

We are planning on opening more
restaurants but Switzerland is very
particular. Many things work different-
ly there. We are still looking for a local
partner. But since last year was very
busy for us, we are not actively pursu-
ing it for now.

Why go from Hungary to gastro-
nomically saturated markets like

Austria or Switzerland? Why not
try your luck in Eastern European
neighbouring countries like Slova-
kia?

The income and purchasing power
are not that high there. But also the
business culture and the marketability
play a role. In Austria and Switzerland
| see a lower risk than in Eastern Eu-
ropean countries.

What are the biggest differences
between running a restaurant in Vi-
enna versus here in Budapest?

People in Austria are willing to
spend more money but they are
also more conservative in their con-
sumer choices. The Hungarians like
to experiment. In Vienna, for exam-
ple, more people order steak than
here. But 80 percent of them want
it well done. Whenever Hungarians
order steak, 90 percent know they
should ideally eat it medium or me-
dium rare to enjoy the maximum
taste. That really surprised me.

Jamie Oliver has had to close
down most of his restaurants in the
UK but your restaurants in Buda-
pest and Vienna were not affected
at all. Are you doing something bet-
ter here than they do in the UK?

If you have 50 restaurants, chanc-
es are there are some that are not
doing well. Sometimes there can be
something wrong with the location
or the contracts. Also, the chain had
just grown too big for England.

Jamie does three things right now:
he upgrades some of the Jamie’s
Italians to a slightly higher level in
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terms of design and quality — that is
a strategy that we also employ —, he
closes some of the restaurants and
he turns others into something more
casual. That way he gets a more fa-
vourable business structure using
the same capital expenditure.

Are there any Hungarian or inter-
national companies with which the
Zsidai Group serves as a consult-
ant?

We have a partnership with the
Kempinski hotel group. After our co-
operation in Budapest (ES Bisztré in
Kempinski Corvinus Hotel), we are
also working together now on the
Spanish market, in Marbella. There
we developed a great catering con-
cept for them. The whole design but
also the strategy for the change in
management came from us.

So far this partnership is working
very well. We would like to continue
in this direction. Kempinski has al-
ready requested us for a few other
locations.

How are things going to continue
here in Hungary? What are the next
steps?

Of course, we always have a next
project in the pipeline and we always
keep an eye open for new possibili-
ties. But right now | want to get more
involved with our existing restaurants
and consolidate our business. We
have learned a lot in the past two
years. Now it is time to implement this
knowledge in all our restaurants.

Your parents once laid the foun-
dation for the success of the Zsid-
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ai Group. To what extent are they
still involved in business and deci-
sion-making today?

They are still very active. My moth-
er does not leave the office before
8 or 9 pm. | think they work even
more today than they did 30 years
ago. In a nutshell, they are both still
participating in day-to-day business
and fully involved in every major de-
cision.

For most companies in Hungary,
the labour shortage is still a major
issue. Do you also encounter this
problem?

It got a bit better. | think we passed
the bottom of the trough. Either way,
we should not exaggerate the topic.
| always try to remind my staff that
it has never been easy to find new
colleagues.

However, what became a problem
in Hungary today is that many peo-
ple have the wrong idea of how much
you can earn abroad and how much
you should be earning in Hungary.

| consider it fake news that the in-
comes here are really that meagre.
However, it is obvious that we can-
not pay the same here that is paid in
London. But you also have to take
into account the difference in cost
of living.

What can you offer to ensure staff
loyalty?

First and foremost we are a reliable
employer — especially in Hungarian
gastronomy, it is still not guaranteed
that salaries are paid in full and in a
timely manner.
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In addition, we offer numerous
training opportunities. There is no
other restaurant group in Central
Europe that offers so many dif-
ferent opportunities in the field of
career and personal development.
| think in this respect we are the
greatest employer in this industry.
For this, we have already been
awarded various prizes, for ex-
ample the “responsible employer
award”.

Besides the availability of person-
nel, how have conditions for your
industry developed in Budapest?

Many positive things have hap-
pened but there is still a lot to do.
With the establishment of the Hun-
garian Tourism Agency came a lot
of development in urban market-
ing. The accessibility of Budapest
via airplane has improved as well.
However, it is important that we
maintain this course for the long
term. In addition, we must try to at-
tract different customer segments
even more and also develop specif-
ic products for them. We need more
guests in the high-quality segment.
Currently, party tourism is still very
strong, which must be steered on
the right track in the future. After
all, tourism should be sustainable.
Even in the party district, it must
be possible for everyone to behave
properly. Here, | would hold the lo-
cal government more accountable.
If the garbage in the bins overflows,
then it has to be emptied more of-
ten. After all, every year tourism
generates a huge amount of money
for the state and the municipality,
so they should be willing to give

something back and create better
infrastructures.

Where do you still see a need for
action?

| think the VAT needs to go down
even further. Twenty percent for
drinks is just too much. The same
goes for hotels. The “5 + 4” VAT reg-
ulation for food was a good first step.
However, the money that was saved
there is almost completely gone be-
cause of rising personnel costs.

But apart from taxation, the best
advice | could give is: keep it up! We
should continue with the measures
that we have already taken, just for
another 30 years or so. Only this
way can we be successful in the
long term.

Let’s look in the crystal ball at
your goals for the next few years.
What else do you want to achieve?

| would like to continue in the di-
rection of hotels. | have been inter-
ested in hospitality ever since | was
a little kid. | can imagine developing
even more gastronomy concepts for
hotels but | would also like to pur-
sue my own hotel projects. We are
always looking for new property to
turn into jewels where we can offer
customers a certain lifestyle — just
like we did with Baltazar or Pest-Bu-
da but maybe on a bigger scale.
This is something that | would really
enjoy.

Otherwise, | will follow my own ad-
vice and continue on the path we are
on. It is our big goal to carry on as
successful as we are now just for the
next 30 years.



