To be a five star in Bulgaria

Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to present the Radisson SAS Grand Hotel at this conference.  I would also like to thank Mr Behar for his great initiative and support to the conference, without him this conference would never be realized.  Thank you Maxim. 

First of all, I would like to say few words about Rezidor SAS Hospitality, parent company of Radisson SAS. Rezidor SAS is a fully owned by the Scandinavian SAS Group. The new name Rezidor SAS was introduced in October 2001 and reflects the new direction of the company – to be a multi brand company. Only one year after the implementation of the new name the multi brand goal was achieved by signing a strategic agreement with Carlson Hospitality Worldwide. Thus, Rezidor SAS manages 4 brands - the Radisson SAS Hotels & Resorts, Regent, Country Inn and Park Inn Hotels. 

Under the terms of this agreement Rezidor SAS will manage more than 700 hotel locations within 10 years in Europe, the Middle East and Africa, reaching the major segment in the hospitality business.

Currently, Radisson SAS Hotels & Resorts manages 140 properties in 38 countries with more than 30 000 rooms. The recognition of the Radisson SAS brand in Europe has grown fast over the last three years, at times faster than any other major brand. In Scandinavia, quite naturally though, the Radisson SAS is brand number one. The expansion of the chain is pretty fast and aggressive. The near future openings of new hotels include: 2 in Belgium, 3 in Egypt, 2 in France, 3 in Germany and other destinations. 

Radisson SAS Grand Hotel is a 5 star property, opened just 2 years ago. The hotel is pure example of the company’s expansion strategy – landing on a new market with a top location at the capital city. 

The question is what does it mean and what does it take to be a five star hotel in the Bulgarian environment. Of course, for most of the people 5 stars are usually associated with the physical properties of the hotel – top location, expensive interiors and providing different service. All the above mentioned complies with the Radisson SAS Grand Hotel. To achieve this we had 15 months of reconstruction and substantial investments. Apart of the façade, that is intentionally kept the same as former Grand Hotel Sofia, nothing is the same. The rooms’ number is smaller in exchange of the room size; there are six conference halls, fitness center and 3 dining outlets. 

But what really matters for a property to be 5 star is the service. I will repeat this word “service” a lot in my presentation, because it is my deepest belief that it is the most important feature in a five star property. To be a five star hotel, regardless to its location, means providing a very high quality product, maintaining professional systems and procedures for reservations, operations and accounting and professional staffing and services. In other words – to create value for everybody involved in the hospitality business – stakeholders, clients and employees. We call this “The Triangle of Excellence”.

“Service” is all about meeting needs and satisfying expectations. “Good service” is often about anticipating needs and exceeding expectations. So in order to provide good service we must be able to understand the needs and expectations of those we set about to serve. Also we have to have clear vision of what we would like to achieve in the future and how to do that. And the most important thing is to have the right and well-trained people to perform the outstanding service. 

It’s the vision of Radisson SAS to be the market leader in the markets we serve, by providing Fresh, Host and Easy hospitality services in a “Yes I Can!” spirit to all guests experiencing our international brand. We offer value based pricing and always operate with integrity in accordance with our Responsible Business practices. This is the basic brand promise of Radisson SAS.

Operating in 40 countries on three continents inevitably means coping with diversity, in part by securing consistency in basic elements of the service delivery, but partly also by recognizing diversity as an asset. Building on local traditions adds color and spice to the quintessential Radisson SAS experience and provide a genuine and exciting hospitality delivery.

Fresh, Host and Easy aren’t just words to describe our hospitality services, they are our core values. The Fresh, Host and Easy concepts are those three words that make us different from other 5 star hotels.

DELIVERING “FRESH”
Fresh is a question of spirit. It’s about doing things differently, being open-minded, innovative, unconventional and sometimes adventurous. Leaving room for the unexpected and having a sense of humor, even being a little crazy, whenever and wherever appropriate.
“Fresh” is also a sensory quality. Our Scandinavian origin and heritage brings a naturally fresh approach in everything from room styles to restaurant offerings and has a large impact on our commitment to the environment.
     

DELIVERING “HOST”
Everyone knows what is expected of a good host, but to deliver it as a brand standard is no less difficult. The secret is that it should not be standardized at all. To a certain extent hospitality always has to be improvised from the uniqueness of each situation. It also has to be delivered on a one-to-one basis. Hospitality is a people-to-people business and managing the brand is in the hands of every individual employee. Radisson SAS is a vision and value driven organisation with a strong commitment to staff training programmes such as “Yes I can!” ,“100% Guest Satisfaction” and our own Radisson SAS Management School.
      However, being a good host cannot be achieved through training alone. It has to be a natural talent of the people serving people. Our guests want service that is welcoming, warm, responsive, attentive, caring and approachable and that is what we look for in our employees.

DELIVERING “EASY”
An experience with Radisson SAS should always be uncomplicated, informal, straightforward, and hassle-free. “Easy” focuses on the practical side of our products and services, attempting to eliminate any inconveniences in the guest experience.
 Radisson SAS has a long track record of innovative service concepts, developed over the years to meet the needs of the frequent business traveler. Many of them – such as the One Touch Service, 3 Hour Express Laundry and the Grab & Run breakfast  – have aimed at making the stay easy and efficient for guests.
We are constantly looking for ways to enhance our products and services and will continue to do so with EASY in mind.

 All the above mentioned is 100% valid for Radisson SAS Grand Hotel in Sofia. We managed thanks to our employees. As we say at Radisson SAS “There is no hotel brand grater than its people”. We are lucky to have young and motivated staff, willing to develop professionally and personally. We are relying on the Bulgarian natural fresh, host and easy attitude. As a GM of Radisson SAS Grand Hotel I have to say that I am really proud to work with my employees who are almost 200 people, after the acquisition of the Flannagan’s Irish Pub in November last Year.

Nevertheless, I would like to mention some issues that were bothering me while working in Bulgaria for almost 2 years now. Talking about service and people who provide the service it seems that the specific hotel and restaurant education is not good enough in Bulgaria. The contradiction here is that there are people who are University educated, but not adequate for our business. We all know that everybody can be taught to serve food and drinks, but it is quite different story to serve them with professionalism and charm, required in a five star hotel. Unfortunately, we cannot rely on hiring people having a 5 star experience, because there are not many. That is why we put a lot of effort into trainings in house and abroad, because we think that this is very important for our employees and for the company. And the results are positive – people working for Radisson SAS Grand Hotel are really devoted to their work, they work hard, they are fast learners and they are willing to work better. As a proof of that our employee turnover  is very low compared to other hotels in the hospitality business. 

Radisson SAS Grand Hotel as part of an an international company has to obey the regulations of the country in every aspect – labor contracts, taxes, insurances, health and safety regulations. Transparency in our actions is crucial to the overall appearance of the company in Bulgaria. Unfortunately, obeying the regulations leads to an enormous paper work that has to be done on a daily basis. Everyday I am signing tons of papers for the HR, for the financial department, for other departments. Compared to the Western countries, the red tape in Bulgaria is really big and time consuming. Let me give you an example. According to the newly implemented regulations in the Labor code, every single change in the labor contracts has to be signed and stamped by the National Social Security Institute within 3 days. As I already said we have approximately 200 employees and changes in the contracts are quite often – change in the salary or position. You can imagine what does this mean – almost twice per week someone has to wait in long queues in front of the Institute in order to obey the new regulations. Not to mention, all the papers and books that have to be filled by the HR on regular basis.  This has to be stopped, in a modern society we cannot accept to work with regulations like these.

It is hard for me to understand the obstacles imposed by authorities to the normal workflow. Bureaucracy is the one obstacle, the other is bribe. I do not want to say that we are asked for bribe everyday. But it seems that giving a bribe will make things easier. Radisson SAS Grand Hotel will never give money to anybody in return to accomplished job. When our tobacco license was terminated due to our close location to a school we were asked to pay 4000 BGN and to have the license ready next day. After refusing this we had to wait for months in order to obtain the license. Of course, cases like this affects our business directly as we cannot provide the service the guest is requiring. As I said several times already, quality service is what makes the difference in the hospitality business.

To sum up, I would like to say that if the authorities are more flexible and more business oriented, everybody involved would be on a winning position. 

Now, I would like to look at the bright side of being a five star property in Bulgaria. 

By being part of an international chain in Bulgaria brings more advantages than the same situation abroad. Let me explain. For the international traveler, heading to still unknown destination as Bulgaria, is much better to stay in a known brand, in a hotel that he/she is familiar with and knows what to expect. Therefore, it is quite important to keep the company standards and the service. So far, I think that we have succeeded. 

Our preliminary figures show that we have reached  70% average occupancy for 2002 and our total revenue is almost one million USD more than last year. Our bottom line is better than budgeted, and both our owners and our Head Office in Brussels are satisfied with our performance on the Bulgarian market.  These results show that Bulgaria is becoming a better place to do business and I really hope that Radisson SAS Grand Hotel is a good example of successful foreign investment in the country. 

Thank you very much for your attention!

