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he idea of running
a motel or a bed
and breakfast or home
stay business has a big
appeal for many
New Zealanders.
What could be nicer,
you think? You ®nd
a cosy little corner
of the country to enjoy,
provide your guests with top-notch accommodation and service

and then quietly watch your business grow.

It's not that simple, says Chris Johnston of 171 on High Motel
in Blenheim, who with husband lan runs a trim and tidy, two-storey,
12-unit operation just 500 metres from the cafes and shops of
Blenheim's main street. >
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One of the ®rst
steps the Johnstons
took to realise
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the business was
enhancing the

exterior landscaping.

alt's not a lifestyle step, it's actually your life = and the word life
should be underlined!® Running a successful motel, says Chris,
Is not a doddle for a variety of reasons.

at's not a lifestyle step, it's actually your
life £ and the word life should be underlined!®
Chris says. Running a successful motel, she
adds, is not a doddle for a variety of reasons
and anybody contemplating taking the step
should be prepared for it.

aPersonal space becomes a thing of the
past when you run a motel because even
your living environment is literally a part of
the business. And you physically have to be
there almost all of the time to handle walk-in
enquiries and requests from guests and to
replace light bulbs and supply extra pillows
etcetera, etcetera.®

That said, the Johnstons are doing well.
Eighteen months into their operation and
with a successful upgrade of the property
behind them, the couple has gained
experience that's being translated into
strategies to make the business work even
better. Their time in the business has also
not impacted on the other essential thing
which any accommodation provider needs:

aYou must like people,® Chris says.
alt's a prerequisite.®

Building a business

Unlike many other moteliers, the Johnstons

don't view 171 on High as a semi-retirement
occupation. For a start they're too young for

that although Chris says they can see a time

in the future when they will sell the business
and move on to something else. In the
meantime, 171 on High is a business whose
potential they are working to maximise.

Before they bought 171 on High,
Chris had been working for a company
called Business Care which provided
administrative services for other businesses.

aBusiness Care does wages, GST and
PAYE for companies = all of which certainly
came in very handy for running a motel,°
she says. lan worked + and still does + for
the civil contracting company Fulton Hogan.
The Johnstons also had friends who ran a
motel and in the course of looking around
for a business to invest in, decided to try life
as moteliers.

aWe looked at about half a dozen
properties before deciding on this one,®
Chris says. 2We chose it for its compact size
and its proximity to the main street although
the setting was still quiet and peaceful. It
was a well-presented business when we
took it over in September 2006 and there
were no real surprises.®

One of the ®rst steps the Johnstons
took to realise the potential of the business
was enhancing the exterior landscaping.
Following advice from the local gardening
centre, they installed pots of pillar roses
and tidied the bushes and shrubs around

the parking area. New images were shot for
the motel's brochure and rate card, which
were also redesigned, along with the motel's
advertisement in the nationallason's and
AA guides.

a\We gave a lot of thought to how to
promote the business,® Chris says. 2Having
lived in Blenheim for nine years we have
many local contacts and relationships,
which is great, but you need to supplement
them. We made sure early in the piece
that our new brochures were available at
the Blenheim Information Centre and also
at the Wellington ferry terminals and other
transport operators.©

171 on High is listed on the Destination
Marlborough website, is a member of
MANZ, the Motel Association of New
Zealand and through lan's long-time
refereeing of local rugby, is a sponsor
of Tasman Rugby.

a0nce you start advertising it leads
to other things such as thinking about a
website and taking online bookings,® says
Chris. The business recently installed a
computerised booking system to replace
a manual one and the increased pro®le
through its advertising and Web presence
seems to be paying off: Chris showed me
a nice mention of 171 on High in the latest
New Zealand edition ofLonely Planet
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The compact, two-storey size of the motel means tha
171 on High is not set up for families or spautsste

It's a tranquil place to stay.

Managing the peaks and troughs
aWord of mouth is big in the motel business
and repeat business is the best,° say Chris
and lan. Already they are doing well in that
regard and while their business is attracting
a variety of customers, the main ones are
independent travellers and corporates.
The compact, two-storey size of the motel
means that 171 on High is not set up for
families or sports teams. It's a tranquil
place to stay.

aAlthough we're pleased with how things
are going and have deliberately worked
slowly through the various steps of building
the business, it hasn't been without its
challenges,® Chris says. aThe main one is

the seasonal nature of when people travel:
there are peaks and troughs throughout
the year.®

Finding the right staff is another
challenge. 171 on High has a core of four
part-time cleaning staff but there are times
such as Christmas and other holidays
when the staff's family commitments call
for careful forward planning.

at's really important to keep an eye
on the big picture,® Chris and lan say,
aespecially the costs. While your business
may have seasonal "uctuations, you need to
be aware that your outgoings on staff and
overheads and everything else are constant.
You need good occupancy as often as you

can get it and you need to keep very good
and accurate books.°

That means, Chris says, that if you are
thinking about becoming a motelier as a
lifestyle option, you need to think very hard
about it and be sure that it is exactly what
you want to do.

aYou have to be prepared and willing
to commit your life to it for the present,
because that is what it requires of you.
That said, it's a business in which you
meet fantastic people from all walks of life
every day. It rewards you if you give a bit of
yourself: what you get out of it is what you
putin.ib
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