
  
 [image: image1]



  How to Start and Run a


  HOLIDAY COTTAGE

  BUSINESS


  If you want to know how …


  Book-keeping and Accounting for the Small Business


  How to keep the books and maintain financial control over your business


  ‘Compulsory reading for those starting a new business and for those already in the early stages.’ – Manager, National Westminster Bank (Midlands)


  Buying and Running a Guesthouse or Small Hotel


  Make a fresh start and run your own guesthouse


  ‘A thorough and practical guide and an all encompassing read, this book is suited to all those seeking a lifestyle change whether experienced or not in the hotel industry.’ – Hospitality Journal


  Just Six Guests


  First-hand, encouraging advice on how to run a small B&B


  ‘…guidance on conducting proper research, complying with the law, preparing the rooms, looking after guests, marketing, pricing and book-keeping.’ – www.visitengland.com



  howtobooks


  Please send for a free copy of the latest catalogue:


  How To Books


  Spring Hill House, Spring Hill Road


  Begbroke, Oxford OX5 1RX, United Kingdom


  info@howtobooks.co.uk


  www.howtobooks.co.uk


  How to Start and Run a


  HOLIDAY COTTAGE

  BUSINESS


  A practical guide to buying

  and letting holiday houses


  SECOND EDITION


  GILLEAN SANGSTER


  [image: image]


  First published by How To Books Ltd

  Spring Hill House, Spring Hill Road

  Begbroke, Oxford OX5 1RX, United Kingdom

  Tel: (01865) 375794 Fax: (01865) 379162

  info@howtobooks.co.uk

  www.howtobooks.co.uk


  All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or stored in an information retrieval system (other than for purposes of review) without the express permission of the publisher in writing.


  The right of Gillean Sangster to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act.


  © Copyright 2007 Gillean Sangster


  First edition 2005

  Second edition 2007


  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.

  A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


  ISBN 978-1-84528-193-9

  ePub ISBN 978-1-84803-664-2

  Mobi ISBN 978-1-78102-206-1


  Cover design by Baseline Arts Ltd, Oxford

  Cover photograph Phil Downey Photography, padkirk@aol.com

  Illustrations by Nicki Averill

  Ebook produced for How To Books by ePubDirect.com

  



  NOTE: The material contained in this book is set out in good faith for general guidance and no liability can be accepted for loss or expense incurred as a result of relying in particular circumstances on statements made in the book. Laws and regulations are complex and liable to change, and readers should check the current position with the relevant authorities before making personal arrangements.


  Preface


  When we moved to Wiltshire from London we had no plans to start a self catering business. We were downshifting from a city life, to what was intended to be a more relaxed lifestyle in the country. Certainly we knew that there was a small thatched cottage in the garden of the property we had bought, but we had no thought of what we were going to do with it. In the excitement of the move and the busy weeks that followed we more or less ignored the cottage, only checking it over for any possible problems.


  Then one day when the sun was shining, we took a break from decorating and really took a close look at it. There was a small and very old kitchen downstairs with a reasonably sized sitting room. The stair rose from this sitting room to the first floor where in order to reach the only bedroom, you had to walk through the bathroom. Outside there was a small but secluded garden facing over the field beyond.


  The idea then came to us. It would make a perfect letting property. It would take a considerable amount of work, a new kitchen and a new bathroom, re-sited so that the bedroom was accessible directly from the landing, but, with a great deal of hard work, the plan was possible.


  Eventually it was almost ready and we approached the local tourist information office. The woman there came to inspect it, liked it, and our business was born! We had no experience before and yes, we made mistakes in the learning process, but over the next few years the business grew to give us a small but reliable income.


  This early beginning in self catering made us enthusiastic to expand. When we moved to Scotland, looking to downshift even further, we were searching for a property where we could realise our dream. At Ardochy House in the West Highlands, we found it. Here we began to put into practice all the lessons we had learnt with our first small project. And with this larger venture, we are still learning.


  The intention of this book is to help anyone who is thinking of starting and running a self catering business to also realise their dream. There are chapters on what to look for in a property and how to convert the buildings for use as holiday cottages. I have listed addresses and websites you might find useful for information on tourism in your area, setting up a business and dealing with official bodies of one sort or another. There are details of exactly what you need to provide for your properties in the way of equipment and furnishings and how to achieve the Quality Assurance Standard you are aspiring to. There are hints on how to present the properties for maximum effect and how to maintain the inside and the outside of the buildings. And very importantly, the book looks at the financial side of the planning and upkeep, and once you are in business, how to keep those vital bookings coming in.


  Above all, I wanted to encourage anyone who is thinking about self catering as a way forward to take up the challenge. I hope that this book will give a guide to anyone in that position as to exactly what is involved in the business. We have certainly never regretted our decision and although there has been, and still is, a lot of hard work involved, we have never got over the feeling of achievement when a visitor, having been shown round a cottage on arrival, turns to us and says ‘This is really lovely.’


  It is still a pleasure to see guests, tired after the journey and often stressed out with working long hours, gradually relax over the next few days. It is a treat when a visitor invites you in to ‘their’ cottage for a drink or to discuss something and seems so very much at home there. It is satisfying to see people, who live for most of the time in a town or city, standing looking over the loch, watching the buzzards fly or listening to the call of the black throated divers.


  I hope you find the ideal spot for your business and that this book will give you help and encouragement to persevere towards realising your dream.


  Gillean Sangster
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  An Introduction


  Leisure is an ever growing industry in Britain. People with the increasingly frenetic lifestyle of today’s city living need a break from the commuting and constant pressure of the daily grind. But it is not just pressurised workers who are holidaying in this country. Foreign visitors, families, retired couples, honeymooners and groups of friends – the field is a wide one. All have their own likes and dislikes and their own very distinct requirements. Tourism is big business and accommodation for these tourists takes many forms – hotels, guest houses, bed and breakfast establishments, caravan parks, campsites and, of course, self catering.


  Tourism is now a year round industry. It used to be that the main holiday of the year was a fortnight in July or August in Britain. Now, although the peak season is still July and August, it is becoming less common for people to take their whole holiday entitlement in those months and less common for that holiday to be in this country. They more often than not decide to go abroad for that main summer holiday, but then take a short break in the autumn or spring in this country.


  Two-centre holidays, where visitors can enjoy the benefits of the town for a week then have a restful week in the country, are gaining in popularity too. Foreign visitors may well choose to stay in two different places in Britain, from which they can see as much of the country as possible.


  The season can even stretch throughout the year depending on where you are located. Outdoor activities, city breaks and special interest holidays are popular in all seasons, while there is a growing trend to spend Christmas or New Year with family or friends, getting away from it all in the countryside.


  The self catering option


  More and more people, however, are interested in the self catering option on holiday. Freedom to come and go as they please, privacy, flexibility, value for money and relaxation are all popular reasons given for this preference. The self catering field is a wide one. From castles to farmhouses, from country estates to chalet parks, from boathouses to lighthouses, a self catering holiday can be a unique experience and a chance to live for a while in very different surroundings to those you are used to.


  Self catering holidays can be amazingly diverse in character, suitable for all kinds of people, many of whom may not have considered them before.


  


  
    	For families there is a wide choice of location, with extra facilities that will provide activities for the children – swimming pools, adventure playgrounds, working farms or just freedom and space to play in and have fun.




    	For those who want more sophisticated pleasures there are apartments for holiday rental in most of the major towns and cities with all the facilities of city life on their doorstep – pubs, clubs, museums, theatres, shops and restaurants.




    	For the outdoor enthusiast there are cottages in the mountains, on the moors or by the sea. These include specialist centres for horse riding, mountaineering, water sports or orienteering, for example.




    	For those in search of luxury there are castles, wonderful estate houses and unique properties of a very high standard.




    	For those who want total privacy there are remote cottages, distant lighthouses or island properties.




    	For groups of visitors holidaying together there are large houses, castles and cottages situated close to each other.



  


  Many more people cannot be so easily categorised but just want a holiday that gives them peace and quiet to recover from the stresses of modern day living and a space to themselves.


  Self catering and you


  If you are even considering running a self catering business then you are probably interested in a different lifestyle to your present one. Unlike the setting up of many bed and breakfast businesses this is a very large commitment in terms of money, property, and time. A small bed and breakfast can be run from your house with very little extra investment, but for a self catering establishment to succeed you will need to set up a certain number of distinct properties. These must be decorated and equipped to a high standard, while at the same time you will have to have somewhere to live yourself, whether you decide to live on site or at some distance.


  You will probably be contemplating moving to another location to set up your business. This is a decision for all the family to make as it will be a very ‘hands on’ experience for everyone, including children.


  Financial considerations will be among your most important decisions. Can you afford the move? You will be living for a while on a very low income while you set up the business and get it running, unless you intend the business to be a part time one. In this case, you might be looking for new and less demanding employment for the future. Or maybe one of you will continue to work in his or her present job while the other sets up the new business.


  Can you afford any necessary building work and will you have a contingency fund available for those unexpected problems that are bound to arise? You will also need to decorate and furnish your properties to a sufficient standard to be acceptable by the Quality Assurance Advisor. If you are buying an existing business, are there changes you want to make to the properties? These should be budgeted for, over and above the cost of your property purchase. And of course there is the marketing and advertising. Without this no one will hear about your new business. You will need to cost in the design and setting up of a web site, advertising on other websites, newspapers, magazines and with the National Tourist Board. There is a great deal to think about.


  When?


  When is the right time to make the move? The quick answer is that there is no perfect time. Only you can decide when it is right for you. The very fact that you have been thinking about it seriously is a good indication that the time to make the move may be in the very near future.


  If you have a young family however, this might not be wise. Running a new business takes time and commitment. Looking after a young family takes exactly the same. Can you hope to have enough time and energy for both? It might be better to wait a little until the children are older and more independent.


  Maybe you have been thinking about the possibility of moving for some time and feel that it is now or never? Have you perhaps taken early retirement in order to make the move? Or are you fed up with that daily commute and want to move to the country to have more time with your partner?


  Where?


  Exactly where you set up your business depends on the


  


  
    	availability of suitable property in an area;




    	the type and size of self catering business you want to run;




    	the cost of property (both your own and the one you want to buy);




    	your intended lifestyle and of course, your own preferences.



  


  The last one will probably be the one you start off with but you will have to carefully consider if your choice is acceptable to all the family and will attract sufficient visitors to that location to bring in a good income.


  In this country we have an amazing variety of scenery and countryside. Even our towns and cities offer very different aspects for living – cathedral and university towns, historical or market towns and capital cities.


  You may be interested in moving to the seaside with locations as varied as the south coast of England, the glorious coastline of western Wales, the picturesque fishing villages of Cornwall, Devon and Fife or the flat open stretches of the Norfolk coast.


  You might prefer the countryside of Devon, Herefordshire, Wiltshire or East Anglia or perhaps you are intending to move to the remote areas of the Welsh mountains, the West Highlands of Scotland, the Dales or the Lake District.
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    Wherever you choose, it has to be somewhere tourists will want to visit.

  


  Are there many known attractions nearby or is the countryside itself enough of a draw for visitors?


  What?


  


  
    	Do you know exactly what you are looking for?




    	Are you planning to run a large chalet park, to buy wooden lodges, traditional cottages, purpose built houses, apartments or convert a stable block or farmstead?




    	Will you want to buy a business that is already up and running or do you intend starting from scratch?




    	Do you want to run an additional business such as a riding school and use the letting cottages as part of the package deal?




    	Do you want to run a business all year round or are you intending to be open only part of the year?




    	Will you want to live at the property itself or at a distance?




    	Are you going to convert part of the property for your own use or do you hope for a separate house?



  


  How?


  


  
    	How do you intend to finance the business?




    	Will you be able to purchase the property or properties and carry out any building work with the money you will make by selling your present house or will you require any loans?




    	Do you know what grants are available and how and where to apply for these?



  


  You will need to know how to draw up a business plan to raise the finance for your project.


  You also need to know what you have to supply to equip and furnish the properties:


  You should find trade organisations you could join to get discounts on furnishings and equipment. You will also need to be aware of fire regulations, disability legislation and health and safety standards and what you need to do to comply with them.


  The Plan


  This book is intended to guide you through the different stages of setting up and running your new venture. The first part of the book is about preparing to enter the self catering business. It will help you identify your market and your ideal guests, where you want to establish the business and the kind of self catering you are interested in.


  The book will lead you through the decisions on any building works you might have to carry out once you have chosen your property. There are chapters with guidance on how to carry out the decoration, furnishing and equipping of the cottages to meet the requirements of your visitors and of the quality assurance schemes in operation in Britain. You will also find advice about the disability regulations and the green schemes in operation in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.


  Once you have established your business you will need to run it successfully. The book gives advice on the marketing and advertising of your properties and some guidance on how to take bookings and record payments. And of course there are the visitors themselves – how do you keep them returning year after year and encourage them to tell their friends about you? How do you expand your market and meet new, possibly more demanding standards?


  I hope to help you develop your own life style in the way you want to. The plan is not to move house to become stressed out meeting targets and dealing with impossible problems. You want to run a business but you also want to enjoy your new life. We have managed this and I hope that, with the help of this book, you will be able to do so too.


  Part One


  Setting Up the Business


  2


  Are You Ready?


  So you want to run a self catering business. The tourism industry is a wide one, taking in many different bodies, businesses and attitudes. All these work towards providing the visitor with an excellent and memorable stay in our country. If you are to be part of this industry you will need to look carefully at visitor trends, tourist agencies, geographical locations and visitor attractions as well as accommodation requirements, quality assurance, legal responsibilities and the different regulations you will have to comply with.


  If this sounds daunting – it need not be. This book will guide you through the stages of setting up a self catering business and then keep you on the right path once your business is established.


  Before setting out on the path to your new life it would be wise to do some serious thinking, to ask yourself some searching questions and to plan exactly the kind of self catering establishment you want. First though – why are you interested in running a self catering business?


  Reasons to set up a self catering business


  There could be many different reasons for wanting to set up a self catering business and more than one of the following statements could be relevant to you.


  a) You want to move into tourism and you think self catering is an easy option.


  b) You have been on holiday in a cottage and it seems a pleasant way of earning a living.


  c) You live in the country and need an extra income but do not fancy running a bed and breakfast. Self catering seems the next best option.


  d) You know someone who is in the business and have talked at length to them about it.


  e) You want to move to the country and have a less stressful lifestyle.


  f) You enjoy decorating and interior décor and would find it fun setting up the cottages.


  g) You have noticed an advertisement for the sale of a self catering business and it sounds tempting.


  h) The children have left home and you are rattling round in a house that is too big but would give you a large sum for investment if you sold it and moved to a different area. You would still need some sort of income and see this as a good life style move.


  i) You have a weekend or holiday cottage and want to let it out to visitors on occasion.


  j) You have cut your teeth on letting out a single property, perhaps your holiday home, and enjoyed it enough to want to make a real business out of it.


  EXERCISE


  
    How many of these apply to you? Note which. If you have a different reason or reasons write them down for future reference


     


     


    Any additional personal reasons:


     


     

  


  Let’s look in more detail at the list.


  a) You think self catering is an easy option


  If this is one of your reasons then you may not have considered all that is involved in the self catering business. It may seem that because you have, on the whole, one day a week when you are really busy with the changeover, all the rest of the time you have little to do. It depends on the size of your venture, but on the whole, this is not so. You will probably need to make a large financial commitment in starting up the business, so it is essential that you are clear about what is involved in running self catering cottages on a day-to-day basis. You could put all the responsibility in the hands of others but then this would affect your overall income as you would have to pay an employee and possibly an agency.


  b) You have been to a self catering cottage and you enjoyed the holiday.


  Staying in a cottage yourself, while perhaps giving you an idea of the sort of accommodation you like, is not enough of a guide to whether you will enjoy providing the experience for others. It will, however, help you realise what is needed in the way of furnishings, equipment and facilities. You have seen a self catering business from the customer side, but now you need to find out about the financial side, the regulations you will need to abide by and the marketing possibilities.


  c) You live in the country and need an extra income but do not want to set up a B&B


  The commitment to self catering is a very real one in terms of money, property, equipment and life style and needs serious consideration. At the very least you need to realise the difference in running the two different businesses but you still need to find out more before you make a binding decision.


  If you have noted down a), b) or c) and no others, then you will need to do some hard thinking. Self catering is not an easy option unless you intend putting all the responsibility in the hands of others. Wanting to be in the tourism business, but not as a B&B, is not really enough of a response either. You need more than that. Have you noted some more positive reasons for moving into the business?


  d) You have talked at length to someone in the business


  If you can say ‘yes’ to this then you are heading in the right direction. Those in the same business are the best people to talk to. If their business has been up and running for some time they will be able to advise you on the ‘ins and outs’ of their strategy and give you an honest assessment of self catering as they see it. You will need to find out a lot more though. They may be running two or three cottages while you are considering a larger enterprise. They may work through an agency for bookings and you might be intending to run the whole operation yourself. They might be living at some distance from their holiday properties and you might be intending to live on site.


  e) You want to have a less stressful life in the country


  If you answered ‘yes’ to e) you could be seeing the venture as a way of living where you want and using the business to support that decision financially. Some owners of holiday accommodation could well argue that running a large chalet park is considerably more stressful than their previous employment. However lovely the countryside around them, they have little time to enjoy it. This, however, is one of the main reasons we chose to set up our own, much smaller business. We have only a few cottages and running this business leaves us plenty of time for other activities. A balance has to be maintained though, between the number of cottages and the need to make a living. Having too few cottages will mean you will need an additional source of income. With too many cottages, you could find yourself with no time to enjoy the new life you hoped for and a very large financial commitment to worry about.


  f) You would find all the decorating and furnishing of the cottages fun


  I certainly loved planning and carrying out the decoration of our holiday cottages but it is only a part of the business and it is important not to place too much emphasis on it alone. Choosing the furniture, picking out those smart accessories and equipping the kitchen is very enjoyable indeed. But once the cottages are decorated and the furniture is in place, you have a business to run.


  g) An advertisement for a self catering cottage business looks tempting


  Did you answer ‘yes’? This is a good start. But there must be more than this. There would have been several other businesses for sale on that same newspaper page – cafes, restaurants, hotels, bars, B&Bs, garages, shops. Why did you choose self catering? Have you selected some of the other points a) to j) in this list as well?


  h) You see this as a good business investment now that the children have left home


  h) You are at least thinking financially. If you can raise the capital and see the business as a long term strategy, then this is a positive step. Are you sure that this is the right investment for you though? Have you considered other possibilities? You still may not want to be too far away from your children or your friends even though you are contemplating a move. Do you really want the responsibility of running any sort of business at all?


  i) You want to let out your weekend cottage


  Letting out your present family weekend cottage is a good way to start off in the self catering world. You may develop a real taste for it and want to expand your business later. If however it does not work out or you decide it is not for you, the letting side of it can be brought to a halt and you will still have the cottage for your own use.


  j) You have already had some experience, now you are ready to expand


  If you have any experience of letting properties then you are very much closer to guaranteed success in your new business. You are used to dealing with visitors, you know what they expect in the way of standards, equipment, furnishings etc and you still feel enthusiastic about making a business out of the concept. All very positive.


  Assuming that you have good reasons for wanting to be in self catering: can you make a success of it? Have you the personality and attitude to cope with the guests and keep on top of the financial side of the business?


  Are you the right sort of person to succeed?


  Your main assets, after the properties, are your guests. They are the life blood of the business. Setting up all these beautifully decorated and equipped properties is only the start. You still have to attract the visitors in the first place and then make them want to return year after year, while continuing to attract new visitors as well.


  You may be intending to live on site or at a distance but in either case you will need to be able to deal with people. Perhaps you have met the sort of surly holiday cottage owner who made you feel you were trespassing on their territory or that they were only in the business for the money. A holiday should be a pleasant experience for your guests and it should be a pleasure for you to provide it for them. Otherwise why are you considering it as a business? There are much easier and more lucrative ways of making a living.


  It is time to be honest about your personality, your attitude, the experience you have, your skills and last but not least, the family and any pets!


  Consider the following points.


  


  
    	
Personality. Do you like people? You will need to be fairly outgoing, friendly and even tempered, able to cope with people not always at their best and when you are not at your best. Are you a fairly easy going person or are you a stickler for detail? Remember that you will be taking bookings, sending out letters of confirmation, dealing with the cash flow. Although it is important to be relaxed and friendly with your visitors, you will also have to be organised and systematic with the book keeping and the money side of the venture. Are you a self motivated person? You will be self employed in your new business. It takes a great deal of self discipline to run your own business, keep records, organise your marketing and keep in touch with relevant legislation and tourism initiatives.




    	
Attitude. Will you be able to cope with difficult guests? It will help if you can keep calm with visitors who have any complaints. Are you willing to make the effort to make their stay as pleasant as possible? Are you determined to make a success of your business?




    	
Experience. Have you any sort of experience of dealing with the public in your present job? Even if you have never let holiday property before, you may have had to cope with people on a day-to-day basis. You will need to know how to approach people; how to hold a conversation and how to be friendly without being too familiar.




    	Do you have any expertise in dealing with staff? It will probably be necessary, at the very least, to employ cleaners for the changeover day.




    	
Skills. Are you a practical kind of person? Experience in DIY or painting and decorating could be helpful. Think about whether you will be able to cope with emergencies and turn your hand to most of the problems that are likely to occur about the house. Bear in mind that bringing in tradesman for small problems will be expensive and in any case, it is not always possible to find someone willing to come out at short notice. The more you can deal with yourself the better.




    	Do you or your partner have any computer skills? Advertising your property on the web is essential nowadays and communication by email and possibly also on-line booking facilities are essential. If you have no such skills, there are many courses available and you and your partner would be wise to take one at the outset.




    	
Your partner and family. If you have a partner and possibly a family, is your partner as enthusiastic as you about the new business, or at least willing to give you support and assistance? You are going to make a considerable investment in buying a property and then perhaps carry out building works. Then there will be the setting up of the separate letting properties, the decorating, the weekly changeover involving cleaning and the long-term maintenance of your new venture. Self catering does have the advantage over bed and breakfast of leaving you with a more private living space as the guests will not be staying in your house. You may not even be living on site so may not see your paying visitors very much at all. However, if your letting properties are next door to you, then your family will become involved. Are they happy to co-operate – to answer the door to requests and problems, to chat in passing to the visitors, to give advice about places to visit or directions to well known landmarks? You will all have to cope with having people walking about the garden or through the grounds at any time during the day or evening.




    	
Your pets. This is only a consideration if you are living in the same place as your letting properties, but if you have a dog, he or she will need to be friendly to visitors but not a nuisance to them.




    	Are you intending to allow pets in your properties? If so, does your dog or cat get on with other dogs or are you going to have a problem keeping them apart? Even if you do not own any animals yourself you will have to consider whether you want to allow visitors to bring pets. They can be unpopular with other visitors, especially with those who have small children who might be frightened of dogs. Then there are those guests who are asthmatic or are allergic to dog hairs.



  


  Having said all this, it can be a considerable draw to allow dogs. There is a decreasing number of holiday properties permitting pets but we have found that there is a steady stream of visitors, even from Europe, who want to bring their dogs with them on holiday.


  Your plan so far?


  Before you started reading this book you will have had some idea of how you want to run your new business and the level of commitment you want to make. This may change as your ideas develop but, at the moment, how do you see the future with regard to your proposed self catering business? Just how involved in self catering do you want to be?


  Do you want to…


  a) Continue much as you are, without moving house or giving up your present employment, while letting one property, possibly your holiday home, as an additional source of income.


  b) Buy two or three properties to let, perhaps at a distance from where you are living, and get someone to look after the business for you. Or employ a cleaner and run the business yourself from a distance.


  c) Buy an established self catering business and move lock, stock and barrel.


  d) Buy a house with buildings that have conversion potential for a number of holiday properties.


  e) Buy a house and land and erect purpose-built letting properties.


  Whichever option you choose, you will have to consider income as a top priority.


  a) Staying in your present employment while letting one cottage


  You are not really committing to a great deal. You can even try letting out the property for a while and see how matters develop. You will of course have to market the property, advertising it widely enough to secure a good rate of bookings. You will have to deal with these bookings, keep records and declare your income to the tax authorities. You may want to join the National Tourist Board in order to gain access to wider advertising and have your property inspected for quality assurance. This may mean that you will want to make improvements or add furniture and equipment in order to get the star rating you want.


  b) Run two or three cottages remotely


  Here your involvement with the business on a day-to-day basis will be minimal but your initial investment will be considerable. You may be buying properties that are already set up, which will cost more at the beginning but will make it easier and quicker to start letting them. If you are intending to adapt ordinary properties for holiday letting, then you may have alterations to make and building costs to consider. However, once up and running you can employ a manager, which will mean you have to pay a salary, or you could let the properties through an agency and employ a local cleaner you can trust.


  Running a business this way means you are heavily dependent on others for success. It is a risk and it also depends how ‘hands on’ you want to be. You might find that there are problems you will have to solve at a distance – like getting in a plumber at short notice or your cleaner letting you down. It also means you are paying the agency and the cleaner and so make less money for yourself.


  Consider whether you would be happy leaving your business to others to run. Would you want to make frequent visits to check on the condition of the properties? How far away from the properties do you intend to live? You really need to be able to reach them in a few hours if necessary.


  A variation on this option would be to employ a cleaner for the changeover days but take care of the booking side of the business yourself. Then you would be able to control the financial side and arrange entry dates, but there would be no need for you to be on site unless you wanted to be. This would cut down on costs. The only downside to this is that you would have no one at the properties to deal with any possible problems. If something goes wrong with the plumbing, or the visitors in one of the properties cause trouble, you are not there to deal with it. You might need someone reliable, living in the area, to act as a reference point.


  c) Buy a business already set up


  At this level, you are committing yourself fully to the business. There will be a big financial outlay initially but as the business is already there, presumably with bookings in place, you can move in and start trading from the first day. You will have all the goodwill of the former business and a visitor base already set up. This can be a big advantage as starting up a new business means that you will have a period of time where you will not be making much money while you build up the business. However, buying an already up and running business may have a down side. Work out why the previous owners are selling. Have they let the business run down both in terms of the properties and the visitor numbers? Is the advertising still current? If not, you may miss a whole year in annual directories, such as the Tourist Board brochures.


  You will almost certainly have your own ideas about the decoration and equipping of the facilities and the kind of guest you want to attract. This last is crucial. If these ideas are far removed from those of the former owners you may find yourself saddled with bookings from people you are not keen to encourage, while trying to build up bookings from those you want to attract.
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    If there has been a ‘pile them high sell them cheap’ mentality in place and you want to bring in a more exclusive clientele, it will take time and money to establish new practices and may need remarketing from scratch.

  


  Having said this, you may be buying a holiday business which is being run on lines you are happy with. In this case you can move in and it will be, hopefully, a seamless changeover.


  d) Buy a large property and convert it


  If this is your intention, then again you will have a large outlay at the beginning as well as ongoing building costs until the properties are all ready for letting.


  Before you buy the property you should check with the local planning department as to whether they agree in principle to your plan for self catering. Once the place is yours, you may have to employ an architect or surveyor in order to get planning permission for the conversion and you will have to apply for a change of use for the property.


  Doing it this way means, however, that you will be able to have exactly what you want in terms of design, subject of course to the approval of the planning department. You will be living on site while the properties are under construction, so you can keep an eye on the work going on. The downside to this is that you cannot start letting the properties until they are finished, decorated and furnished. Of course self catering is not the same as a bed and breakfast so you can start taking bookings with deposits while the work is going on provided that you are confident of the date the properties will be ready.


  However confident of an end date you are, allow a margin for error – you cannot afford to have guests arriving at an unfinished property.


  e) Buy land and build the business from the beginning


  This is perhaps the most ambitious of all the projects. Again, before you buy the house and land, it is essential that you approach the planners to see whether they are in agreement in principle. Before you start you will have to decide on the kind of property you are going to build – traditional build, timber framed or wooden lodges. In many ways, the costing of new build is easier than that of a conversion, as the conversion may throw up all sorts of problems once you start knocking down walls.


  There are so many kits on the market now for timber buildings, for example, that you will have a wide choice. Many of these can be constructed in a very short time and you could be up and running with most of the properties in a few months. Of course your guests will not want to holiday on a building site so make sure that if some building work is still continuing, it is fairly unobtrusive. Again, with this project you will finish up with exactly the properties you want in terms of number and type.


  Check points


  We have covered a lot of options here – and in a moment you will be focusing on the ones that you see as being important. Recap now on the key points on why you have decided on self catering as a business, whether you are the right kind of person to succeed and what your plan is.


  Why?


  


  
    	You have experienced holiday cottage living and the tourist industry seems to be the right one for you.




    	You have talked at length to people in the know.




    	You are ready to release capital on your present house and to downshift to a less stressful lifestyle.




    	You own a weekend cottage and want to capitalise on it.




    	You hanker after self employment and self catering seems a good option.



  


  Are you the right sort of person?


  


  
    	You are able to deal successfully with people.




    	You are well organised and can keep on top of administration.




    	You are a practical sort of person, who can deal with emergencies.




    	You are computer literate.




    	You have the support of your partner (and/or family) for the venture.



  


  What is your plan so far?


  


  
    	Rent any existing holiday home you have.




    	Invest in a business and pay someone to manage it for you.




    	Sell up and buy an existing self catering business.




    	Convert a larger property into self catering units and a home for yourself.




    	Start from scratch, building units on an area of land.



  


  PROGRESS PLAN


  
    You have been given a range of options in this chapter. Here is your opportunity to make some real choices, based on your decisions so far.


    Note down your answers to the following questions.


    1. Why have you decided to move into the self catering business?


     


     


    2. What are the key skills and attributes that you will be bringing to your business?


     


     


    3. Which investment option are you most likely to go for?


     


     

  


  The next step


  You have thought through your reasons for moving into self catering and considered whether you have the right attitude and personality to succeed in your new business. The outline plan for your business has been established and you have a good idea of how much of a commitment you want to make in terms of time, effort and money.


  Now you need to move on to the next stage – the visitors. What kind of people do you feel comfortable with? Do you like the bustle and activity of lots of people around you – groups of adults or those with young families? Would you prefer the quiet life with retired couples and perhaps walkers, bird watchers or climbers? Or do you see yourself as attracting those who are in search of luxury – the top end of the visitor market?


  You need to make a decision on the people you want to come to your accommodation before you choose your area and property.
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  Identifying Your Guests


  Now that we have established that you have the right personality and attitude to make a success of running a self catering business, it is time to consider the next step in the planning of your future. Do you know your market? It is vital to your success as a tourism business to identify, early on, the sort of guest you are hoping to attract. You need to decide this before you choose the area you want to live in and the type of property you are looking for. The visitor who wants peace and quiet on their holiday is looking for a very different destination from those eager to experience the buzz of a city break. Climbers, walkers and outdoor enthusiasts will be looking for open countryside, while families will want a safe place for the children to play and enough in the way of activities to keep them occupied.


  You have to consider yourself too. Where will you be happy? To a certain extent you will be tied by what sort of properties are on the market but it is worth waiting for one that fulfils most if not all of your criteria.
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    The eventual design and equipping of the self catering units should be undertaken with the guest very much in mind.

  


  You will want your visitors to return and to recommend you to their friends, so your attitude and how far you are willing to go to make their holiday special, counts for a great deal. Those extra touches matter – the design of the rooms, the information you provide, the degree of involvement you will have with your guests on a daily basis and the flexibility you offer.


  Visitors fall into several types, though of course some cannot be so neatly categorised and you should be catering for more than one type in order to keep the bookings coming in. What categories of visitor do you feel comfortable with?


  


  
    	overseas tourists;




    	walkers and climbers;




    	families;




    	couples;




    	groups;




    	weekenders;




    	top end of the market;




    	romantic breaks.



  


  Overseas tourists


  Visitors from Europe often want to see as much of the country as possible during their stay. Your property will need to be in a good position for touring or close to a city that is a tourist attraction in its own right. Your advertising should mention the areas and attractions that can be reached easily from your property. If the visitors are with you for a week or more it is important that they have enough to see in the vicinity or within easy reach by car. Tourist information in several languages will help and it will be up to you to act as a source of information and assistance, particularly if any difficulties arise.


  Before the overseas tourist arrives, you will need to make sure they know how to find the property and how long it will take them to reach it from their arrival point in the UK.
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