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By Brenda Porter-Rockwell

Homegrown

As more meeting planners' RFPs ask hotels what's being
done to mitigate their environmental impact, more hotels
are highlighting their sustainable, locally-sourced menus.
But how deeply is the tactic to cut catering's environmental
footprint cutting into meeting budgets?

There are both environmental and profit
motives behind the trend toward sustain-
able menus. Restaurateur and chef
Jonathan Rapp credits the revival of his
struggling eatery River Tavern (in Chester,
CT) to implementing Dinners at the Farm,
a summertime series of outdoor dinners
staged in the fields of local farms.

Personal, and often corporate, values
and preferences are certainly important
drivers.

Market researchers tracking the
growth of the organic food market, pro-
jected to be a $27 billion industry, say its
growth rate is twice that of conventional.
What separates organic foods from con-
ventional is the official logo from the US
Department of Agriculture, which tells
consumers the product has been grown in

accordance with strict guidelines, which
forbid the use of pesticides.

Similar to organic foods, the local
and sustainable food movement is also
gaining prominence in the food service
industry as one way to reduce the number
of food miles (carbon footprint) attached
to a product. The “locally grown” label
connects with consumer desires for fresh
and safe products that support small,
local farmers and help the environment
because they’re not sourced from so far
away. At least one consumer survey has
shown that is being locally grown is now
more important than being organic
(which many local products may not be).

“Sustainable menus have been
around for a while although on a much
smaller scale. I think that [this] is definite-

ly the way of the future. More and more
people are asking for organically grown,
local products,” says Houssan Erroudani,
director of food and beverage at New
Brunswick, NJ’s newest hotel, The
Heldrich.

Another marker of the growth of the
eco-friendly food business is the recently
established Green Foodservice Alliance,
organized to promote the use of local, sus-
tainable and organic foods, as well as the
use of kitchen items like energy efficient
appliances, in the industry.

There's A Price
While travelers’ and meeting attendees’
agreeing to turn down the heat in the
room and request fresh sheets and towels
less often offers no tangible impact on
their company’s bottom line, a meal tab of
strictly organic or local foods will be felt.
The reason? Organic and local foods
carry a higher price to source. Because of
the strict farming guidelines for organic
foods, the end result is smaller yields than
conventional, requiring a higher payment
to farmers to stay in business and a higher




cost to the end user. Locally grown foods
— those sourced as close to home as pos-
sible — are also pricier, credited with the
extra care and attention a small farmer
dedicates to their crops.

Hartman Group (Seattle, WA)
researchers surveyed consumers and found
that 50 percent defined local as within
100 miles; 37 percent said within the same
state, says Hartman’s president, Laurie

Everyone is talking about
stimulating the economy
and generating more
consumer interest in
spending money ... in the
meetings industry, that
has to start with big
corporations trying
sustainable menus and
asking for local products.

Demeritt. The survey also showed that 52
percent said it was important for them to
buy local goods whenever possible; some
23 percent said the same for organic.
Consumers also tend to think of local
products — namely fruits and vegetables
— as fresher because they’re grown “close
to home” and generally come from small
farmers, Demeritt says.

Nonetheless food and beverage direc-
tors heartily advocate for organic and sus-
tainable foods, whether for a party of two
or 20. “Although there is a slight differ-
ence in price between an organic product
and a chemically grown product, this dif-
ference is easily offset by the freshness and
immediate availability of the product, all
the charges that occur when getting a-
product shipped and all the local econom-
ic benefits that the local business gains
from buying a local farm product,”
explains Erroudani.

Just how much of the increased cost
gets passed on? It varies. Chef Jody
Adams, owner of Rialto at The Charles
Hotel (Cambridge, MA), acknowledges
the increased cost of sustainable foods, but
says “This is a movement we have
embraced and decided we will walk with.
Food costs in the summer are higher for us
than other times of the year. But that’s not
a cost we pass on to our customers. If we

don’t support our local farmers, there
won’t be any left.”

In some cases, as we saw last summer
(2008), with the spike in fuel costs and the
associated surcharges, the price paid for
doing the right thing and doing the same
old thing grew closer. “Locally grown
products can often be more expensive, as
they are a smaller business. Sometimes a
product from a larger purveyor can be
more cost-effective, but as we saw with
the fuel increases this year, it often ended
up being as expensive and very close in
price,” says Miguel David, director of
catering at the Montauk Yacht Club
Resort & Marina (Long Island, NY).

F&B managers and chefs are sensitive
to the current reality and the need to keep
food and beverage costs in line. The chal-
lenge is trying to find a balance between
value and creativity on the menu.

To help keep the costs of sustainable
menus from skyrocketing, while at the
same time making strides toward greater
sustainability, Allana Smith, director of
back-of-the-house operations at
Restaurant Avondale in the Westin
Riverfront Resort & Spa (Avon, CO), says
the resort has invested in a number of eco-
friendly upgrades in the kitchen.

For example, when it comes to water,
the hotel has invested in an additional fil-
tration system and a separate carbonation
system. The facility uses one-liter glass
bottles featuring the hotel logo. The bot-
tles are filled in-house with chilled, ambi-
ent or carbonated water. This alleviates
the need to purchase expensive bottled
water from outside vendors and reduces
the amount of bottles to be recycled.

“It takes something from the group’s
point of view to perceive this as a value
and not a downgrade,” says Smith. For
pre-boxed business lunches, the resort will
serve the food in a non-bleached apple
bag. “It doesn’t look as fancy, but it’s
functional and sustainable. This is also a
cost saver, which could justify the higher
cost of the food,” explains Smith.

Price & Patriotism

Even with the best interests in mind,
today’s tough economy could likely neces-
sitate a closer review of the cost of offer-
ing sustainable menus. From a corpora-
tions’ view these menus will noticeably
add a premium to any meal tab. While
market researchers have not been able to
identify an average flat fee for a “green”
menu over the cost of a conventional
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menu, companies are still struggling with
trying to be good stewards of the earth
while maintaining a positive cash flow.

Still, food managers are not dissuad-
ed. “In today’s economy it is more impor-
tant than ever to invest in the local econo-
my so that local farmers can stay in busi-
ness,” says Erroudani.

Other than considering price when
planning a sustainable menu, meeting
planners should be flexible in their food
choices, and sometimes in the portion size,
experts advise. “Sustainability should be
maintained by all businesses; if not, you’re
perceived as if you don’t care about the
environment. Also, it takes training about
your products with your staff. It appears
that consumers are willing to pay for arti-
san cuisines even if it means smaller por-
tions. The value is in the quality, not the
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quantity. And a group planner needs to be
aware of this,” says Smith.

“What we like to suggest to a client
in need of a totally sustainable menu is
that not only are they getting the freshest
ingredients available to this area, they are
also helping the local economy,” says
Montauk’s executive chef, Jared Potter,
adding that this creates a partnership with
the local community.

For their part, many restaurants, like
Henrietta’s Table inside The Charles
Hotel, and hotels like The Heldrich are
offering multi-tiered pricing.

At The Heldrich, “Our menu prices
are currently tailored to offer value
toward any group and budget. We are
priced in tiers to offer more to our guests.
Custom tailored menus are also available
to meet budgets,” explain David & Potter.

“Everybody has a budget and we try
to work within that budget,” says The
Charles Hotel’s executive chef, Peter Davis,
who is also head chef at Henrietta’s Table.

But a commitment to sustainable
menus should come from corporate, says
The Heldrich’s Erroudani. “In today’s

These menus come at a
premium ... companies
struggling with being
good stewards of the

earth while maintaining a
positive cash flow should
be flexible in their food
choices, and sometimes
in the portion size.

news, everyone is talking about stimulat-
ing the economy and generating more con-
sumer interest in spending money; howev-
er [in the meetings industry] that has to
start with big corporations affording their
meeting planners the opportunity and the
budgets to try sustainable menus and ask
for local products.”

Health Considerations

With the e.coli scare and most recently the
backlash against tomatoes, meeting plan-
ners may start to question if the freshness
and the quality of locally grown and
organic menus are worth the price, if the
risk of food-borne illness is so high.

Ensuring the safety of the food you
source means always knowing where your
foods are coming from, says Adams. “We
know who’s coming to our back door —
it’s a question of trust. The issue of con-
tamination is not with the small farmers.
Go and visit the farmer — it becomes
more of a relationship with the farmer-
partner.”

The government’s role in assuring a
safe food supply is even more important
today, maintains Erroudani. “I actually
think that by involving the government in
the process we gain a [watchful] eye and a
regulator for all the products that come
out of those local farms. The risks will
always be there, but the benefits are
greater. I am a huge fan of sustainable
menus and will always work toward
growing the local economy, while serving
healthier, fresher products.”




