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CONGRATULATIONS
to all of the 2013 
Grace Award Winners.

Gas South is committed to supporting Georgia's restaurant industry with 

customized rate plans and waived service fees for GRA business members.

We are proud to offer a dedicated account manager and a feet-on-the-street 

team to better serve you.

Learn more about the natural gas savings that your GRA membership 

provides by visiting gas-south.com/restaurants or calling 1-866-512-3129.



RestaurantINFORMER.com  |  1

Contents
November/December 2013

Publisher: John Sawyer
Managing Editor: Christy Simo
Photographer: Thomas Spravka
Graphic Design: Scott Bagley
Contributing Writers: Karen Bremer, Lara Creasy, Micheal Deihl, 
Douglas H. Duerr, Ellen Hartman, Rachel Mathews and Christy Simo 

 

Restaurant INFORMER is the official magazine of the Georgia Restaurant 
Association and is published by Sawyer Direct, LLC at P.O. Box 49053, 
Colorado Springs, CO 80949
For subscription or advertising information, call 719.599.7220 or email 
info@restaurantinformer.com

Copyright 2013 by Sawyer Direct LLC. All rights reserved

22

10

  Features 

 10 Seventh Annual GRACE Awards
  By Christy Simo

The GRACE Awards honor those who have made exemplary contributions 
to Georgia’s prolific restaurant industry. Learn who won the awards and 
the finalists recognized for Lifetime Achievement, The Chairman’s Award, 
Restaurateur of the Year, Distinguished Service, Innovator and Industry 
Partner. 

22  “This Menu’s Not For Me”
  By Lara Creasy

If you stick to your restaurant’s overall vision and write your menu well, you, 
too, can have a successful beverage program in your restaurant. Find out a 
few tips that can help you craft a stellar beverage menu and keep customers 
coming back for more. 

26  How to Build a Great Reputation
  By Ellen Hartman

Building a brand with a positive reputation can go a long way in the face 
of a bad review. Discover what you can do to bolster your reputation and 
build upon your successes to help strengthen your restaurant against 
negative online comments.

  Financials

29  Service Charges and the IRS
  By Douglas H. Duerr 

The rules regarding tips and service charges is about to change. 
Are you ready?

  Chef Competition

31  Chefs Wanted for the Golden Onion Competition
  By Rachel Mathews

Think you got what it takes? Enter the Golden Onion Competition by 
February 7 and you could be one of 12 chefs competing for cash prizes 
April 27 in Vidalia, plus the coveted Golden Onion trophy. 

  Departments

 3 Publisher’s Letter

 5  GRA News

 9  ACF Update

 32  Snapshots

P
h

o
to

 b
y

: S
p

ra
v

k
Im

a
g

in
g

.c
o

m



 

There are many brands of beef, but only one Angus brand exceeds expectations.

The Certified Angus Beef ® brand is a cut above USDA Prime, Choice and Select. Ten quality standards
set the brand apart. It’s abundantly flavorful, incredibly tender, naturally juicy.
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W
hether it’s in business, sport or the arts, the 

stars at the top, the leaders, will talk about 

the great team around them. It’s the team that 

delivered that person to success. Conversely, it’s the leader 

who seeks out the talent, puts the team together and takes 

them to new heights.

Leaders also empower team members through vision, 

training, guidance and resources to do the best job possible 

as a part of the team. Naturally, many of them develop and 

grow into leadership positions. In the restaurant trade, they 

earn titles like general manager or executive chef and become 

a part of the executive team.

They also move on to launch and lead their own restaurants. 

A measure of the best leaders in the industry is the number 

of successful entrepreneurs who worked alongside the same 

leaders.

Steve Nygren is one those leaders. Nygren, who will be 

presented the Lifetime Achievement Award at this year’s 

GRACE gala, is an icon in Georgia’s restaurant trade.

Nygren launched the Pleasant Peasant restaurant and 

pulled together a team that took the restaurant from one 

to 34 locations. Who was part of that team? Some pretty 

familiar names in today’s restaurant trade - Karen Bremer 

here at the GRA and Bob Amick and Todd Rushing with 

Concentrics Restaurants to name a few.

Nygren, in many ways, could be considered one of a few 

“parents” of Georgia’s worldwide-respected restaurant scene. 

Many of the hottest, most successful restaurants today were 

started by the prodigy of not only Nygren, but also Pano 

Karatassos of the Buckhead Life Restaurant Group, George 

McKerrow of Ted’s Montana Grill, and Robby Kukler and 

Steve Simon of Fifth Group Restaurants. You could create a 

family tree with branches extending out from these leaders 

to Kevin Rathbun, Scott Serpas, Jay Swift, Ryan Turner, Todd 

Mussman and many others.

I know I am thankful, like millions of other happy diners, 

for the amazing leaders in Georgia’s restaurant industry and 

will be hoisting a toast to them at the GRACE gala.

Leading to Great
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Your business is all about service. So is ours.

Taylor English’s Resort, Hotel & Hospitality practice 

group services the specific needs of our restaurant and off-

premise food and alcohol retail clients and is supported 

by the firm’s other practices to provide seamless service 

in handling a wide range of complex legal matters.

From alcohol licensing to employment issues to premises 

liability litigation, Taylor English provides creative, high-

value and cost-effective advocacy to national retailers, 

regional and local restaurant groups and single site 

restaurant owners. Additionally, we provide consulting 

services for various trade associations including the Georgia 

Restaurant Association, Georgia Food Industry Association, 

and Georgia Association of Convenience Stores.

 

Taylor English congratulates partner Michele Stumpe for 

being selected as this year’s recipient of the prestigious 

Georgia Restaurant Association Chairman’s Award for 

extraordinary service to the industry. Ms. Stumpe is a 

leading authority on alcohol beverage law in the Southeast. 

Not only has she successfully defended members of the 

hospitality industry in premises liability and dram shop 

litigation, she has obtained over 1,000 alcohol licenses for 

clients over the years. In addition, the Responsible Alcohol 

Sales & Service Workshops she developed to assist her 

clients in understanding the state and local alcohol laws 

are now required by many Georgia jurisdictions. Always 

striving to take service to the next level, Ms. Stumpe 

recently co-founded of The Giving Kitchen Initiative, a 

non-profit organization whose mission is to provide 

support for local restaurant industry members facing 

unanticipated hardship.

Michele L. Stumpe

678.336.7160 

mstumpe@taylorenglish.com
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For an industry whose middle name could 
be hospitality, the restaurant industry not only 
incorporates hospitality into their everyday 
business, but it incorporates hospitality into its 
community. Georgia’s restaurant industry makes 
it a priority to give back to others, yet it doesn’t 
always get the credit it deserves. Our restaurants 
are out there raising money for local charities, 
teaching parents and kids about the importance 
of eating healthy and local food, and volunteering 
through many other philanthropic initiatives. 
!e Giving Kitchen Initiative (GKI) is just 

one of many examples of giving back to the 
community. !e Atlanta community, including 
several GRA members, started GKI to support the metro Atlanta 
restaurant community by lending a helping hand to industry 
members impacted by medical or other unanticipated hardship. 
GKI is proactively building a reserve fund that will be in place to 
assist restaurant industry members when a crisis strikes.

Round It Up America is another organization that makes a 
difference in the needs of our community. Restaurants can get involved 
in this organization by having patrons “round up” their purchases 
on the close of a transaction. !e change being rounded up on the 
check will then be sent to the charity of the restaurant’s choice. !is 

Giving Credit Where Credit is Due 
organization is not only helping out communities 
around Georgia, but it spreads nationwide. 
!e Georgia Restaurant Association is proud 

to represent a group of members that support 
local communities, and we feel that is important 
to honor and recognize them, too. !e GRA 
enjoys giving shout-outs via social media and 
e-newsletters, however the real joy is honoring 
Georgia’s restaurant industry at our annual black-
tie GRACE Awards Gala. 
!e GRACE Awards Gala is a great chance 

to recognize and award those who have gone 
above and beyond in the restaurant industry. One 
award in particular, the Distinguished Service 

Award, recognizes those who have demonstrated community 
service, charitable involvement and service to the GRA or Georgia 
hospitality industry. !ese are the people who enhance the image of 
hospitality professionals to the community at large.  

Our members are the unsung heroes of our industry. It is 
important to give credit where credit is due. !ese restaurateurs, 
general managers, servers, hosts and more are serving up hospitality 
in their establishments and in the community. From the Georgia 
Restaurant Association, we thank you for all of the hard work you 
continue to do each and every day!

2013 Board of Directors and GRA Staff

GRA NEWS

Georgia Restaurant Association Staff
Karen I. Bremer, Executive Director
Katie Jones, Public Affairs Coordinator
Ryan Costigan, Manager of Membership
Chris Hardman, Member Development Executive
Yvonne Morgan, Administrative Services Coordinator
Rachel Mathews, Marketing & Communications Manager
Nina Kamber, Marketing & Communications Coordinator

Advisory Board
Philip Hickey, Chairman of the National Restaurant Association, Chairman, 
Miller’s Ale House Restaurants
Pano Karatassos, Buckhead Life Restaurant Group
Alan LeBlanc, Max Lager’s Wood-Fired Grill & Brewery,  
 White Oak Kitchen & Cocktails
George McKerrow, Ted’s Montana Grill
John Metz, Sterling Spoon Culinary Mgmt., Marlow’s Tavern, Aqua Blue
Nancy Oswald, Ruth’s Chris Steak House
Andy Piper, Chick-fil-A
Jim Squire, Chairman Emeritus, Firestorm

Executive Committee
Chair - Hank Clark, Sterling Hospitality/Marlow’s Tavern
Vice Chair - Bob Campbell, TM Restaurant Group
Past Chair - Patrick Cuccaro, Affairs to Remember Caterers

Secretary - Ryan Turner, Muss & Turner’s | Local Three
Treasurer - Clay Mingus, La Cima Restaurants, LLC
Executive Director - Karen Bremer, Georgia Restaurant Association

Board of Directors
Paul Baldasaro, The Buckhead Life Restaurant Group
Tory Bartlett, Hooters of America, LLC
Archna Becker, Bhojanic
Will Bernardi, OSI Restaurant Partners/Carrabba’s Italian Grill
Brian Bullock, Legacy Restaurant Group
Kathleen Ciaramello, The Coca-Cola CompanyCoca-Cola Refreshments
Chris Coan, Gas South
Cathy Colasanto, Turner Food & Spirits Co.
Paul Damico, Moe’s Southwest Grill
Walt Davis, Retail Data Systems,Inc.
Michael Deihl, East Lake Golf Club
Dale Gordon DeSena, Taste of Atlanta/DG Publishing & Event Sponsorship
Kelly Ludwick, Chick-fil-A, Inc. 
Jo Ann Herold, The Arby’s Foundation | Interface®
Perry McGuire, Smith, Gambrell & Russell, LLP
Mick Miklos, National Restaurant Association
Nils Okeson, Arby’s Restaurant Group, Inc. 
Mitch Skandalakis, Waffle House, Inc.
Steve Simon, Fifth Group Restaurants
Jay Swift, 4th & Swiftl

Karen Bremer, Executive Director of 

the Georgia Restaurant Association
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For FULL tank DELIVERY and service when YOU need it: 
call Mike Condon @ 770-722-8480

EZPROPANETANKS.COM is Suburban Cylinder Express, a subsidiary of Suburban Propane, LLC. 

perceived “lower tank cost,” actually costs you more money!

Don’t trust your propane to suppliers delivering tanks that empty faster, provide less energy, and 

Trust your patron’s comfort with us... 

  and get what you paid for!
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Do Your Foods  
A Flavor

For more information about Rykoff Sexton® products, please visit usfoods.com or contact your  
local US Foods® representative.

7950 Spence Road  |  Fairburn, GA 30213  |  (770) 774-8300  |  (800) 241-7677

Rykoff Sexton® Rice Bran Oil makes fried foods less greasy 
and it has a fry life up to two times greater than other 
commonly used frying oils. Those reasons alone make it a 
superior cooking oil. Its subtle, nutty flavor makes recipes sing.

Restaurant Members
American Roadhouse
Buckhead Saloon
Cool Breeze of Dahlonega
Figs and Honey Catering
Fujikawa, LLC dba RuSan’s Japanese Restaurant
Grand Champion BBQ
H.G. Restaurant Partners
Jocks & Jills
Jump Kitchen and Sports Saloon
Magical Memories, Inc. dba The Crimson Moon
Mangus HR Solutions/Dat Fire Jerk Chicken
NPCA, Inc. dba The Italian Oven
Oak Street Partners, LLC
RO Hospitality dba Table & Main
Rohletter Group, LLC/Firehouse Subs
Rooster Café
Serpas True Food
SK Restaurant Group/Zeal
Slope’s BBQ of Roswell
Southeastern Interstate Group -Firehouse Subs
Sterling Food Service, LLC dba Firehouse Subs
The Beautiful Restaurant
Victory Sandwich Bar
Vision Foods/Firehouse Subs
Wrecking Bar Brewpub

Allied Partners 
Bennett Thrasher, PC
Cintas Corporation
Nu Breed Business Solutions dba FEEDBACC
Peggy Hajosy Enterprises, LLC
Pure Knead
Sherman & Howard, LLC

Chef Members
Culinary Creations Catering

Education Specialists
Corey Douglas/PWC Training
Timika Wimberly

Student Member 
Cheryl Steep/Georgia State University
Elizabeth Tanner/Athens Technical College
Monique Allen/GSU School of Hospitality
Sarah E. Jones/Life University
Sequoia McLendon/ Le Cordon Bleu
Tracey Dunn/Gwinnett Technical College
Tremecelia Jelks/GA. State University

Thank you to the following members 

for their continued support!

Why Become a Member of the 
Georgia Restaurant Association? 

Whether you are looking to get involved with 
shaping public policy, for discounts on programs 
and services that are critical to running a restaurant 
or to stay informed about changing laws and 
regulations affecting the foodservice industry, 
you’ll find it all at the GRA.

Online applications are available at www.gares-
taurants.org/Applications. For questions, contact 
Ryan Costigan, GRA Manager of Membership, at 
ryan@garestaurants.org or 404-467-9000. 
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A
s I sit here on the eve of the Georgia Restaurant 

Association’s GRACE Awards, it’s hard not to reflect 

on my personal experiences as the first recipient of 

the Distinguished Service Award and as a multiple presenter. 

Standing on stage and looking out at a room full of people so 

dedicated to their cra%, it is just awe inspiring to me. I truly 

wish everyone could not only have that view I have had, but 

feel the passion and energy flowing right up on stage. 

Being recognized by one’s peers in any particular field is a 

humbling experience, especially when it comes to the art and 

cra% of food and beverage. Being given the honor of reading 

aloud a little history of the nominees, having the pleasure 

of announcing the winner’s name and finally handing off the 

award, brings me right back to the moment when my name was 

called. !e realization of being selected for the GRACE Award 

takes some time to sink in, and when you finally realize that any 

one of the people nominated are true winners also, you know 

you are thought about by your peers to be in rare company. 

A Humbling Experience

ACF UPDATE

!e Georgia Restaurant Association led by Karen Bremer 

and her great team will put forth a tremendous effort so that 

we can all enjoy an evening of great food, good drink and F&B 

camaraderie second to none in our city. And as always that 

evening from my seat at the table, I will be thrust back to many 

years ago when someone I admired greatly read my name 

along with some very talented professionals for an award from 

their peers. 

!e best part about the GRACE Awards, to me, is knowing 

that everyone in the room is truly a winner every day they put 

their passion and cra% on the line to serve their customers. 

!at is exactly why Atlanta is an elite food and beverage 

destination. ■

Michael Deihl, CEC CCA ACE AAC

Executive Chef, East Lake Golf Club

President, American Culinary Federation

ACF Atlanta Chefs Association

ACF SE Regional Vice President
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seventh Annual 
Grace Awards

The Georgia Restaurant Association’s Crystal of Excellence Awards

The GRACE Awards are peer nominated 

Lifetime Achievement

Restaurateur of the Year

Distinguished Service

Innovator

Industry Partner

Chairman’s Award

On November 10, the restaurant industry gathered at the seventh annual Georgia Restaurant Association 

Crystal of Excellence (GRACE) Awards Gala to recognize and pay tribute to the leaders who have made 

outstanding contributions to Georgia’s restaurant industry. 

This year, the GRACE gala was held at The Foundry at Puritan Mills in Atlanta and featured a cocktail reception 

and three-course dinner featuring product from this year’s finalists. The evening was MC’ed by Mara Davis, co-

host of Atlanta Eats, with live music provided by Sans Abri.

A portion of proceeds from the event benefit the Atlanta Community Food Bank, a longtime partner with the 

GRA. 

The GRACE Awards, crystal works of art created by renowned local artist Hans-Godo Frabel, are a testament 

to the hard work and dedication of those in the restaurant and hospitality industries. On behalf of the Georgia 

Restaurant Association, congratulations to both the winners and finalists of this year’s awards. 

Profiles written by Christy Simo
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I
t would not be a stretch to call Steve Nygren a lifelong 
visionary. From his innovative restaurant !e Pleasant 
Peasant and its employee training program that has rippled 

throughout the Atlanta restaurant industry to the Serenbe 
community and new farmers initiatives on the horizon, Nygren 
has always been looking at things from a new perspective. And 
Georgia is much better for it. 

In 1973, when Atlanta’s dining scene was a shadow of its 
current self, Nygren opened !e Pleasant Peasant, the city’s first 
fine dining-casual restaurant, with white linens, fresh flowers 
and waiters – but no reservations required. It was a restaurant 
that would change Atlanta’s dining landscape. 

“We were at the front end of a revolution in the food industry 
in America,” he says. “You can’t imagine what it was like in 1972. 
!e restaurant industry – there weren’t that many restaurants. 
!ey were either fine dining where you had to have reservations, 
clubs or the bars, or TGIFridays and that kind of thing.” 
!e original Peasant restaurant opened at the corner of 

Peachtree and Linden streets in 1973 – at the time not the 
greatest piece of real estate. But the rent was affordable – $400 a 
month – and there wasn’t another restaurant like it anywhere in 
town. People started to take notice. 

“It was the threshold. It showed us that we were a grownup 
town,” he says. “We were a big city restaurant in Atlanta, and it 
made Atlanta feel like a big city.”

It was so successful, it eventually spawned 34 restaurants 
in eight states. Many people credit Nygren’s restaurants for 
jumpstarting revitalization in the areas in which he opened 
them. !e Peasant Uptown opened in the then-nearly empty 
Phipps Plaza in Buckhead in 1974; six months later, all the 
neighboring storefronts were full. !e Public House in Roswell, 
Country Place at Colony Square, Dailey’s in downtown Atlanta 
and Mick’s in Decatur all soon followed. 

As part of the restaurant company, he developed an innovative 
training program, and many of his former employees run 
successful restaurant businesses today. 

In 1994, Nygren retired from the restaurant life and moved 
with his family 30 miles south of Atlanta to a 1900 farmhouse. 
But his retirement didn’t last long. 

On a jog one day, he witnessed a bulldozer decimating a 
nearby forest, and he took action. It was the birth of his second 
career. He formed the Serenbe Community and started buying 
up land to protect it. Today, development is limited to three 
“hamlets” in Serenbe with the remainder of the 40,000 acres 
under conservation.  

Food still plays an integral part of the plan. All the landscaping 
in the Grange hamlet is edible, from the rosemary lining the 
sidewalks and blueberry bushes at the crosswalks, to the fig, 
apple and pear trees that dot the hillsides. Each month, Serenbe 
invites chefs from across the Southeast to participate in the 
Serenbe Chef Series Cooking classes; proceeds are donated 
to Wholesome Wave, which strengthens the food system in 
underserved communities. 

Crops are grown on the 25-acre Serenbe Farms, providing 
food for the community’s three restaurants, the weekly Saturday 
farmers market, and even enough to send to several restaurants 
in Atlanta. !e chefs at the community’s three restaurants work 
with farmers to grow produce, picking heirloom selections from 
seed catalogs. 

But Nygren is doing more. !is fall, the Chattahoochee 
Hill Country Conservancy and Serenbe are partnering with 
the Georgia Department of Agriculture and the University 
of Georgia, hiring an extension agent to help develop a local 
food program. 

“We realize that part of the cost that makes organics so 
expensive is that farmers these days are expected to not only 
grow it and to harvest it, but to market it and deliver it,” he says. 
“We understand that a lot of small-scale businesses that made 
the local food industry work have disappeared.”
!e extension agent will work with local landowners to 

partner with young farmers who can’t buy their own land. !e 
ambitious program includes launching a co-op to buy farm 
equipment, packaging and multi-species slaughterhouses. 

“We will really bring the local food industry back,” he says. “!is 
isn’t just about the farmers. !is is about the entire food industry.

“We continue to be at the forefront of the food and dining 
movement in what we’re doing and pushing trends. Just as what 
we were doing in ’73 to bring innovative fresh food into a casual 
atmosphere, today we’re really working on practical systems to 
change our food,“ he says. “It’s no longer a silo about food or 
energy or water. It’s all integrated.”

lifetime achievement award
Steve Nygren
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F
ord Fry is a force to be reckoned with. 

What started out with a single restaurant, 

JCT. Kitchen, in 2007 has mushroomed 

into a culinary empire, with four restaurants 

across the metro Atlanta area and three 

more set to open over the next year. 

Fry took a winding path to Atlanta, 

starting with his childhood in Texas, 

then studying at the New England 

Culinary Institute in Vermont, with 

stints as a chef at several restaurants in 

Florida, Colorado and California. A job 

as a corporate chef brought him 

to Atlanta. 

“I always loved cooking food 

and eating out. I love creating 

experiences and seeing them 

to completion and justification 

of the intended vision,” he 

says. “!is starts with food and 

fills in with overall passion for 

hospitality and developing others 

in the restaurant industry.”

A%er the success of JCT. 

Kitchen, Fry opened his second 

restaurant, No. 246, in Decatur 

in 2011. On its heels came !e 

Optimist in 2012 in Atlanta’s 

West Midtown, followed by his 

most recent highly acclaimed 

concept, King + Duke in Buck-

head. !e restaurant, which 

features open hearth cooking, 

opened this past May. 

On the horizon: St. Cecilia, 

a Mediterranean place heavy 

on the seafood scheduled for 

the former Bluepointe space 

in Buckhead, along with Mex-

Tex concept Superica in Inman 

Park’s Krog Street Market and a 

restaurant in Alpharetta’s Avalon 

development. 

His hard work has not gone 

unnoticed. In 2012, Food & 

Wine magazine named him one 

of its 10 “Empire Builders 2012.” 

!is year, Bon Appetit named 

!e Optimist one of its 10 Best 

New Restaurants in America. 

“!e long hours while advanc-

ing my career is challenging but looking back, I don’t think the 

reward would be as good without the hard work and passion 

for what we do,” Fry says. “What is most rewarding is seeing 

those working by my side succeeding and truly enjoying going 

to work every day.”

Fry also helped launch People’s Food Truck, which benefits 

City of Refuge, a non-profit organization dedicated to 

community development efforts. He’s also a founding chef 

of the Atlanta Food & Wine Festival and the founder of one 

of Atlanta’s quirkier events, !e Attack of the Killer Tomato 

Festival, the proceeds of which benefit Georgia Organics. 

“If someone asked me what I would do if money was not an 

issue,” he says, “I could answer that I am doing it.”

restaurateur of the year winner

Ford Fry, chef/managing partner, 
Rocket Farm Restaurants
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A
s managing partner and director of operations for Daniel Reed Hospitality, 
Jamie Durrence is leaving quite a mark on his adopted hometown of 
Savannah. 

A%er graduating from the Savannah College of Art & Design, he moved to New 
York City to use his degree in the fashion industry, but soon found he missed the 
restaurant world, where he felt most at home. 

“!e more I tried to get away from the restaurant industry, the more I was drawn 
to it,” he recalls. “A%er a couple of years in New York City, I packed up and came back 
home. A%er only a few days back in the saddle at my old restaurant management 
job, I knew what it was that I was supposed to do with my life.”

Today, Daniel Reed Hospitality owns and operates four restaurants in the historic 
district of Savannah: Local11ten, Perch – the roo%op bar above it that opened in 
2011 – !e Public Kitchen & Bar, which opened in 2012, and his newest concept, 
Soho South Café, which just opened last month. 
!e company is on a steady pace upwards, having tripled its workforce in the last 

two years as more restaurant concepts have opened across the city. 
“I feel so lucky and grateful that I have the opportunity to provide a network for 

people to come together,” he says. “!e restaurant industry has given more to me 
than I could have ever imagined, mostly because our employee base is enthusiastic 
about Daniel Reed Hospitality. My wish is that I can continue to grow our business 
so that more employees can take part and feel good about their contribution as part 
of the team.”

restaurateur of the year finalists
Jamie Durrence, Daniel Reed Hospitality

F
or Archna Becker, food has been a part of her life for as long as 
she can remember. 

“My grandmother and father are amazing cooks, and they had 
me in their kitchens from the time I was very young,” she says. “!e 
joy I felt being around great food and family helped me develop into a 
‘foodie’ and I have stayed with it since my first job.”

Becker moved with her family to the U.S. when she was 11. In the 
early 1990s, she convinced her parents to cofound with her a catering 
business, Atlanta North Indian Cuisine (ANIC). !eir partnership was 
a success, winning ongoing catering arrangements from Grammy-
winning musicians, which led to further contracts with major events at 
venues such as the Atlanta Convention Center and Emory University. 

In 2003, Becker opened Bhojanic in Decatur, Ga., a restaurant serving 
authentic home-style Indian food. !e restaurant has been recognized 
by many publications, including !e Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 
Atlanta magazine, which included it as one of Atlanta’s 50 best 
restaurants in 2011, and Creative Loafing, which named it the Reader’s 
Choice “Best Indian Restaurant” in 2013 – the sixth consecutive year 
in a row. 

Family is important to her, and it’s an integral part of the restaurant 
and catering business. In fact, the three main chefs at the restaurant 
today are her grandmother, mother and father. For the past 10 years, 
Becker has also passed on her cooking knowledge through private lessons and classes at the Cook’s Warehouse. 
!is spring, she built upon her 20 years of success by opening a second, 120-seat Bhojanic location in the Buckhead area of Atlanta.   

Archna Becker, Bhojanic
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distinguished service of the year winner

A
s Director of the Cecil B. Day School of Hospitality 
in the Robinson College of Business at Georgia State 
University, Debby Cannon has her finger on the pulse 

of the restaurant industry, and she keeps busy preparing 
the next generation of hospitality pros amidst a changing 
landscape. 

By 2020, more than 430,000 people will be employed in the 
restaurant industry in Georgia – a 15.4 percent jump in job 

growth. !e restaurant industry, she notes, reflects 
the personality of a neighborhood, section of 
town or region of the state more than any other 

type of business and can open doors to career 
success for those who work hard. 

“Working with students interested in the 
restaurant industry is particularly re-
warding because there are so many differ-

ent career options, from front-of-the-
house to culinary and from corporate 
to becoming an entrepreneur,” Can-
non says. “Getting feedback from 
students and alumni that the School 

of Hospitality has helped them in their 

careers in the industry is a true shot of adrenalin.”
Cannon herself got her first taste of the restaurant industry 

when she worked at a luncheonette in Savannah. Later, she 
worked in human resources in the hotel industry. For the 
last 22 years, she has been on the faculty at Georgia State 
University’s School of Hospitality, the last 13 years of which 
she has been director of the school. Her work has paid off: the 
school has not only grown in enrollment and added a master’s 
in Global Hospitality Management, it’s been listed as one of 
the Top 20 hospitality programs in the U.S. 

She notes that one sign of her program’s success is the many 
alumni who return to the classroom or get involved with 
internship opportunities for the current crop of students. But 
it is the students themselves who are her biggest motivation. 

“Many of our students are first-generation college graduates. 
Most students are paying their way through school, have 
admirable work values and truly value their education.  I 
consider it a real privilege to be able to work with them,” she 
says. “I am just the face of the program and many times the 
“front” person. !ere are many who are working diligently 
every day in the School of Hospitality. I see this nomination as 
recognition for all of us.”

Debby Cannon, director of the Cecil B. Day School of Hospitality
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distinguished service of the year finalists

A
s the federal I-9 employer sanctions and E-verify programs begin to kick 
in for the hospitality industry across Georgia, restaurants need someone to 
guide them through the o%en thorny and confusing process. Charles Kuck 

is that person. 
His practice focuses on U.S. Immigration and Nationality Law, and in that capacity 

he helps employers and employees with business and professional visas, labor 
certifications, immigrant visas, consular representation and citizenship matters. 
He also advises employers on compliance procedures regarding verifying the work 
eligibility of all new employees. 

“As the son of a restaurant owner who grew up cleaning, cooking and serving, I 
appreciate the hard work that goes into running a successful restaurant,” he says. 
“With the large percentage of the Georgia workforce that work in our restaurants, it is 
clear that without successful restaurants, Georgia would lag far behind in economic 
growth.”

Kuck is well known and respected as an immigration law expert. He has testified in 
Congress on immigration issues and is frequently quoted in the press. He sees several 
challenges ahead for the restaurant industry and notes the value of organizations like 
the GRA. 

“Certainly labor issues are at the top of the list. A lack of Millennial and Generation 
Y employees, an  inability to employ immigrant labor without massive hassles and 
increasing costs of goods all makes for a difficult environment,” Kuck says. “!e GRA 
is the public voice for restaurants and their owners in a legislative environment that is increasingly hostile to its workforce and its 
ability to compete economically in a challenging economy. Individual owners, including owners of a large number of restaurants, 
cannot adequately or effectively voice the concerns of an entire industry in the way that the GRA can and does.

“I love working with restaurant owners, because I reflect back on the difficulties my family struggled through in making a profit as 
restaurant owners in upstate New York,” Kuck adds. “Owners are committed to providing an excellent product, keeping staff happy 
and productive and in squeezing out a profit. I enjoy helping them make that happen.”

B
oth political veterans in their own right, former State Senators Dan Moody and Sam 
Zamarippa jumped into the political ring in a different capacity when the two formed !e 
Essential Economy Council last year. !e research organization seeks to educate others 

about a key subset of the workforce that is o%en overlooked but crucial to Georgia’s economy. 
And many of them can be found in the restaurant industry. 

One of every four workers in the state of Georgia is part of 
the Essential Economy, representing more than 12 percent 
of Georgia’s gross domestic product every year. 

“!e Essential Economy Council is focused primarily 
on workforce policies and trends that impact the ability 
of the restaurant industry to attract and retain motivated 
workers,” say Moody and Zamarippa. “Our research has 
outlined three core challenges to the broader Essential 
Economy related to workforces.”

An aging demography, aspirations of young people to 
work in the knowledge economy and the failure of U.S. immigration policy are these three 
challenges. 

“!e council believes these three constraints will continue to present substantial challenges to 
the restaurant industry for the foreseeable future.”

Charles Kuck, Managing Partner, Kuck Immigration Partners LLC

Dan Moody and Sam Zamarippa, The Essential Economy

Dan Moody

Sam Zamarippa
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innovator award winner

Kennesaw State University

T
hink of the words “school cafeteria” and it’s likely a pretty 

picture doesn’t pop into your head. But Kennesaw State 

University has set out to change your perspective.  

Its main dining hall, !e Commons, opened in 2009 and 

has since won accolades from across the country for its green 

and local foods initiatives. !e $21-million Gold LEED-

certified facility serves more than 22,000 students using 

produce grown on two nearby farms and incorporates energy 

efficiency measures such as composting food waste. 

“Collegiate dining is the new frontier in our industry,” says 

Gary Coltek, chef de cuisine and senior director. 

“!e opportunity to provide healthy, local 

and sustainably sound food to our student 

population is core to who we are at Kennesaw 

State University. We see the services that 

we provide and the manner in which we 

provide them as teachable moments 

not only to those we serve but to other 

institutions as well.”

Coltek’s plate stays full. He de-

signed all of the kitchens for the nine 

food stations within !e Commons, 

and he also oversees the Culinary & 

Hospitality Services, the Culinary Sustainability Initiatives, 

campus vending services and KSU catering and concessions. 

As part of the larger sustainable food initiative, KSU owns 

or operates three organic farms – Apple Springs Farm & 

Apiary, Harmony Hill Farm and Hickory Grove Farm – which 

produce food on a total of 65 acres and harvests honey from 

42 bee colonies. Future plans include programs to produce 

organic cheese and dairy, olive orchards and an oil press on 

the farm. 

In 2013, KSU launched the Institute for Culinary and 

Hospitality in Sustainability, which focuses on the economic 

advantages of implementing sustainable practices throughout 

the food service industry.   

Kennesaw State has won multiple awards for its efforts, 

including the 2013 NRA Innovator of the Year award for its 

comprehensive waste management initiatives and sustainable 

dining operations. It was ranked No. 4 Best College Dining 

Hall by BestColleges.com and has been included on !e 

Princeton Review’s Guide to Green Colleges. !e National 

Association of College & University Food Services (NACUFS)

also recognized it two years in a row, with the school 

receiving a 2012 Sustainability Award and 2013 Silver Award 

for Residential Dining Concepts.

KSU’s Gary Coltek
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innovator award finalists
Frozen Pints Craft Beer Ice Cream

F
rozen Pints came about by accident. 
Literally. Someone spilled a beer near 
the ice cream maker at a party, and an 

idea was born. 
Officially launched in stores in June 2012, 

Frozen Pints mixes cra% beers with local 
ingredients to produce flavors such as Honey 
IPA, Malted Milk Chocolate Stout and Vanilla 
Bock. And yes, these pints have ABV ratings 
– its Pumpkin Ale rates a 3.2 percent.

“We’re passionate about cra% beer and 
food experiences. Food and drink brings 
people together, creates conversation 
and sparks creativity,” says Alyson Moler, 
partner. “When we were in the corporate 
world, we spent most of our free time in food 
and dining experiences, so it made sense to 
put that passion to work.” 
!e Atlanta-based company now sells its 

innovative product in more than 100 retail 
and restaurant locations around the metro area and has been featured in !e New York Times. 

“We’re proud to be a pioneer in an incredibly established, dynamic and complicated industry,” says Moler. “No product has 
been created and distributed like ours, so mastering and marrying the culinary techniques and frozen logistics of ice cream to the 
separate and regulated world of alcohol is something we’re proud to have accomplished. We couldn’t have done it without a strong 
community behind us in both worlds, which make the relationships we’ve built something to be proud of as well.”

F
or Michelle Kelly, founder of Pure Knead, allergy-friendly baking is not 
just a growing trend, it’s a family matter. As a mother of a child with food 
intolerances, Kelly recognized there were limited options for dining out 

safely. 
“Not only were the choices limited and incomplete, the potential for cross 

contamination was a constant issue,” she says. “I started Pure Knead to answer 
the need for delicious, high-quality, allergy-friendly food for those whose lives 
are affected by food sensitivities and allergies.”
!e bakery makes products like breads, crackers, cookies and cupcakes free of 

gluten, dairy, soy, nuts and shellfish. It uses hand-blended flours, including millet, 
brown rice, sorghum and tapioca, to mimic traditional wheat-flour breads and 
baked goods. And people are noticing. !e Atlanta Journal-Constitution named 
it part of its Best of Atlanta in 2011, and in 2012 included it as one of Atlanta’s 
50 Great Eats. 

Although she has a background in investment banking and corporate finance, 
Michelle’s lifelong love of food combined with her concern for her child led her 

to create Pure Knead. She also teaches gluten-free cooking workshops at Cook’s Warehouse. 
“At Pure Knead we innovate every day because we have to, so for us it is second nature. We are honored and thrilled that the 

gluten-free options we provide are now part of the larger industry discussion,” Kelly says. “When my business becomes challenging, 
I remember that our purpose is to feed those who are underserved. My child has food allergies, so I am feeding not just my family, 
but your child, friend or mother, too. It is always gratifying to hear that we were able to satisfy that long craving for a cupcake or a 
burger on a bun!”

Pure Knead

Frozen Pints co-founders Ari Fleisher and Alyson Moler

Pure Knead founder Michelle Kelly
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industry partner of the year winner

I
f you’re a restaurant owner in Georgia, 

Sysco is a well-known name. But it wasn’t 

always that way. Launched nearly 50 years 

ago, Sysco Corp. was founded by a group 

of entrepreneurs who saw the restaurant 

industry needed a one-stop shop and 

nationwide distribution. 

Today Sysco is a $44-billion com-

pany that serves 425,000 customers 

throughout the U.S., Canada, Ireland 

and the Bahamas. It employs 48,000 

people and manages a diverse collec-

Sysco 

tion of products, supplies and 

services. Its subsidiary, Sysco At-

lanta, serves the upper two-thirds 

of the state. 

“With $16 billion in sales and 

accounting for one in 10 jobs in 

the state, the restaurant industry is 

a critical component of Georgia’s 

economy,” says Robert Allison, 

director of business resources at 

Sysco Atlanta.  “!e GRA, under 

Karen Bremer’s leadership, has 

taken a predominant role in 

fighting for issues and policies that 

impact the restaurant industry as 

a whole. !e organization is more 

important and influential now 

than it has ever been.”

Sysco Atlanta stocks 12,000 

different line items and has an 

inventory valued on average at 

$30 million. It first got into the 

foodservice distribution industry 

in Georgia in 1971, when Hugh 

Davis’s Rome, Ga., enterprise 

joined Sysco. Over the years, 

several other operations based in 

Augusta and the metro Atlanta 

area were acquired. In 1988, 

Sysco purchased and developed 

its major facility in College 

Park, where it maintains a huge 

warehouse storing the thousands 

of products necessary to serve Georgia’s restaurants and 

foodservice operations. It distributes those goods via 136 

tractors and 165 trailers. 

!e company maintains strict quality control and is 

inspected by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the Georgia 

Department of Agriculture and the American Institute of 

Baking, which inspects the company extensively over a two-

day time period twice a year unannounced. It is also a HACCP-

certified organization. 

“ We are in the midst of a multi-year business transformation 

process that touches our merchandising, operations, sales and 

IT departments,” Allison says. “!e challenge has been great 

but the focus is on improving our customer’s experience, so 

we are confident that it will prove to be the most rewarding.”
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industry partner of the year finalists

E
d Cherof represents employers in the hospitality industry in all aspects of labor and 

employment law and litigation, including issues related to wages, layoffs, human 

resource policies and drug testing. 

“!is is an exciting yet challenging time for those in the industry. Restaurant owners 

must not only address the traditional challenges common to all businesses in the hospitality 

industry, but they now must also deal with a myriad of external and sometimes legal issues,” 

Cherof says. “!ese include taking steps to comply with various employment and labor laws, 

complying with the sometimes difficult requirements under existing and future immigration 

laws ensuring that they are paying their employees within the federal and state wage hour 

regulations, and developing plans to address the upcoming requirements of the Affordable 

Care Act.” 

He and his colleagues, Eric Magnus and Evan Rosen, work with the GRA to provide legal 

updates to its members, keeping them aware of workplace law developments before they turn into costly problems. In the last few years, 

those legal issues have mushroomed and touch on topics ranging from immigration reform and healthcare legislation to the rapid 

increase in wage hour litigation and work stoppages of fast-food restaurants throughout the country. 

“!ose who run restaurants and related businesses sometimes make the mistake of thinking that if the food they serve is good, 

everything else will fall in place,” Cherof says. “In fact, successful business owners have to multi-task every day: put out a great product 

with superior service, and like all good business owners pay attention to what is going on in the industry and take the necessary steps 

to ensure legal compliance.”       

Ed Cherof, partner, Jackson Lewis LLP

N
etFinancials got its start in 1989, when Tom Murphy needed a 

new accountant at his eponymous Virginia-Highlands restaurant. 

More than 20 years later, Murphy’s still relies on the internet-based 

accounting and tax solutions firm, and so do many more restaurants throughout 

the city and state. Founder Bob Wagner sees his firm’s purpose as taking care of 

the financial details so creative restaurant people can do their magic.

“Restaurant operators that create extraordinary experiences for their guests 

are conducting a complex, highly choreographed work,” Wagner says. “Every 

day, against steep odds, restaurateurs create for their customers an escape 

from the world. We help operators perform such complex works by providing 

reliable, accurate and cost-effective solutions so the operator can focus on 

what she does best without worrying about the back of the house or tax law 

compliance.“

To help local operators benchmark their progress, NetFinancials launched 

the quarterly Atlanta restaurant sales survey in 2009. The survey has since 

grown to encompass almost 100 Atlanta restaurants and is used to better 

budget, bonus and manage restaurant operations. 

“Our quarterly restaurant sales survey is a unique window into the health of 

the metro Atlanta restaurant market,” Wagner says. “Operators need to know 

how their restaurant is doing in relation to the market as a whole. That information is critical in budgeting and projections, bonus 

structures, marketing, expansion plans and much more.” 

Today NetFinancials works with more than 200 restaurants in six states. But the company’s primary focus is the Atlanta restaurant 

market. 

“We are most rewarded when we provide a restaurant operator the tools he needs to open, manage and expand his business.,” he says. 

“Many of Atlanta’s leading chefs and operators have relied on NetFinancials since they first opened their doors to the public. We are 

humbled and moved by the confidence these restaurateurs have placed in us over the years.“

NetFinancials

NetFinancials founder Bob Wagner
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chairman's award

Michele Stumpe, 
Taylor English Duma LLP

F
or many in the restaurant industry, 

a medical diagnosis, unexpected car 

crash or other hardship can have a 

severe impact, especially for those who are 

not covered by a company health insurance 

plan. 

When Ryan Hidinger, sous chef at Muss 

& Turner’s, was diagnosed with stage IV 

gallbladder cancer in late 2012, Michele 

Stumpe and several other members of the 

restaurant industry helped him found !e 

Giving Kitchen, a 501 (c)(3) that among other 

things sets up a crisis fund for restaurant 

industry members who face unanticipated 

hardship. As part of its goal to create a 

sustainable source of revenue for the fund, 

the team behind !e Giving Kitchen plans to 

open Staplehouse restaurant in 2014. 

Stumpe also provides consulting services 

to GRA members. 

“!e GRA is a tremendous asset to the industry,” Stumpe 

says. “I am frequently called on to answer questions for 

members regarding alcohol licensing, compliance or premises 

liability. Without these types of resources, restaurateurs 

might not even know where to begin to have these types of 

questions answered, let alone be able to get them answered 

at no cost.”

Stumpe, a lawyer who has spent the better part of 20 years 

working with the restaurant industry regarding alcohol 

licensing and dram shop issues, also sponsors Responsible 

Alcohol Sales & Service Workshops (RASS Workshops) a 

bimonthly hospitality breakfast program to provide guidance 

on legal issues facing the hospitality industry, from tip credits 

and immigration issues to alcohol promotions and labor 

issues. 

“Being able to give back in these ways has been very 

rewarding to me,” Stumpe says. “I am very humbled. To me, 

this award is a testament to the tremendous quality of the 

people in this industry. !roughout my years of representing 

clients in Georgia restaurants, I’ve met the most amazing and 

giving people who have inspired a passion for giving back and 

finding ways to help and build partnerships.  I’m incredibly 

honored. I will continue to try my best to be of service to this 

industry and live up to the spirit of this award.”
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“This Menu’s Not For Me”
Make your beverage menus about your concept and your guests, and you’ll 
never hear those words again.
By Lara Creasy

W
here does a restaurant start to write a truly great 

beverage program?

!ere are a few factors that most everyone 

would agree make for a good restaurant beverage program: 

fresh, quality cocktail ingredients; a well-trained bar staff; and 

a thoughtful wine and beer selection. Beyond that, a program 

may also reflect current trends and advanced techniques, 

feature high-scoring and cult wines or incorporate housemade 

ingredients, like shrubs or bitters. 

While it’s true that all of these things are important, there are 

a few factors that are crucial to making these efforts resonate 

with your guests and translating them into beverage sales. 

!ose factors are sticking to your restaurant’s overall vision and 

writing your menu to reflect what your guests really want. 

Most restaurant operators understand the importance of 

having a cohesive vision for their food menus, whether chef-

driven, concept-driven or theme-driven. But it’s surprising 

how many restaurants and bars struggle with maintaining a 

consistent vision for their beverage programs. 

On the one hand, bar programs can be an a%er-thought, a 

thrown together list of beers, wines and spirits that do nothing 

special to reflect the character of the restaurant.

On the other end of the spectrum, beverage managers can get 

caught up in the excitement of beverage trends, thinking it’s an 

all or nothing proposition. I’ve seen restaurants embrace trends 

to a fault, writing menus for their peers, or the critics or the 

drink snobs, but not fulfilling the desires of their average guests 

or thinking hard about whether those trends fit their overall 

daily operations. 

Guests respond to efforts from the bar that seem genuine 

and that fit naturally as part of their meal. One thing is certain: 

guests want to buy alcohol. But whether or not restaurateurs 

get them to buy drinks that actually enhance their experience 

at the restaurant is where decent bar programs differ from 

great bar programs. Here are a few tips to consider about your 

own bar program. 

Be realistic about what your restaurant does 

well, and build your bar to match.

Part of the fun of going out to eat is experiencing something 

unique. We make dining choices as consumers based on the 

complete experience. We don’t go to a steakhouse expecting frozen 

tropical drinks, or to a fast-casual burger joint expecting a Wine 

Spectator Award of Excellence. Use these frames of expectation 

to satisfy your guests while also giving them something delightful 

and memorable they might not have expected. 

When the team behind the Shake Shack restaurants started 

developing their original wine and beer programs, they looked 

at the type of guests they attracted, as well as how much time 

people spent in their restaurants. In an interview with Eater.

com, the Shake Shack operators noted that they all came from 

fine dining backgrounds, so it was important to them to offer 

only cra% beers and high-quality wines. But how did that fit 

with a burger stand concept?

When cra%ing the beverage program, they told Eater, they 

decided to go mostly with wine in half bottles, because their 

guests didn’t linger for long at the fast-service burger place, and 

the half bottles were a perfect amount of wine to enjoy in the 

quick timeframe. !ey also offered a short wine menu with 

tasting notes about which wines paired well with which burger 

toppings, wording the wine menus in the same fun way their 

food menus were worded. 



RestaurantINFORMER.com  |  23

To tie it all together, they served 

the wine in high-quality, disposable 

plastic stemware, to reflect the 

burger-stand feel. !e operators 

got to do what they wanted – offer 

only great wines and beers – but 

they did so at an affordable price 

point presented appropriately, 

so their guests got a quality wine 

experience that truly fit with their 

food experience. !e operators 

never compromised the identity of 

their restaurant concept. 

Use clever “hooks” on the 

menu to draw your guests 

to order the unfamiliar.

Some guests will never stray 

from what they know, no matter 

how hard you try. But many of us 

just need a little something familiar 

to draw us in to feeling safe with 

trying something new. 

Clever wording on drink menus 

is one way to draw the guest’s eye. 

When I began working at JCT. 

Kitchen with Ford Fry, the chef/

restaurateur behind Atlanta’s 

Rocket Farm Restaurants group, 

I was immediately impressed by 

how he could word any menu item 

to make it sound appealing to the 

average diner, even if it contained 

somewhat “exotic” ingredients 

or used very technical French 

cooking techniques. He could 

always find the “money shot” in 

any menu item, the ingredient that 

would make it sell. 

!e hangar steak and frites was 

dubbed “Meat and Potatoes.” !e 

mussels with serrano chilis in the 

broth were “Angry Mussels,” and 

they came with “toast for soppin’.” 

Braising was “slow cooking,” the 

grilled burger was “wood roasted,” 

and anything that needed particular 

emphasis was marked with a simple 

“…yum!” 
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I used this approach when writing drink menus for JCT., 

and it has always been successful. It took time to get JCT.’s 

guests to warm to the cra% cocktail program I created there, 

because they were not used to it. It was unfamiliar territory at 

the time. So I followed Ford’s lead and took the things I knew 

the guests liked – lemonade, iced tea, fresh seasonal fruits – 

and I highlighted those things. Rather than coming out of 

the gate with bitters, vermouths and white whiskeys blazing, 

I earned the regulars’ trust by incorporating their beloved 

ingredients. I could list any number of other unfamiliar items 

behind those ingredients, give the drink 

a clever name that fit JCT.’s Southern 

farmstand concept, and it would sell. 

For example, Prosecco was always a 

home run in any cocktail at JCT. Our 

guests couldn’t get enough of it, so of 

course I found as many ways as possible 

to work it onto the menu. During 

the holidays, we made Poinsettias, a 

classic sparkling cocktail of poached 

fresh cranberries and housemade 

orangecello. In the summer, we made a 

Southern version of the French 75 with 

bourbon, and we called it the Kentucky 

75. !e biggest coup was when I made a cocktail with Cherry 

Heering, Antica Formula vermouth and Prosecco, and named 

it Cherries in the Snow. !is unfamiliar combination of 

ingredients flew out of the bar!

JCT.’s overall vision always stayed intact, and it gave me a 

great framework to follow when cra%ing the programs at No. 

246 and !e Optimist. !e Optimist, for example, is a seafood 

restaurant with an oyster bar and beachy vibe. We do cra% 

cocktails at the Optimist, but the theme is always the sea. Tiki 

drinks work great; rum and tequila flow; and the Salty Dog 

7 Steps to a Truly Great Beverage Program

1 Do what you do best, and your sincerity will show.

2 Don’t embrace every trend if it doesn’t fit your concept.

3 Be realistic about what sells in your area and to your clientele.

4 Use a balance of the familiar and the adventurous, not all one or the other.

5 Charge fairly for your neighborhood and concept type.

6 Don’t be preachy or educational in your approach.

7 Use clever wording on the menu to draw a guest’s interest and make it fun.
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Please contact us at: sbishop@trimarkusa.com 
404-856-6830, or visit us at www.trimarkusa.com

CONGRATULATIONS TO ALL 

OF THE 2013 GRACE AWARD 

WINNERS AND FINALISTS.

TriMark offers foodservice operators a new level of service by combining the hands-on support and local market 

knowledge of a strong regional supplier with the purchasing strength, industry expertise, and delivery capabilities 

of a national company. We work closely with our customers, which include national restaurant chains, independent 

restaurant operators, healthcare facilities, entertainment venues, and many other segments, to provide the 

has been an outrageous best-seller. Brown and boozy is what’s 

currently hot in Atlanta, but at !e Optimist, it’s always light 

and beachy.   

Allow your guests a cautious adventure.

!e same rules apply to wine programs. Be realistic about 

what your guests commonly order. Is your by-the-glass 

business mainly varietal-driven? If guests in your area order 

only Chardonnay and Cabernet, don’t shoot yourself in the 

foot by deciding to offer only esoteric European wines. Try 

offering Chardonnay from an unfamiliar region, like Chile 

or the Languedoc. Offer a Cabernet blend from South Africa 

or a Super-Tuscan from Italy. Your adventurous guests will 

be excited and your hesitant guests will still be within their 

comfort zone.

Always give your guests the benefit of the doubt. Give them 

the chance to try something unfamiliar, but don’t ever try 

to do it in a way that is preachy and educational. Dining out 

Lara Creasy is a consultant with 

14 years experience in beverage 

management. She has developed 

wine and cocktail programs for such 

restaurants as The Optimist and King + 

Duke through her consulting business 

Four 28, LLC. Her work has been 

featured in such publications as Bon 
Appetit, Imbibe, and Wine Enthusiast.

should be fun and enjoyable. !e fastest way to turn a guest off 

is to bombard them with a list of wines or cocktail ingredients 

that they don’t understand. No one wants to feel that they are 

not “in-the-know” enough to order off the menu. A few brave 

souls will ask servers to explain, but most guests will put the 

drink menu down and order their old stand-by. !en you’ve 

lost the chance to create a unique and memorable experience 

for them at your restaurant. ■

Most restaurant operators understand the importance of having a cohesive vision 

for their food menus, whether chef-driven, concept-driven or theme-driven. But it’s 

surprising how many restaurants and bars struggle with maintaining a consistent 

vision for their beverage programs.
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How to Build 
a Great Reputation 
Building a brand with a positive reputation can go a long way in the 
face of a bad review. 
By Ellen Hartman

W
hen it comes to positioning a restaurant 

company for long-term success, my advice 

comes easily: Have a stellar reputation.

What doesn’t come as easily is getting there. In an industry 

that serves billions of customers each year, pleasing 

everyone is as easy as counting the stars in the sky. 

!e fairly recent addition of social media, online 

review sites, YouTube, Vine, SnapChat, etc., 

etc., just compounds the problem. An unhappy 

customer now does more than tell her friends. She 

tells the world, literally, with a scathing review on 

Yelp and adds a worth-a-thousand-words nasty 

photo on Instagram. 

!ough Ben Franklin wasn’t a restaurant 

operator and he surely didn’t have to contend with 

Yelp, he does have sage advice for the restaurant 

industry. “It takes many good deeds to build a 

good reputation,” he said, “and only one bad one 

to lose it.”

I don’t absolutely agree with Franklin. If a 

brand has built a reputation with high-quality 

food, excellent service and a commitment to 

their community, the brand is much more than a 

bad review. In fact, loyal customers who believe 

a brand is delivering on its promise will not 

only ignore the bad review, they’ll discredit the 

reviewer, chalking comments up to sour grapes. 

So while we can’t ignore the bad reviews, 

operators would be well-suited to focus on the 

path to “good deeds,” creating not only a stellar 

reputation, but one made of steel, impenetrable by bad 

reviews and unsullied by sour grapes. 

!e process starts at home with building goodwill among 

employees who feel valued and treated fairly and amount 

Kevin Gillespie, chef and owner of Gunshow, is a pro at building his personal 

and restaurant brands. Gillespie appeared on Top Chef and has been 

nominated for several James Beard Foundation awards. In this photo, Gillespie 

celebrates his win for Thrillist’s “Most American-est Hot Dog Contest.”
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Rated 2012 TOP
Fast Casual Concept
by Technomic

your customers. Customers will trust a restaurant that is well 

managed, provides consistent service and food quality, and 

is generally glad to see them. Over time, this trust turns into 

loyalty and the kind of customers who will ignore that bad 

review. 

!e goodwill spreads when companies make a commitment 

to their community. Cone Communications, in its most recent 

Cause Evolution Study, found that 85 percent of consumers 

have a more positive image of a product or company when 

it supports a cause they care about. (Cone Cause Evolution 

Study, Cone LLC, 2010) 

A case in point is Chipotle Mexican Grill. Even as the 

dining public grew more concerned with calories and the 

government mandated menu labeling, Chipotle remained 

above reproach, despite burritos that can top off near 1,000 

calories each. Why? !e restaurant company’s commitment 

to sustainability. !rough its sustainably raised products, it 

illustrates its commitment to its customers, its community 

and the environment. And its good deeds come back to the 

company in spades. 

Another reputation boost can come from an award or being 

named to a prestigious list, such as Fortune’s Best Companies 

To Work For. Some restaurant operators shy away from 

awards – out of humility or because they believe that industry 

awards don’t affect customers. Understandable objections, 

but unwarranted. 

Awards do affect customers. When a brand, its chefs or chief 

executives are singled out for excellence, it builds morale and 

aids recruitment, and happy employees mean happy guests.  

Awards are not boasting. When a chef is nominated for a 

James Beard award, she is helping her restaurant or brand, not 

necessarily boasting for herself personally. When a CEO is 

nominated for the International Foodservice Manufacturer’s 

Association Gold and Silver Plate award, he is helping his 

brand, not singing his own praise.

As an example, consider Atlanta’s own Fresh To Order, a 

fast casual concept that serves fine food fast. !e chain was 

named a Hot Concept! by trade magazine Nation’s Restaurant 

News. Almost immediately a%er receiving the award, calls for 

franchising opportunities started coming in and invitations 

for involvement in the industry that were not available before.  

Other industry awards such as Georgia Restaurant 

Association’s GRACE Awards or awards by the National 

Restaurant Association have all helped cement reputations 

and bolstered careers and employees – and been a leg to stand 

on for restaurants facing a stain to their reputation. 
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southerngreen
Atlanta’s leader in Eco-friendly back-of-house services

environmentally responsible services
green

environmentally responsible services
green

GREASE TRAP PUMPING
FRYER OIL RECYCLING
ORGANICS COMPOSTING

No Contract Required.
Work with us because you choose to, not because you are locked into 
a contract. If you are not 100% satisfied with our service or rates you 
are free cancel at any time. Love us, or leave us.

Best rates and service.
Because you are free to cancel at any time, you’ll know we have to 
continually offer you the best rates, and provide superior service. 

100% Compliance Guaranteed.
Never worry about a grease trap citation or fine again, because we 
do it right. In the event your location receives a citation..we’ll pay it.

Before you

sign anything,

Call Us.

(404) 419-6887

(404) 419-6887
www.southerngreeninc.com

Another vital piece of effective reputation management is 

a top-notch communications program that consistently gets 

the company’s message out to stakeholders, both internally 

and externally. Use news releases and social media to tell the 

story of your restaurant, providing current information on 

menus, recruitment and hiring, sponsorships of community 

events, anniversary celebrations, contests and more. 

Effective marketing and public relations are usually about 

driving traffic – a new limited-time offer, new promotion, 

etc. But “brand-building outreach” is also important to 

solidifying your company with its guests. If all I hear about 

your company is its two-for-one promotions, I may think the 

brand is desperate. But if I read first about your long-term 

commitment to ending hunger in America and I read that the 

two-for-one promotion benefits Share Our Strength’s No Kid 

Hungry campaign, I come in. And I keep coming back. 

According to the Cone study, I’m not alone. In fact, 90 

percent of consumers want companies to tell them the ways 

they are supporting causes. If you’re still questioning the 

benefit, consider that 90 percent of the U.S. is 278 million 

people – all that will more likely come to your restaurant if 

you’re supporting a cause AND telling them about it.

Ellen Hartman is president and 

CEO of Hartman Public Relations, a 

full-service public relations agency 

specializing in the foodservice 

industry. Her work for clients such as 

Popeyes Louisiana Kitchen, Fresh To 

Order, Tin Drum Café, Uncle Maddio’s 

and Concessions International includes media relations, 

franchise marketing, social responsibility, and crisis 

management. An industry leader for more than 25 years, 

Hartman is active in the Women’s Foodservice Forum, 

Les Dame d ’Escoffier International and has served on 

the board of the Multi-Cultural Foodservice Hospitality 

Alliance. She earned her APR accreditation from the 

Public Relations Society of America and was selected to 

join PRSA’s Fellows program and The Arthur Page Society 

for senior accomplished professionals.  

Building a reputation is a long-term proposition, but the 

upside is simple: It increases corporate worth and provides 

sustained competitive advantage. And isn’t that how success 

is measured? ■   
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U
ntil recently, many restaurateurs in Georgia made little 

distinction between service charges and tips, treating 

service charges as if they were tips earned by the server 

and other staff assigned to large parties.  !at is about to change 

in light of the Internal Revenue Service’s Revenue Ruling 2012-

18, issued in June 2012.  Enforcement of the Revenue Ruling is 

set to begin January 1, 2014. (!is is a one-year extension from 

the original deadline.)

According to the IRS, the purpose of this Revenue Ruling 

was to clarify and update the treatment of gratuity payments — 

specifically, setting forth when such payments should, for tax 

purposes, be treated as tips versus service charges. !e ruling 

reiterated four long-standing IRS criteria for when a payment 

!is Revenue Ruling has implications beyond just taxes 

because under wage and hour law (FLSA), there already was a 

legal difference between tips and service charges.  While tips can 

be used to satisfy the tip credit (i.e., the difference between $2.13 

and $7.25/hour), service charges cannot be counted towards the 

tip credit.

Many restaurants impose “tips” or “charges” in a variety of 

contexts, including large parties (e.g., six or more diners), in-

house banquets, catered events, and so forth.  With the January 

1, 2014, deadline just weeks away, now is the time to review 

those practices to determine if the IRS Revenue Ruling, with its 

required recordkeeping and additional taxes, warrants a change.  

Strategies for compliance include, for example, reducing the 

number of incidences when a service charge is imposed or 

printing each customer check with gratuity amounts to choose 

from (including a blank for the customer to put “0” or some 

other amount).

January 1, 2014, is just weeks away; if you have not already 

identified all of your restaurant’s “service charges” and identified 

a compliance strategy, it is not too late. ■

Service Charges and the IRS
The rules regarding tips and service charges is about to change. Are 
you ready?
By Douglas H. Duerr

(1) The payment must be made free from compulsion; 

(2) The customer must have the unrestricted right to  

 determine the amount; 

(3) The payment should not be the subject of   

 negotiation or dictated by employer policy; and 

(4) Generally, the customer has the right to determine  

 who receives the payment. All of the surrounding  

 facts and circumstances must be considered.

counts as a tip rather than a service charge; the absence of any 

one of these factors indicates, in the opinion of the IRS, that the 

“gratuity” may be a “service charge” (see sidebar).

!e IRS issued this ruling because while tips are “passed 

through” the restaurant to the tipped employees as their 

property, service charges belong to the restaurant.   !us, not 

only are service charges taxable income for the restaurant (and 

likely subject to state sales/service taxes as well), but if paid out 

to the staff, subject to FICA/FUTA and withholding.  

4 Criteria For When It’s a Tip, 

Not a Service Charge

Douglas H. Duerr is a partner at the 

Atlanta law firm Elarbee, Thompson, 

Sapp & Wilson, LLP. He specializes in 

practice areas such as Wage & Hour 

Law, Employment Litigation and 

Labor Relations for the hospitality 

and services industries. He has worked 

with a number of restaurant chains on 

front-of-the-house and back-of-the-house issues and has 

defended numerous hospitality employers in connection 

with alleged wage and hour and wage payment claims.

With the January 1 deadline just weeks 

away, now is the time to review those 

practices to determine if the IRS Revenue 

Ruling, with its required recordkeeping 

and additional taxes, warrants a change.  

FINANCIALS



ATLANTA’S PREMIER FOOD, WINE, BEER & COCKTAIL FESTIVAL

OCTOBER 25, 26 & 27, 2013
MIDTOWN AT TECH SQUARE | TASTEOFATLANTA.COM
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!ese companies listed below are leaders in the restaurant industry and should be considered a part of any restauranteur’s 
preferred supplier list. Each of these suppliers participates in Restaurant Informer’s Power of Eight marketing program. To 
learn more about this program, call 719.599.7220 or email jsawyer@sawyerdirect.com

  
Restaurant INFORMER’s

PREFERRED SUPPLIER LIST
The companies listed below are leaders in the restaurant industry and should be considered a part of any restauranteur’s 

preferred supplier list. Each of these suppliers participates in Restaurant INFORMER’s Power of Eight marketing program.

To learn more about this program, call 710.599.7220 or email jsawyer@sawyerdirect.com

Gas South
1.866.512.3129
chris.coan@gas-south.com
www.gas-south.com

Georgia Power
770.801.5988
ramaurer@southernco.com
www.georgiapower.com/foodservice

Retail Data Systems
678.627.0401
wdavis@rdspos.com
www.rdspos.com

Sysco Food Services of Atlanta
404.765.9900
jaks.yvette@atl.sysco.com
www.syscoatlanta.com

US Foods
770-774-8524
richara.brown@usfoods.com
www.usfoods.com

As Georgia’s fastest growing natural gas company serving 250,000
customers, Gas South is proud to service the restaurant industry and
offer discounted rates to GRA members.

Georgia’s Power’s Foodservice Team offers consulting services

options available to commercial kitchen operators.

Provider of Aloha POS Systems, the management solutions for

and support packages tailored to our clients needs.

A leading foodservice marketer and distributor. Sysco distributes
food and related products to restaurants, nursing homes, schools, 
hospitals, and other related venues.

hospitality industry.

Chefs Wanted for the Golden Onion Competition
By Rachel Mathews

T
he !ird Annual Golden Onion Compe-

tition, a professional cooking competi-

tion showcasing Vidalia® onions, is seek-

ing chef applications for their 2014 competition. 

!e competition will be held on April 27, 2014 , 

in Vidalia, Ga., in conjunction with the 37th An-

nual Vidalia Onion Festival taking place April 

24-27, 2014. Applicants will have until February 

7, 2014, to apply. 

!e Golden Onion competition is presented 

by the Vidalia Onion Festival Committee in co-

operation with the Vidalia® Onion Committee, 

Georgia Department of Economic Development 

and the Georgia Restaurant Association.

Golden Onion competitors will have one 

hour to prepare and present a recipe that features Vidalia® Onions. 

Twelve chefs are able to compete, and have the option to work 

with one assistant. To be eligible, competitors must be lead chefs 

(with job titles such as executive chef, chef de cuisine, chef/owner) 

for a free-standing restaurant in Georgia. Chefs 

working at restaurants associated with a luxury 

country club, resort or hotel are also eligible. 

!e First Place champion will be awarded the 

Golden Onion trophy, an exclusive honor to hold 

for one year. !e trophy must be surrendered the 

following year to the next winner. !e First Place 

champion will also receive a cash prize of $500. 

!e second place winner will receive $250 and 

the third place winner $100. 

!e price to compete is $100 for applications 

submitted on or before January 15, 2014 ($50 for 

GRA members). !e price goes up to $150 for 

applications submitted on or later than January 

16, 2014 ($75 for GRA members).

If you are interested in serving as one of the 12 chefs in this 

competition, contact Hope S. Philbrick at hopesp95@yahoo.com. 

For more information on the competition and festival, visit www.

vidaliaonionfestival.com. ■

The Golden Onion trophy, designed 

and produced by Melissa Harris.

CHEF COMPETITION
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SNAPSHOTS

Scenes from the Atlanta Foodservice Expo 2013
!e first Atlanta Foodservice Expo was a big hit! 

!anks to all the restaurant industry members who 

participated throughout the three days this October, 

including members of the American Culinary 

Federation’s Atlanta chapter and all the chefs who 

conducted cooking demonstrations throughout the 

event. Stay tuned for more info on next year’s event, 

which will be held Oct. 12-14, 2014. ■
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OFFICIAL ENERGY 

PARTNER OF 

PERFORMING YOUR BEST
Once a year the best 30 PGA TOUR players come to East Lake Golf Club to play The TOUR Championship 

presented by Coca-Cola. Every day the best cooking equipment performs off the links in Chef Michael 

Deihl’s kitchen, where championship-level performance is the name of the game. That’s why Chef Mike 

selected 17 pieces of electric cooking equipment for East Lake Golf Club. Lower costs, quicker preheat 

and recovery, a cooler kitchen and improved profi tability add up to a winning scorecard for the Club and 

diners alike. As Chef Mike says, “Electric cooking allows me to be better at what I do.”

To learn how electric cooking equipment can benefi t your operations, 

call the Business Call Center at 1-888-655-5888.

OFFICIAL ENERGY PARTNER OF YOUSM
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Real-time operational stats are 
critical... Are you connected to  
them on the go?
You’re always in motion. So is your restaurant. Keep tabs on what’s  
happening in real time—wherever you are.
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It’s easy. — Connect with

Providing leading hospitality technology solutions.
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Integrating People With Technology At The Point-of-Sale


