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Doing for 
caterers what 
Feargal Quinn 
did for shops 
in his TV series 
Retail Therapy, 
professional 
restaurant adviser 
Blathnaid Bergin 
has never been 
busier, writes 
Yvonne Kerr.

B lathnaid Bergin set up 
her own catering busi-
ness in the 1980s from 
her Abbeyleix home in 

Laois, while also bringing up her 
four children (now aged 18 and up). 
She also set up a cookery school 
back then. More than 20 years of 
industry experience has her well 
quali  ed to help anyone struggling 
to make ends meet. The biggest 
change of late, Blathnaid says, is 
the type of business seeking her 
assistance. 

“There are a lot more pubs now,” 
Blathnaid says, “and I am also 
working with a garden centre and a 
few health clubs. In the boom times, 
those businesses would have been 
making lots of money, but were 
started by people who didn’t really 
know the food business, and now 
they’re in trouble.” 

Publicans, in particular, tend to 
get someone else to run the food 
side of their business, but this is the 
quickest way lose control – and lots 
of money, says Blathnaid. 

“Pub owners tend to delegate 
the management of the kitchen to 
a chef, who may or may not know 
how to do it, and that’s a mistake.”

The catering industry is rife with 
people following a dream of owning 
their own restaurant or café; it’s 
assumed it’s the kind of job that 
comes naturally, but without proper 
training and experience, disaster 
can strike hard. Blathnaid warns: 
“You can lose €60-€70,000 like that 
(clicks her  ngers).” 

Blathnaid has received harrow-
ing phone calls from businessmen 
and women who are literally at their 

wit’s end, haemorrhaging money, 
with no idea how to stop it. “One 
client is paying out more in wages 
than he’s making on food sales and 
that’s not sustainable,” Blathnaid 
says. “He’ll be out of business soon 
if he doesn’t do something drastic.” 

MAKING SAVINGS
Major savings can be 
made quickly in the food 
business. Blathnaid, who 
also works as a mentor for 
various business enter-
prise boards in the Mid-
lands area, doubled sales 
for one client by moving 
their display of cakes and 
pastries to a more visible 
location in the shop. 

Blathnaid charges 
€650 for her initial visit 
and report (the visit usu-
ally lasts three hours) 
and sometimes even this 
is enough to get a busi-
ness back on track. For 
those who need a (rela-
tively) quick  x, Blath-
naid has set up a new 
school of restaurant 
and kitchen management, offering 
short courses to those starting out, 
or in need of help, on how to set up 
and run a catering business more 
ef  ciently. 

“There was nowhere [that I 
could see] for those people to go to 
learn, quickly,” Blathnaid says, “that 
wasn’t a degree or a diploma course 
for one year or more, so what I offer 
is a full-time two month course in 
the business side of food.” 

Incorporating  nance, law, op-

erations management, kitchen and 
restaurant management, employ-
ment, legislation and HR, Blathnaid 
facilitates 50% of the course herself, 
with help from 14 other profession-
als in the various areas covered. 

Tommy Clancy graduated from 
this course before Christmas, and 
opened his new restaurant, YOLO 

(you only live once), in 
Ennis, Co Clare on Friday, 25 Febru-
ary. Though he ran a restaurant 
The Sherwood Inn with his brother 
Michael for 25 years (still run by his 
brother), Tommy says the course 
was invaluable to set out “standard 
of procedures” (SOP) for his own 
 edgling business. 

“Even if the cleaning isn’t done 
properly once, it will fall apart ... 
it’s as simple as that,” Tommy says. 
“This course shows you how [a 

catering business] should be done 
properly from the start.” 

Blathnaid also offers shorter 
courses, from three days to 10 days 
over  ve weeks, ranging in price 
from €750 to €8,000 for the 12-week 
full-time course. This may seem 
expensive but, as Blathnaid says, 
is more than worth the money you 

save long-term. 
It’s not all books, either, 

as another aspect of the 
course – one that is close 
to Blathnaid’s heart as a 
yoga enthusiast – is how to 
maintain a healthy work/
life balance. If you do the 
course, you could  nd your-
self learning how to dance 
the samba – and this is no 
joke, in Blathnaid’s opinion.

“I keeled over one night, 
eight years ago, from stress 
and ended up in hospital for 
one week,” Blathnaid says. 

“I was in college study-
ing for a Master’s – with four 
kids and working full-time. I 
refused medication after-
wards and took up yoga. It’s 
had such a positive impact on 
my life,” she says. 

Another element of the course 
is two days at Ballymaloe Cookery 
School, to teach those who don’t 
spend any time in the kitchen 
normally to appreciate the value of 
fresh, quality ingredients. CL
• NOTE: Fáilte Ireland also runs 

a subsidised range of workshops 
and comprehensive supports 
for businesses in the hospitality 
trade. For details, log on to www.
failteireland.ie/cpd
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Blathnaid Bergin (front, centre) and her students with Richard Corrigan at the 2010 Electric Picnic.

For further information, log on to www.restaurantmanagement.ie or call Blathnaid on 087-679-0854.

The restaurant doctor

Qualifying businesses undertaking 
selected National Organic Training 
Network courses can receive up to 
25% funding towards the cost of 
Blathnaid’s courses. To see if your 
business qualifies, call 071-964-0688.

FUNDING AVAILABLE


