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Appendix 12. Food and Beverage Requirements. Care & Feeding of Your Guests
(Courtesy of Apex)

You don’t always have much choice when it comes to catering meals. If you’re staying in a full-service hotel, and serving your meals in the banquet rooms, you’ll use the hotel’s food service staff. If you’re eating in a restaurant, clearly outside catering is not an issue. But perhaps you have chosen an unusual venue for your meeting. One planner arranged a dinner in a museum hall dedicated to Titanic memorabilia: The menu was straight from the ship, the waiters were really actors, but the food came from an outside caterer. Occasionally venues that merely rent space will nevertheless have preferred—or even required—caterers, but not always. Sometimes you’re on your own. But we’re here to help.

Even In Hotels There are Details to Check

One of the most important things you have to do, before choosing your dishes, is to work your way methodically through the menu. Taste everything (as well as the wines that might be offered as an accompaniment). You should taste every appetizer, every soup, every entrée and every dessert to make sure they’re fresh and well-prepared, and suitable for the people who will be consuming them. Just as you would do at a restaurant, probe for flexibility. Be sure to find out whether the food-service staff can accommodate requests for special meals, which are on the rise these days, says Leslie Jeske, director of catering at the Radisson Barcelo Hotel in Washington, D.C. “I get requests for low-fat, reduced sodium or vegetarian meals at least twice a week,” she says. It’s true that these days most hotels are used to such requests and have several vegetarian meals either on their menus or at least in the freezer for emergency backup. Still, it’s best to double-check. 

To pick out your menu and decide how you want the food to be served, it helps to have an understanding of who’s in your group. For example, if it’s a group of strangers meeting for the first time, it often helps to serve meals buffet-style the first day; that way, socializing and mingling is made easy. If the group is at the same venue for several days, vary meals between sit-downs and buffets. The longer a group stays at the same hotel or convention center, the more important variety becomes, adds Jeske. “If a group does a buffet on the first day, I’ll usually suggest a more formal, though light, midday meal on day two,” she says. “By the third day, I’ll even suggest a cookout.”

And if things are getting really dull on the food front, you can always offer attendees vouchers for other restaurants, either in the venue or nearby. This is pricier but may be a great break after days of eating in the same ballrooms, rubbing shoulders with the same people meal after meal. You’ll need to check that the hotel’s restaurants can accommodate a crowd and that a large group won’t disturb other diners. 

Remember, too, to have someone on site who is responsible for managing the food and beverages during the event. The venue will almost certainly provide such a person. That person can be the liaison between you and the hotel when it comes to special meals, if the service slows or to troubleshoot any catering issues that may surface. This brings up some good advice as regards many aspects of event planning: You can’t do everything yourself, no matter how hard you try or how miserable your budget. “You just can’t count place settings at a banquet room in one area when you’re responsible for AV in another,” says Gavin. “It makes things easier to have someone on hand working solely on your event.”

Working With Independent Caterers  

Interview a number of caterers before making a choice. Use the same criteria you use when choosing a restaurant: flexibility (a willingness to shift ideas and to listen to the client), proper staffing levels, experience and, of course, expert food preparation. Make sure they have catered events of your size and type before—you don’t want to have the caterers learning on the job, so leave tryouts to others. Get references.

And, to be fair to the caterers, have a clear idea of what you want.

Give them a realistic budget at the start. Very little irritates a caterer more than being asked to devise a menu without any notion of how much there is to spend. When you have narrowed your choices down to, say, three, start tasting. 

Decide What You Want

By the time you approach a caterer, you should have a pretty fair idea of the agenda, and the number of people who will be at each event. Are you going to have a stand-up reception with canapés and cocktails? A wise caterer will steer you away from certain foods and towards others: not too many messy dips or things that drip—there’s nothing worse than an important guest with a red stain of shrimp dip on his shirtfront and a thunderous look on his face. Make sure the food is not too hot, in either sense of the word—you don’t want people reaching for a jug of cold water to put out the fire, nor do you want them scorching their fingers. Make sure that what food is suggested can be easily managed with one hand (there’ll likely be a glass in the other).

For buffet lunches, it’s a challenge for a caterer to invent options beyond the banal plates of cold cuts and sticks of celery and raw carrot. “Always be careful though,” a catering manager advises. “We had a successful buffet at which our most popular food was satay—skewers of grilled chicken with a peanut sauce dip, exotic but perfectly acceptable to a mainstream taste. However, you’ll be surprised at how many people are allergic to nuts.”

Evening meals are more open-ended, with unlimited possibilities. They can be formal affairs with fine linens and gourmet foods. Or they can be burger cookouts, tailgates, barbecues or something similar. Hot dogs made with French baguette loaves and real German bratwurst were a hit at a recent software conference. You can also opt for a stir fry station, for Middle Eastern nights or you can even spice things up with a fajita buffet or a “mashed potato bar” where the potatoes (and toppings) are served in martini glasses. You’ll have to judge the level of informality your group will tolerate and offer the food accordingly. Good caterers can, with seeming effortlessness, switch from formal to informal, from Thai or Japanese to basic American.

What About Drinks?

There should also be plenty of beverage options available. Fewer people are now drinking alcohol at midday meals, either from choice (for health reasons) or because they’re feeling the weight of corporate disapproval. So have a selection of mineral waters, juices and soda available with coffees (decaf and regular) and tea. Fruit juices and spiced teas are increasingly popular.

Remember that you might want to schedule a cocktail hour.

Almost all venues will provide carafes of ice water during meetings at no charge and usually also pencils and notepads.

How Much Is All This Going To Cost?

Prices will obviously vary from place to place, but food and beverage costs are a basic part of your cost structure, and you have to be realistic. 

Here are some rough ball-park numbers, though they will be slightly higher if you use outside caterers, because you must add setup and transportation costs to their estimates:

Continental breakfast: $14 to $15 per person.

Full breakfast: $20 to $25 per person.

Morning and afternoon breaks: $4 to $6 per person.

Hot lunch (not buffet): $30.

Dinner: $45 to $75 or higher.

Receptions: $25 to $65 per person.

A Caution on Costs

If a restaurant quotes a per-person cost for a meal at, say, “$45 ++” (plus tax and plus gratuity), it means that the taxes and gratuities are extra. Sometimes the gratuity is predetermined by the restaurant and can run as high as 20 percent. Many a planner has been unpleasantly surprised when the bill turned out to be much higher than expected.

Always ask what is included in the cost. Coffee, tea and sodas are normally included, but bottled waters and specialty coffees are not.

To Save Costs

·At receptions, use napkins for holding food rather than plates, even paper ones. Food consumption will drop—you can balance less food that way.

Field-test wines. Find drinkable varieties from places like Chile, where prices are still undervalued. If you’re unsure, go with house brands—assuming that the venue has done its own background work. 

Fashion In Food

You don’t have to count yourself food-obsessed to want your meals to be interesting and agreeable. Nor do you have to be on the cutting edge of culinary fashion. But you don’t want to be safe and boring either. The point is to arrive at a position where the meals aren’t really being talked about very much—food at events like these usually becomes a hot topic of conversation when it’s awful or strange. You want people to enjoy their meal without it taking their minds off the point of the meeting. It’s fair to say that boredom is more of a hazard than its obverse: Most caterers are very aware of markets, and hotel banqueting operations generally err on the side of safe. So know your audience, consult your suppliers, and then take your own counsel.

What Won’t Work?

· Lots of sloppy sauces. OK when you’re at home—you can always change your clothes. On the road, you don’t always have that option.

· Menus with only one entrée. Too much risk of too many people not liking it.

· Substantially pork- or beef-based menus, for reasons of religious taboo.

· Narrowly ethnic cuisine.

· Meat dishes that require precision in cooking. For very large groups, chefs can’t cook to order, and to many people, “well done” means “overcooked”; to others, “rare” means “uncooked.”

· Fish. It’s almost impossible not to overcook flaky fishes in banquet situations, and overcooked fish means dry, tasteless meals that have to be disguised with heavy-handed sauces. Some people are allergic to seafood, especially shellfish.

· Deep frying. Inevitably either greasy or soggy at banquets.

· Cream-based sauces. Too rich, too much risk of congealing.

What Works?

· Lots of choice.

· “Asian fusion.” Even banal kitchens can liven dull chicken with a bit of lemon grass or cilantro.

· Pastas. Safe, and endlessly adaptable, especially for vegetarians.

· Fruit salads. No one dislikes fruit.

· Certain meat stews.

· And of course, chicken.

Sample Menus

· Continental Breakfast

· Fresh orange and grapefruit juices

· Diced seasonal fruits and berries

· Breakfast bakeries to include butter croissants, assorted muffins, fresh fruit danishes and New York-style bagels

· Sweet butter, whipped cream cheese and fruit preserves

Lunch Menu

· Warm French rolls and butter

· Caesar salad with croutons or California greens with Roma tomatoes and hearts of palm

· Chicken breast filled with wild mushrooms and spinach, with whole-grain mustard sauce, wild rice and seasonal vegetables or Goat cheese and grilled-vegetable lasagna with pesto olive oil and currant tomatoes

· Lemon meringue pie or New York cheesecake

· Coffees and teas

Dinner Menu (three courses)

· Mediterranean grilled vegetable with balsamic vinegar and extra virgin olive oil or Caramelized onion and smoked salmon tart

· Tomato and mozzarella salad or Cactus, corn and jicama salad

· Three-onion soup with Dry Sack sherry or Chilled shrimp gazpacho

· Stuffed breast of chicken with roasted shallots, mushrooms and a charred tomato sauce or Peppered strip steak with pesto mashed potatoes, grilled portabellos and Merlot sauce or Herb-crusted salmon with lime and chive butter

· Fresh berries in caramelized sugar

· Grand Marnier sabayon or Mascarpone cheesecake with spiced pecans and a miniature pear

“Food Station” Ideas

· The Gourmet Pizza Station

· The Pasta Station

· The Fajita Station

· The Chinese Station

· The Seafood Station

How Much Food?

Knowing how many men and women will be there lets you know how much food to order. Figure that men eat 1.3 times the amount women do, and that women still demand lighter foods. Salad eaters are predominantly women; more men eat red meat than women do. The curious exception is lamb: Most restaurants figure that lamb on the menu will attract more female diners than male ones.

How Much Wine?  How Much Liquor?

It depends, of course, on the nature of the event. If your meeting is primarily to celebrate outstanding quarterly or annual results in your company, it will be miserly (and be regarded as such) if you ration people to one drink a night. In that case, break out the champagne and let it flow—hey, it’s your budget, so you be the judge.

You must bear in mind, of course, that there may be people in your group under 21. For those people, nonalcoholic drinks are obviously a must.

There are several ways of organizing a group’s drinking:

· No alcohol. This makes life easy, but alcohol is so endemic in our society that it’s less and less common to do without it.

· Soft drinks, wine and beer only. In which case, figure on two drinks per person for a reception, two glasses of wine per person for a dinner.

· Soft drinks, wine and beer, with a cash bar for harder liquor. Still popular, but diminishing as CEOs don’t want to be seen encouraging unseemly behavior (and incurring the risk of possible litigation due to damages). Lunch meetings are often alcohol-free. And alcohol at breakfast? At brunches. perhaps ...

· Open bar. Figure it as double the price of a wine and beer policy.

Some pertinent facts:

· Few women drink beer.

· With the advent of microbreweries overall consumption of beer at receptions has increased.

· White wine used to outdraw red in America, but no longer. The conventional measure at receptions was two whites to one red; the measure has been changing, especially in larger centers with more sophisticated consumers, and the “normal” ratio is now close to even or slightly in favor of the reds.

· Women have been switching to red wine faster than men. This may be because they keep better pace with fashions, or are reacting to the newly discovered health benefits of moderate  red wine consumption.

· Nevertheless, the old saw that white wines generally go with lighter foods like fish or poultry, and red wines with heartier fare remains a good rule of thumb.

A Drinks Calculator

Hotels or meeting venues charge alcohol costs in different ways. A ball-park figure (but check first!) will be around $12 to $16 per person for a one-hour reception, to somewhere around $14 to $18 for a two-hour affair. Caterers who don’t have their own liquor licenses will generally charge on a cost-plus basis, with returns credited to your account when the final tally is done. A nonalcoholic bar will run somewhere around $5 to $7 per person.

There is an average of 6 glasses of wine to an average bottle.

Men drink more than women. Women will typically drink one to one and a half drinks per hour. Scale upwards for men.

How To Prevent The Bad News – The Risk of Contaminated Food

It’s not a theoretical risk, either. More than six million Americans, by some estimates, will at least feel nausea from contaminated food each year. Some of them will be hospitalized, and of those, some of them will sue.

It goes without saying that you don’t want your meeting to be the target of litigation. That would permanently spoil everyone’s appetite, never mind your reputation for flawless planning.

But, with most reputable venues, you as the planner don’t need to worry about this. You have enough to do without turning yourself into a health inspector. Unless you’re holding the event at the zoo...

There are a few things you can do to minimize risk

· Take a look at the kitchen that will be preparing your event’s food—but not in off hours. Go there while food is being prepared. Are the floors clean? Is there food and debris on the floors? Are spills wiped up immediately? Are work stations cleaned and sanitized frequently? 

· Is there a hand-washing sink for staff, and does it have soap and clean (one-use) paper towels? Does the staff use it?

· Is the staff wearing uniforms, not street clothes? Do they take aprons off before going to the bathroom? Do they wear hats/hairnets?

· The temperature range between 45 and 140  degrees is called the food danger zone, because that’s the range in which bacteria breed freely. Hot food should be kept hot—above 140 degrees, and cold food, cold—below 45 degrees. Watch how long food is kept in the danger zone.

· Ask the person in charge whether there has ever been an outbreak of food-related illness at that facility. If so, what has been done to minimize the risks for the future? Has the staff been vaccinated against Hepatitis-A? Has the kitchen staff received formal safety training?

Communicate With Your Caterer 

Make sure they know the site and what facilities are available. Is there a properly equipped kitchen? Decent refrigeration? Do they need to bring china and cutlery? Will there be a kitchen inspection the day before to make sure previous users left it in good repair? Who will be responsible for cleaning up?
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