Lobbying Can Work, Especially If We Work Together.

Background to HotelRes:
HotelRes is a small agency working in South Cambridgeshire.  We celebrated 20 years in business in 2019 and have steadily grown and evolved over the years.  Our core business remains venue finding and transient groups for corporate clients.  We have recently increased involvement in event management alongside our partners TR Global Events.
We have always been profitable (some years more than others) and we have no debt other than the mortgage we have on our office building - which is tiny compared to its value.  We have also been with our current bank NatWest since the company started.
Lobbying Your MP can Work!
I first wrote to the local MP Anthony Browne on the 11th March, before we went into lockdown, because it became very clear that most of our corporate clients were acting ahead of official government advice in terms of limiting travel and cancelling events. Ministers were already hinting that there might be financial support for shops and restaurants - and I wanted to raise the profile of the events and hospitality sector in terms of similar vulnerability.  
I did not hear back from the local MP’s office until the 19th March, when I was emailed by Alison who is Anthony Browne’s Chief of Staff.  She asked for more detail on our business model and our issues. She said that Anthony was going to take our specific case to the Treasury Select Committee that he sits on with the Chancellor. On the 22nd March she sent me a video clip of Anthony raising events industry specific issues with the Chancellor.  At that point the Chancellor made it clear that he was unwilling to look at industry sectors as separate entities – instead he was keen to work on measures that would be open to all.  It is at this point the government introduced the Furlough scheme.
We then applied for the Business Interruption Loan, and, like so many in our industry had it turned down. Given the nature of our business we simply do not have business contracts in place that can guarantee to the bank that we will be able to pay a loan back. In short - the bank was completely uninterested in helping us out at this critical time. I was so upset that I wrote to our local MP again on the 6th April.  Not really expecting a response, I just stated the facts so Anthony Browne had a case he could quote if he chose to take up the cause again. I heard nothing until a few days ago when Alison once again wrote to me to say that the Chancellor was about to announce a smaller 100% guarantee loan for companies like ours and indeed Anthony had used our case as an example to help highlight the issues.
I have to say I have been very impressed with the responsivity and understanding of our local MP. It is easy to be cynical about politicians in these challenging situations, but, in my case, it has been worth shouting, lobbying, and making a point – he listened and gave a damn.  Together as a collective I am sure we will have even greater success.






The Next 6 to 12 months
Like many similar companies our primary short-term focus is simply survival, but we are also thinking ahead to the next 12 months. The harsh reality is that many of our larger events have been postponed until 2021 so work we have done in 2019 will not be generating income until 2021.  
We are of course yet to see when people will start staying in hotels again or how they will hold meetings and events. A major challenge is staffing the company well enough to provide a service for future bookings, without depleting funds irreparably. Being able to extend the Furlough and bring staff in and out of the business as and when their expertise is needed will help a lot. 
However, central to our dilemma is the damaging “lag” between working on enquiries and getting paid. A company like ours needs staff to be working on bookings, so not furloughed…but payment for those bookings could easily be 6 months away. There is no easy solution – it is a constantly challenging balancing act.  We will apply for the small 100% guaranteed loan which should give some help, but we are also keen not to have too much debt that must be paid back whilst we are still operating on reduced income.
It is clear there are many unknowable’s in this difficult time. But what I do know is that venues and agents working together and supporting each other will be vital to reinvigorating our industry.  We must continue to shout to be heard - and combine our collective voices.  Many agents started as one person companies with a loan or capital to cover their first year’s income - so they could build up that strong base of confirmed business to pay for year 2.  What we are all having to do is find a way of going back to our “start-up” year but with the added challenges of client expectations and teams of staff to pay. It is not easy at all, but we can help each other and work to together to achieve our goals.






