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Q&A With Stewart Vernon

THE GROWTH OF YOUR SERVICE FRANCHISE,
ESPECIALLY IN A TOUGH ECONOMY, HAS
BEEN PHENOMENAL. HOW DID IT HAPPEN?

I started the business in 2001. I really
stumbled on the pool and spa industry.
I had no history with it. I was looking
to move to Macon, Ga., and there was a
gentleman in town that was looking to
retire from a small pool route that he
had, and one thing led to another, and
I began to realize this was a truly frag-
mented industry — at least in Macon, at
that time.

And 1 knew that I could provide a
higher level of service, and attract cus-
tomers the old fashioned way. And 1
knew the barriers to entry and the start-
up capital needed were low, so I entered
the business. I started doing the same
thing we do today, the repair and week-
ly maintenance or renovation of swim-
ming pools.

We doubled sales annually virtually
every year for the first three years or so.
By our fourth year we were doing over
a million dollars in gross revenue, and
had five trucks on the road.

That was the turning point, in 2005.
We were making a name for ourselves
locally and I was looking to expand. So
at that point I had to decide, do we ex-
pand internally — grow to other mar-
kets on our own — or do we turn to
franchising?

Like most franchises when they're
first starting out, I would imagine, I
had a friend that was looking to start
a business in another city, and he
asked me if we’'d ever thought about
letting someone else open up another
location.

It was as simple as that.

DID YOU GO TO A FRANCHISING ATTORNEY
AT THAT POINT?

Once we realized it was working, that
these guys were able to take our train-
ing and systems to their own loca-
tions and make it work, I began to
work on the franchising idea. I hired
a franchising attorney and put the
capital in place, which is necessary to
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become a franchising company. On
Jan. 1, 2006, we formed ASP Fran-
chising, the parent company for all
our franchises.

By the end of 2007, we had about 12
or 13 owners operating close to 20 ter-
ritories in Georgia and South Carolina.
2008 brought us more expansion.

By the end of 2008, we'd achieved
national account status with POOL-
CORP. So we were able to develop an
extensive pricing program with them.
Our Internet presence was developed,
and we really started to develop the
tools that a “real” franchise company is
built around, so that the franchise own-
ers have that true sense that being a
part of this bigger company will put me
on the path of success.

YOUR EXPANSION ACCELERATED THROUGH
THE RECESSION. HOW'D YOU DO THAT?
In late 2008, 2009 and 2010 we saw
continued tremendous growth, not only
in our franchise owners, their businesses,
but in our franchise company with new
owners coming into the system. Both were
due to the downturn in the economy.

These new franchise owners were
people that had lost their previous jobs.

It was interesting to look back after
about a year into the recession and iden-
tify new franchise owners that came to
us and why. We had one that was a for-
mer consultant in the business world.
Another was offered early retirement by
Duracell. Our New Franchise of the Year
award in 2010 went to a 25-year-old kid
that started the business after searching
for a job for 18 months to no avail.

We found that we were able to offer
business-minded individuals a path into
business.

HOW WAS BUSINESS THROUGH THIS PERIOD?
We saw sales increases in 2010 from
2009. Our average same-store sales in-
crease for a 2-year-old franchise was 13
percent. So we saw strong, double-dig-
it sales increases, and we just finished
projecting for 2011 an increase on top
of that. We expect another 15 percent in-
crease in 2011.

During this time, VGB was huge for
our company. We made a big push and
marketed our services to commercial
accounts. We have the swimming pool
data from each of our franchise owners
— we know who has a swimming pool
and how much money they make. We
got that same kind of data when VGB
came out and started marketing to those
commercial pools by mail, telling them
about compliance and non-compliance,
and what we could offer.

Right now, the demand in the service
sector is just as strong as ever. I think
you've seen some pull-back on renova-
tion work, and of course pool construc-
tion. We feel like the consumer is starting
to feel more confident now — certainly
more so than 2008 and 2009. ~



