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Introduction
This report has been commissioned by the active members of the ‘Save the
Drovers’ Group. The purpose of this report is to assess the evidence put
forward by the aforementioned documents to present an open critique of the
information contained within.
In light of the Drovers recently being sold and a ‘Change of Use’ application
being submitted to the council, numerous stakeholders of the Drovers Inn
felt that the information being presented to the deciding planning committee
was partially inaccurate. Hence this report was developed to present a fair
and balanced argument to the claims that the Drovers Inn is an unattractive
and unviable business venture.
The ‘Save the Drovers’ group have also developed a business plan based on
the assumption that the establishment could be acquired by a buyer and
reopened as a viable and profitable business. It is important to draw the
distinction between the two pieces of literature. This report will outline the
critical failings of the above documents, and does not aim to explicitly
outline facts and figures pertaining to viability. The reason why the ‘Save
the Drovers Group’ believe the pub to be a viable business opportunity will
be contained within the Business Plan presented alongside this document.
Please also note, this document does not aim to assess any matters of
planning or legality in relation to planning permission or change of use, this
report has been produced with the sole aim of weighing up the evidence
currently presented publically and to offer an alternative perspective in
business terms.
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Copies of all literature outlined in this text are available at:
http://planning.eastdorsetdc.gov.uk/onlineapplications/applicationDetails.do?activeTab=documents&keyVal=NG9TV
8GIL6

Section One: Critique of the Savills Marketing Report
This report does not dispute the particulars of the property as outlined by Savills,
in their capacity as professional surveyors it is not challenged that the location,
description and rating etc are accurate. The report states in 3.1 that Savills were
instructed by Marston’s to market The Drovers on the 13th of January 2014.
In section 5.0 of the report Savills outlines the ‘Marketing Strategy’ they
employed to sell the property and suggests a standard ‘Marketing Campaign’ was
created for a property of this type. After the ‘marketing particulars’ were
developed in house and the guide price was set, the report (section 5.1 2-5) lists
four main elements to their marketing campaign.
Points one and two show that The Drovers was marketed on Savills own website
as well as on a property website (property link) where full details of the property
could be downloaded. The third section of the marketing campaign was to include
the particulars on their monthly mailing list to pub operators/applicants monthly.
Lastly, an advert was run in the Pub & Bar Magazine in May 2014.
Figure 1 (Page 10/11) shows the downloadable advertisement for The Drovers
which was available on the web pages mentioned above. It has been suggested that
the particulars highlight the buildings and land and make minimal effort to
highlight key characteristics which make the building appealing as a pub. There is
no mention of capacity, no detailed mention of the bar or restaurant area and
minimal mention of its trading history as a public house - uncommon in the
traditional selling of a pub.
Figure 2 (Page 12) is the advert which appeared on the mailing list for publicans
and in the Pub and Bar Magazine. It is noted that the advert contained within these
publications was only 1/8th of an A4 page; similarly, the advert only appeared once
in the Pub and Bar Magazine in the eleven months the property was being
marketed by Savills.
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Due to this, it is hardly surprising that in section 6.1 it is pointed out that the only
interest which was shown was to use the property as a development opportunity
and ‘enquires from pub and restaurant operators was negligible.’ This report
suggests that there were little or no interest from these operators because they
were unaware of the opportunity.
A member of the ‘Save the Drovers’ campaign was approached by a friend in
London who stated that he had seen The Drovers advertised as a development
opportunity on a website he subscribes to in his capacity as a property developer.
However, a local publican who has been searching for new premises for nearly
twelve months was unaware The Drovers was available for purchase until he saw
the campaign to save it in a local paper.
The argument here is that Savills suggestion that nobody was interested in The
Drovers in its capacity as a pub, may be due to the fact that the property was
predominantly marketed as a development opportunity to property developers. It
has also been suggested that the guide price itself reflects this – two separate
industry professionals have put a value of around £300,000 on the property as a
public house, and a figure closer to the asking price as a development opportunity.
The report states in section 6.3 that the pub is too isolated to be an attractive
venture, and suggests in section 7.0 that the market conditions currently dictate
that pubs such as The Drovers are economically unviable. The vast number of
local successful pubs and restaurants would suggest this is inaccurate; the business
plan presented with this document highlights numerous other reasons why this
isolation is a potential asset and not a reason to dismiss viability.
The report concludes in section 8.0 that the pub as a business is unviable, the
reasons for this are listed as its location, the market and the fact that nobody
showed an interest in the property in its current use. It also concludes that the pub
was marketed to a wide audience. This report disputes this conclusion on the
grounds that locations such as The Drovers have been run profitably in areas
surrounding the village. It is also pertinent to point out that within a ten mile
radius there are over 87,000 registered residents; although the village itself is not
large, the potential target market is vast.
Finally, and most importantly, it is the findings of this report that Savills have
target marketed The Drovers specifically as a development opportunity and not as
a public house. This in turn explains why there has been little interest shown by
publicans. Over all, the viability of The Drovers as a business cannot be attributed
to the amount of interest it generated while it was on the market, as is suggested in
8.4 of the Savills report. Essentially, there will not be demand for a product when
potential consumers are unaware of its availability.
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Section Two: Critique of Marson’s Viability Letter
On the 27th of November 2014 Angela Donaldson sent a letter to Mike Hirsh of
Intelligent Land outlining the reasons why she and Marston’s did not feel The
Drovers was a viable business and to outline the trading history of the pub.
The letter opens with a list of monies which have been spent on the property over
the last twenty years which is later referred to as ‘investment’. These expenditures
include redecoration, toilet refurbishment, resurfacing of the car parks, a sewerage
system and the development of the garden and other similar associated activities.
Although these are referred to as investments, I would suggest they are closer to
maintenance. The distinction here being that unlike maintenance, which is routine
and expected for any business, with investment you would expect to see a return.
The letter states ‘turnover declined….despite ourselves and out tenants investing
all of the monies noted above’ – in reality, I believe very few businesses would see
a significant increase in turnover following the decoration of the toilets and the
resurfacing of the car park and it is therefore a tenuous link to viability.
The next paragraph outlines commentary on what has been attempted by
tenants/Marston’s to make the business viable. The body of the argument in the
first section is based on how the business has never been fully supported by the
locals and that a pub like The Drovers cannot be successful in a community the
size of Gussage All Saints. As has been mentioned previously, The Drovers has a
significant potential market which evidence would suggest has never been utilised.
Having analysed reviews online dating back around eight years (tripadvisor.com),
there is a significant trend suggesting that the location of The Drovers is not the
issue; it is the management which has been in place. There are countless
arguments which note ‘inconsistency’, ‘poor service’, ‘bad management’ and
‘inconsistent/poor food’ as the reasons locals and other customers have not
returned. There is not a single negative review based on the location or isolation of
The Drovers. It is therefore suggested that it is not that locals and customers have
not supported the pub, but more the pub has not offered them a constant product or
service.
The commentary then highlights that between 2000 and 2002 there were no less
than six managers who tried to get the venture off the ground, this venture being
an ‘ale led wet pub’ focusing on beer sales and not food. Considering it has been
pointed out by Marston’s themselves that The Drovers is in an isolated location
and the village itself is fairly small, it is hard to imagine how they considered the
pub would make a profit by focusing on selling alcohol – when the majority of the
customers would have to drive to the pub in the first place.
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One positive which is mentioned is that some form of success was had when the
pub began to put events on and the menu was seasonal with traditional home
cooked food was served. It states that ‘this worked but only through continued
reevaluation and lots of marketing’. The success of any business relies on the
reevaluation of its offering and the marketing of its product, ‘but only through’
appears to suggest that the success was only possible through the hindrance of
these actions – in reality, it is an essential action of any trading organisation.
The letter concludes by saying that after all these endeavors Marston’s made the
decision to close the pub because it was not being run profitably. It is suggested
that the village and the parish council were approached by Marston’s and/or
Savill’s – however after a meeting with three senior members of the parish council
none of them could find a single piece of written documentation about this
approach. It was similarly noted that there were never any posters, signs or
placards outside The Drovers to suggest it was on the market, there were no
invitations to open meetings or consultations regarding the closure, nor any written
letters to the villagers directly. The letter then reiterates Savill’s findings that there
was no ‘industry interest’ – a topic which has been addressed in the previous
section.
In the closing sentences the letter reiterates that the closure is unfortunate but the
land suits itsself more to a development opportunity. It is therefore perhaps
evident that in Marston’s opinion the pub should be marketed as such, giving
weight to the idea that The Drovers was marketed as a development opportunity
from the start, and Savill’s endeavors simply reflected this opinion.
One overriding theme from the documentation is that in the past 15 years the pub
has been operated under a brewery tie, and no comment has been made about the
potential success the establishment could have as a free hold. Although Marston’s
have concluded that under the terms of their leases the pub is not viable, it does
not make an assessment of any other form of ownership.
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Section Three: Critique of Davis Coffer Lyons Viability Report
The Davis Coffer Lyons report begins by stating that the viability report is being
conducted for planning application purposes and aims to assess and appraise the
viability of the pub. As with the previous two critiques this report finds no fault
with the skills, qualifications and experience of the author.
There is a minor error in the ‘location’ section of the document (it is not 3 miles
from Blandford Forum); similarly it states there is a ‘significant’ distance from
any major roads, this is however not the case. The report also suggests there ‘is no
seasonal increase in trade’ due to ‘no tourist activity in the village’ despite
Marston’s themselves highlighting that seasonal trade has been successful in
previous years. The idea that there is no tourism in the village is disputed and as
such is assessed at length in the associated business plan.
This report finds no major failings in the ‘description’, ‘tenure’ and ‘condition’
sections of the document.
In the following ‘Market commentary’ section, numerous points are made relating
to the economic climate and how this has affected the industry in question. Many
of these points have little bearing on The Drovers and its viability as a business,
for example the surfeit of pubs in areas such as the West Midlands, South Wales
and in coastal ports. It is also suggested that community pubs such as The Drovers
need to turn over roughly £5000 per week in order to stay solvent. In an email,
another independent valuer within this industry has commented saying he has seen
numerous pubs such as The Drovers who are owned by live in couples
successfully run on as little as £2800 per week – a figure that Marston’s and the
Davis Coffer Lyons report itself have stated The Drovers is capable of doing.
The conclusion of the report focuses on a shadow profit and loss account which
ultimately shows a loss – and subsequently verifies the reports notion that The
Drovers is ‘incapable’ of turning a net profit before tax. Many of the figures used
within this profit and loss are disputed, but this notion is addressed in the
associated business plan. The overriding short-coming of the Davis Coffer Lyons
report is that it presents the same homogenised argument as the two other
documents assessed in this report. The idea that the pub is not viable based on the
way it is currently being run. What the report does not do is present a balanced
argument and assesses the possibility that the premises could be profitable
working to a different business model and operating under a new ‘set of hands’.

8

Conclusion
In conclusion, the three documents which have been assessed in this report have
not given any mention to the way in which the pub has been managed previously;
all three assess the viability of the pub by focusing on the way it has been run in
the past. As has been outlined, after numerous conversations and much research
the overriding response has been a problem with the ‘human’ element of the pub
over the years, not with the pub itself.
This report does not dispute the fact that for the previous few years the pub has not
been profitable, it does however dispute the notion that this makes it an unviable
business. The numerous stakeholders who have come forward to offer their input
on this report have all offered the same conclusion – that The Drovers ‘managed
well’ could be an exceptionally successful pub. This includes not only interested
locals, but also industry professionals, experiences landlords, service industry
workers, chefs, investors and industry specific business consultants.
Over all, The Drovers may not have been as profitable as the large companies
(Marstons and Ringwood Brewers) who have owned if for the last twenty years
may have liked. However that does not mean that the business is not capable of
being run successfully by a couple, or an individual who is satisfied for the
business to turn a small profit. Similarly, a pub owned as a free hold has
significantly less overheads based on the reduced rates it must pay and would
therefore manage on a lesser turnover. An avenue which has not been yet been
fully explored.
In order to present this ‘balanced view’ – the business plan being presented along
side this document contains a calculated plan whereby through professional
management and tight margins this pub can create a viable business opportunity.
In the consideration of viability, it is important to consider the possibility that if
strategic changes were made to the way the pub is run and managed; does the
argument of brewery tied viability still stand as strong?
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Appendix - Figure 1 (Part 1)
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Appendix - Figure 1 (Part 2)
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Figure 3
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