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It's been nearly two years since we last caught up with 21 Spaces, a multi-disciplinary
interior architecture and design consultancy, run by John Henry Boyle and his wife
Sinead. Since then, the hospitality market has changed quite considerably and we spoke
to John Henry about how the company has been faring and what’s next for his team.

21 Spaces is a Dublin and Donegal based company which creates brands within
premises for companies like Milano and Bewleys. Specialising in retail and food
outlets, they have built up a strong reputation as being the best in class and despite
the downturn in the market, combined with the fact people have less disposable
income to eat out as much, John Henry says they are in surprisingly good shape.

“Things have held their own over the past 12 months. Over the last 2 years we
have won new business and new clients. A lot of our pre- 2007 and 2008 clients
bought at the height of the market and have stepped out, so we are lucky to have
obtained a new client base.”

John Henry has certainly noticed a change in the type of client he is now
approached by.

“We're dealing with 50% Irish and 50% newcomers into the country, including
Europeans, ex-pats from America, and British brands. But we're also developing new

relationships with old clients, people who
we were dealing with when we began in
2002, so that’s a welcome development.”

With new leases coming onto the market
there are lots of new opportunities for
brands to get premises at a quarter of the
price than they were and a large number of
these are being taken up by the fast casual
food market.

“The biggest development recently has
been the halting of the hotel market, for
obvious reasons.” explains John Henry. “A
lot of people are consolidating as there is
no money available and also there was an
oversupply in the market, whereas the fast
casual food market tends to reinvent itself
every five years at |least.”

One of 21 Spaces’ main clients is Milano,
also know as Pizza Express in the UK, and
the company is aggressively pursuing sites
in Ireland. 21 Spaces is currently working
with them on fitting out new branches in
Ranelagh and Sligo and the company is
also looking at three other sites across
Ireland.

Although the Milano brand does have
certain ambient brand guidelines that have
to be adhered to, there is room for creativity
too, and John Henry enjoys the process
from start to finish.

“They reinvest heavily in their sites, it's
not just a refurbishment. They strip out the
shell and start from scratch in order to get
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the look they are going for. They don't have a cookie cutter effect for every site, so
you can be creative. There is fundamental DNA that you have to have in each site, for
example an open kitchen, a spotlight over each table etc - but they're just what you
called ambient branded guidelines. The only real criteria are that their kitchen
suppliers are retained.”

An expanding company like Milano is great for 21 Spaces’ business as they have
been throwing plenty of work their way.

“Since the work on the Dun Laoghaire branch finished, we've done Ennis,
commenced work in Ranelagh in the last week and will start in Sligo over the next
couple of months.”

The company is also undertaking work for them in England and Scotland too and
John Henry is grateful to be working with such good clients. A lot of people think that
a large English company coming over to Ireland and opening branches all over the
place is bad for the economy because they bring their own people with them and
don't generate business over here, but this is definitely not the case here, as John
Henry explains.

“In Ranelagh there's half a million pounds worth of business generated in this
country and something similar in Sligo. There’s an Irish contractor, an Irish electrician,
Irish plumber and Irish joiner etc. so to assume that is wrong”.

As well as Milano, 21 Spaces have lots of other projects on the go, one being
Tolteca, a chain of Mexican inspired fast casual outlets.

It is run by some ex-pats from Colorado
whose ambition is to open up seven
Tolteca restaurants. They are already
funded for these projects and are actively
pursuing sites at the moment, including
one planned for Upper Baggot Street.

The concept behind it is Mexican street
food, such as burritos, with an emphasis on
transparency, which means an open
kitchen in each with full traceability on the
meats and cheese.

The plan is to open the Baggot Street
branch first, which will be 150 square
metres, probably the smallest site they will
do. Then they will move out into the
suburbs before eventually opening in
London too. It will be akin to Chipotle in
America, selling healthy fast food, which
according to John Henry is where the
market is going.

John Henry and his team are also
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