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Kent Hahne is a longtime 
restaurant entrepreneur 
and expert on the 
hospitality business. 

You are one of Germany’s most well-
known restaurant entrepreneurs. Tell 
us about your history in the business.

I began my entrepreneurial career as 
owner and manager of two nightclubs 
near Bonn and, at the age of 26, I became 
the youngest McDonald’s franchisee in 
Germany. So you could say this has been 
a lifelong passion.

In 2002 I co-founded Vapiano, an Italian 
fast casual restaurant chain and from 

2004 through 2011 I was responsible for 
the company’s international expansion, 
into the UK and the US, amongst others. 
When the majority of the company was 
sold in 2011, I decided to sell my shares 
as well but kept a number of restaurants 
as franchisee until 2015.

In parallel I founded Apeiron Holding 
with the aim of developing new attractive 
restaurant concepts and developing them 
to market leading positions. Apeiron now 
has three very successful restaurant 
concepts (The ASH, L’Ostreria, and 
GreenKarma). 

I currently own THE ASH which operates 
nine premium steak houses in Germany, 
and I am the largest franchisee for 
L’Osteria (currently 21 restaurants in 
Western and Northwestern Germany out 
of a total of about 100 restaurants). Both 

concepts have shown strong growth over 
the past years with about five combined 
openings per year. GreenKarma is a rather 
new concept focusing on sustainable and 
healthy food based on salad.

Were you able to prepare for the 
shutdown and subsequent upheaval?

The complete lockdown took us by 
surprise. The restaurant industry felt 
singled out especially as there was no 
proper proof that restaurants are sites of 
major spreading more than other places 
outside the home such as shops and 
offices. 

How did your business fare throughout 
the pandemic? Did all of your peers 
react the same way?

All restaurants had to close at the 
beginning, which put us all on a level 
playing field. Apeiron very quickly 
managed to develop alternative business 
models and, as such, focused on curbside 
pickup and delivery business, which 
secured us at least around 30% of pre-
corona revenues. 

In parallel, we invested heavily into 
developing a hygiene and safety concept 
for both customers and employees in our 
restaurants, including air exchange and 
purification, safety distances between 
tables, dividers, etc., and at the same 
time into marketing with branded delivery 
cars, and our own smartphone app. 

This led to a quick recovery once 
restaurants were allowed to open again 
as we were prepared and had the trust of 
our customers that we were prepared for 
a safe yet still unique experience in our 
restaurants.

Q&A with Kent Hahne, owner and founder 
of Apeiron Restaurant and of Retail AG
The hospitality industry was one of the most affected by the pandemic, but entrepreneurs are 
experts at uncertainty. 



OUTLOOK 2021

24

The summer saw above pre-corona 
revenue levels (combination of in-house, 
pick-up, and delivery). We believe we are 
among those that managed the crisis in 
the best possible way.

Are you noting a return to normality?

As I said, the summer turned out to be 
highly successful, especially as some of 
our competitors were less prepared for 
the increased requirements on hygiene 
and safety and thus could not benefit 
or at least not benefit in the same way 
from the desire of people to get back to a 
more normal situation, enjoying summer 
in public with friends and family.

The second lockdown we are currently 
in is putting more strain on us than the 
first one as restaurants had to close 
very early, leading to a very long closing 
period and people are not as positively 
looking into the future as no one knows 
where this is leading us.

Will the upheaval mark a permanent 
change in your business? Why or why 
not?

We are hoping for an improvement once 
a large share of the population has been 
vaccinated and the situation is moving 
back to be more “normal”.

The major change for us will be that 
we will keep the dual track distribution 
(pick-up and delivery in addition to 
traditional in-house consumption) as 
it has opened our business to new 
customer groups that normally might not 
have come to our restaurants regularly 
for different reasons. That should lead to 
a sustainable uplift of revenues for the 
coming years.

What opportunities have you identified 
in light of the events of 2020?

Although the situation has been and 
still is very demanding and putting an 
enormous pressure on us, we believe 
that many opportunities will arise in the 
aftermath of the pandemic. 

As experts for restaurant chains are 
extremely scarce in Germany and 
continental Europe, we have used the 
time and situation to invest in our human 
capital and hire a number of highly 
experienced top-notch people that will 
enable us to grow the business much 
more aggressively than would have been 
possible without the pandemic.

How do you see the future of the 
restaurant industry? Where will you 
be in 2020, and where would you have 
been if the pandemic hadn’t occurred? 
Will any rearrangement of priorities be 
permanent? 

For us, the key factor is how long the 
restrictions will last and thus, how strong 
the market shake-out will be at the end. 
Restaurants will always play an important 
role on the social life of people, and I 

believe that many will value the time 
spent with family and friends even more 
in the future. We’ve already seen that 
landlords are looking very favorably upon 
the restaurant industry and are actively 
approaching us with attractive offers 
while not too long ago they would have 
preferred retailers and business clients 
in their properties. Therefore, I am 
very sure that we will come back even 
stronger, once we are allowed to do again 
what we really love, which is taking care 
of people. 

How do you see M&A at your company 
and in your industry in 2021?

It is not easy to find M&A opportunities 
that meet our high standards and 
requirements, but Clairfield has done 
a great job in identifying attractive 
targets. We continue to assess these 
opportunities but in the circumstances 
we believe that organic growth may be 
what’s in our short term future. 

To this end, our strategy in 2021 is to 
seek growth capital in exchange for a 
minority shareholding in our group. It’s 
been a tough period but I feel optimistic 
about what’s ahead. 




