For lapdogs of luxury

West Sac’s
Wag Hotels
opens 1ts first
resort for pets

KELLY JOHNSON / STAFF WRITER

Plasma wall TVs. Faux
leather chairs. Web cameras.
The deluxe hotel for pets, a
new trend aimed at baby
boomers and young profes-
sionals alike, has come to
Greater Sacramento.

Wag Hotels of West Sacra-
mento opened its first resort
for pets last Saturday, offer-
ing luxury suites for dogs at
up to 555 per day, and bi-level
condo cages for cats at S15. If
the idea works, the startup
wants to open more resorts
in the Bay Area and else-
where.

The chief executive is Joel
Leineke, formerly in local
construction. He said the
“visionary” behind the idea is
Ritu Raj, a San Francisco
executive and entrepreneur
in information technology
who does the marketing for
Wag. Together they own 40
percent of the company's
stock.

The resort on industrial
Enterprise Boulevard totals
34,000 square feet, the size of
seven basketball courts.
That’s big for a local kennel,
but follows a national indus-
try trend that started a few
years ago.

Kennels are growing and
offering more services, such

OUT OF THE BOX

as massage, VCRs and group
play for animals. They try to
attract traveling empty-nesters
who want to pamper their pets
and are no longer writing
checks for mortgage-sized col-
lege tuitions. The kennels also
attract career-traveling young
professionals who are nurturing
pets while delaying parenthood.

U.S. pet owners spend about
52.4 billion a year to board and
groom their pets, but at least
three-fourths of owners don't
board their dogs. That’s the mar-

See WAG HOTELS, Page 41
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Joel Leineke spends some quality time with Buddy in a suite, above, and with Diego, looking at the fish
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WAG HOTELS: Anticipates opening three more inns in Bay Area

From Page 1
kiet Wag is chasing.

The company expected o fesd 30
peaple at its grand-opening open howse
last Saturday, bul said 700 showed up,

w.ai.ﬂ' 5 LEE R i WP LifF Seiie final
construction. As of Saturday it had 87
regervalions, primarnly for the Thanks
giving and winter holidays.

h-ul; iﬂl Clisliniers e rich. One il
tary family saved up f¢ afford Wag m its
vacation budget,

Launching with $1 millbom: The idea for
the business came through Bap's chance
encounter with a hospital patient who
worked in the luerative busines= of can L
ter. They got to talking about the huge
pokential in pel sermoes,

[eineke, B amd & resident of Folsem,
had been looking ior something aew, He
antd his pariners sold most of the opera:
s o thesr Interstale Construction [Ine,
in Bancho Cordova in 2003, It had been a
345 million company,

Leineke, who's also Wag's president,
loves dogs, has two, and consilers him-
s&lf their “dad.” In August 2084, Lemeke
angd H.H_] atared working fell dme on their

yect.

Wag paid for its launch by raising 51
milligm throwgh 10 indivdual ivestors

Al the end of November Wag plans to
begin its second investment round. One
venfure-capatal fem mdght invest in the
company, but for now Wag wants indnad-
l,.Ii’l] .iil'l.'l'!il ors or hll:l-l”l‘r EI:I'H'HIH'.'I:“ En:llﬂ.

Wag is leasing its building, and wants
tiv by it Building improvenients cost 516
millicn.

Letneke wllil'i|:i||:':t ||;|-l.'r|i|1|..: @ seconid
Wag in August, and two more next
Movember, all in the Bay Area. Staring in
AT, Wag expects to open around 20 pe)
resnrls a yeEr, 'T'Iu:'y'd measire aroand
23,00 square feet and open near airports.

Sacramento could use 3 second one,
Leineke sad.

He anticipates 32 million i sales per
center, and forccasts a profit for the West
Sacramento location by summer, [ needs
io average a 34 percent Gorupancy Lo
break even, Leineke anticipates 65 per-
cent oeoupancy, and later 85 percent.

Wag has also launched a home peds
food delivery service, will sell merchan-
ali=e ai iis own sill-to-open small boutigus:,
and sells prosming services.

Later Leineke wanis 1o open Wag
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Joel Leinede and Ginger inspect the kitchen

stores inside airports, for travelers who
wani a lazi-minuie g@ift for Fide, Lelneke
alse hopes to ereate & private-label brand
of organie dog food,

For now, dog boarding will be the bulk
of the business, with retadl, training and
cat boarding contributing only 2 small
perceniage,

Wag employs 14 now, and expects 1o
employ 20 at ihe peak tmes of halidays
and the summeer.

Three-fourths are essentially kids: Nore
ihan 75 perceni of pel owners view their
animals as their children, according 1o the
American Pet Products Associaticn Ine
Mationwide this year, Americans are
expecied (o spemd 5359 billion on pets.
The nation's 73 million canines live in 43.5
wrnal Ty Beinpmess,

[Mg owners are buying faux mink
coiis, Hallowesn costumes, spedial dog
shampee, mouthwash and electric tooth-
brushes, gourmet treats, and cleanimg
cloths akin to haby wipes for muddy paws,
ithe trade association reports. Nine per-
cent of dog owners hold birthcday parties
for their pooch; 1 percent feed their dog
kosher fiood.

For now, dog kennels primarily are still
a mom-and-pop business, Bul they can’
afford today's land prices and the huge

centers needed (0 make the projecis pay,
More regional and national chains are
affering boarding, Mew centers are largper
and offering more amenities.

“There's almost no such thing as a ken-
nel anymore,” said Bob Veters, managing
director amd chiel eperaiing officer for the
pet products trade group. The first uxury
spa for dogs opened three years agn in
Alexandria, Va.. with heated foors, TVs
with YCRs, masseuses, personal walkers
aned Thuffy pillows.

The pet hotel, he said, “was immedi
alely swamped with requests.”

Pet owmers “expect kennels to affer the
same kKind of amenities that day care offers
o their children,” sald lim Keack, execu-
teve direcior of ABRA, a trade assocation
for businesses that sell pefcare servioes.

National retafler PetSmart Inc, has 25
PetsHotel locations, the fastest-growing
piece of its buginess. It plans 300,
PetsHotels have TVs, pet phone booths
where dogs ke calls from ther owners,
amd soft-serve ice cream =safe for dogs tn
eal, Canine rates range from 521 (o 836 a
nighit.

Thee lintels are nearly booked through
Christmas, spokeswoman Jennifer Pllug-
felder sabd, i ;

Rival chain Pet- There's almost no
co reportedly 18 such thing as a
considering pet § kennel anymors,’
htels — i already
haz day spas — but

the chain hasn’| dis- || B0b Velore
closed  anything | Amenican Pet
yel. Products Assaciation

Cartoons for canines: A Wag, Filo can
relax in a faux leather chair or stretch out
an his g wihile ;ﬁmin,g' al a wall pn,inljnp;
or cartoons playing on the plasma TV,
Flufiy the cat can track fszh as they dar
back and forth across a 55,000 aguarium
in the center of the catbery,

An  enclosed  drve-through  lets
humans and pets avoid ran as they come
and gn, and the 24-hour staffing means
DWTIETS el |:'|a-||n|~|:_'|. FH'!H [ T-'luﬂ:g.r a,ﬁ:'r F |
lnte-night retumn fight from Maui. Using
the Web camera etz owners know how
their animals fared during their stay,

The lugury salte for Fido costs 555 a
day. A mini suite — enclosed in glass
imabead of wire mesh, with beds laundersd
daily — is #44. The starting price for dogs
ia 522,

Early this week, 3 sole cat, Diego,

oocupasd Lhe callery, which can hold 40
felines. The kennel, made for 230, held a
couple of camnes that  belonged to
siaffers.

Letneke let his vellow lahrador Buddy
try a hxury suite, where the TV wasnt
hewrboeed ugs wel, People were abso working
on wiring for the speakers throughout the
complex, o pipe classical muosic o the
pisls,

S50 is this excessive? Some wonder if
deluxe pet hobels are just too over the logp

With a dog, the daily interaction is
what's most imporant, said  Karen
Rurtzner. She's worked in the boarding
husiness for 25 veurs and owns [acks on
thee Gireen, & Sacramento kenncl with
risim for 70 dogs,

“I'm kind of old-school,” she said. She
sees the entertaining aspect of resort-style
amenilies, but doesn't know if the dogs
appreciate them.

ucks on the Green exercises dogs
individually owside on 5 acres, and con
tends that group play isn't safe. The ken-
il charges 515 1o 522 a day.

At Wagr, dogs play two hours daily with
others bazed on size, age and tempera

meent in indeor gated areas, (hwners can

request as much mdhadual attention for
their dogs as they want, including belly
scratches and night-time tuck-ins,

Wag has a beautiful place and initially
will take business from existing kennels,
said Kurtzmer, who went to Wag's open
hiose,

But she said Ducks on the Green will
recapture any cuslomers i loses because
of 1t experience and persenal altention.

She questions whether Wag can bring
in enough to pay overhead, and said its
rales seem high for Secramenio,

spending that much on an animal is
self-indulgence, bui it's probably betier
than spending on a big house or car, said
Stan Dundon, whoe tepches elhics at
Califormia State University Sacramento. At
beast with the pet care, people are getting
outside themselves and bestowing affec-
tion on another crealire

The trade association’s Vetere figures
there's no harm, as long as he doesn'
deprive himself or his family and contin-
ues bt give to charity,

Urver the top, he said, is spending 5500
on a new driver for his goll game. Bui giv-
inge his dog Dakota, who loves him uncon-
ditionalby, a night at & resort? That isaf.
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