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Woof! entrepreneurs find opportunity in growing business of doggie day care
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Talk to someone with a pet at home and you'll likely get the feeling their four-legged companion is a member of the family. And when the humans in the household go away for a few days, they want them taken care of ... well, like family. 

That need is the idea behind at least two area businesses, the latest one having opened less than a month ago. The other, which operates in Detroit’s Cass Corridor, is expanding.

Both are capitalizing on a trend that has seen Americans spending more and more on their pets. Pet-related spending rocketed from $17 billion in 1994 to $38.5 billion in 2006 and the American Pet Products Manufacturing Association predicting owners will spend nearly $41 billion this year alone. 

Paw Print Inn Pet Resort & Spa was conceived and created by Kirk and Laurel Nicola (pictured above, left), who wanted to operate a business together. The idea came together when the couple  boarded their own dog at pet resort. Impressed with the potential, the Laurel an interior designer by training and Kirk, a mechanical engineer, began looking at the concept in depth. 

"We had ideas for the kind of pet resort that would pamper their guests, spoil them rotten," says Laurel. "That's what we've created."

The couple picked Novi as a location for Paw Print, primarily because of its zoning friendly attitude towards pet boarding, which is not always the case, says Laurel. 

A Spa for Dogs

When they found two adjacent buildings they transformed the 42249 Vincenti Court property into one 14,000-square-foot facility, adding a modern air conditioning system. They also set up private rooms and multiple zones for the 98 dogs they can accommodate on any given night.

Paw Print Inn also welcomes cats in its facility, although the couple is still waiting for the company’s first feline guest. 

The business has an all-inclusive charge for overnight guests, $33 or $37, depending on the size of the room. An upscale "signature suite" with luxury daybeds, TVs and Web cam costs $54 and $65. The company has seven employees, including the two owners.

The Paw Print Inn operation also offers daycare services as well as grooming and a "Stylish Paw Boutique" where owners can purchase fresh-baked doggie treats, bedding, and other pet supplies, including toys.

Outdoor Dog Park Added 
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Another business catering to the pet lover is Canine-to-Five, which owner Liz Blondy calls Detroit's only dog daycare. Located at 3443 Cass Ave. in midtown Detroit, the two-year-old business (it opened in May 2005) has enjoyed substantial growth, helped in part by the acquisition of a grooming operation.

"It's been great," says Blondy (pictured at left). "We've got 35 years' worth of business coming in the door." 

While Blondy declined to disclose specific revenue figures, she did say the business is now profitable after losing money the first year and tripling its revenue in year two. She expects revenue for 2007 to increase by 53 percent.

The business, which has nine employees, not including its owner, charges $25 a day for daycare and $40 for boarding with a capacity of between 45-60 dogs, depending on the size of the animals. 

This month, Canine-to-Five added an outdoor dog park to the facility after buying the grass lot next door. Blondy charges $5 a visit with discounts available for more than one dog and multiple visits.

Blondy says her biggest customer base is federal government employees, although she's eyeing workers at Compuware and General Motors and says she may add pick up and drop off services as demand warrants. 

-- By J.D. Booth
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