Eren Ali Co-Founder and Managing Director of Las Iguanas restaurants 
With 22 sites in the UK, a Turnover of £33M per annum, Employs 1000+ people
I was born in the east end of London to strictly working class parents. My Mother was a seamstress and seemed to spend most of her time in front of a sewing machine while my father never really left the front of his printing machine. At the age of 8, I soon joined him and grew up in the family printing business. 
We were part of a flourishing Turkish Cypriot community in London and a big part of my Dad’s business was printing menus for the growing number of Turkish restaurants scattered all over London. I seemed to spend a lot of my time as a kid running around kitchens, chasing the chefs with dough balls (which they used for making the most delicious pita bread), I guess this and my mother’s cooking and great attitude to life gave me my passion for food and hospitality which later came in handy! Growing up in a family business really made me understand why we have to work at all; it sort of connected the food on the table and the roof over your head, directly to the money from the customer! 
I struggled at school, partly because I used to clown around and I narrowly avoided suspension a couple of times. When I was 16, I was flicking through a college course book and saw an amazing course on Automotive design at Coventry, one of only 3 courses in the world at the time and the only one that was an undergraduate course, which meant you didn’t have to have a degree to get in. It seemed a bit exotic at the time but I thought I would give it a go, what was there to lose?
The idea of sitting around drawing cars all day for 4 years appealed to me. That was the spark that lit the fire! I upped the energy levels on my work and signed up for 2 A levels at school.  Later and to my amazement, I was offered a place at Coventry Polytechnic (before it became a University) even though there were probably 20 applicants for each place, this was mostly due to the fact I kept badgering them until they gave in! I passed my A levels eventually, as I failed one and had to take it again and made it on the course! I think part of the fun was moving away from home which was an amazing experience and really helped make me what I am today. 
I finished the course, and was offered a job in a top Design agency. To my credit I have a wide variety of new products that I was responsible for, that made it into production, including a JCB vehicle and a number of other consumer products. I had a great career in Design over 8 years and managed to win a wide variety of awards including the ‘British Design Council award in 1990 and then again in 1991 for product design, 2 accolades that I am still very proud of today. Also I was able to work in a variety of countries including America which provided me with an opportunity to experience working with really big businesses! 
I got into catering quite by accident; my design work took me to Bristol where I hired a room in a posh house in Clifton. My landlady Linda was just in the process of opening a new restaurant when I moved in. Well, over the course of the next 6 months I certainly learned a lot about how not to run a restaurant, much of which I put to use when she offered to sell it to me, as it closed down 6 months later. It was full circle funny, how things go round. I roped my old school friend in on the deal and the rest is history as they say!
We developed this idea of a Latin American restaurant that had fantastic fresh food, vibrant interiors and great Latin music. Today we have 22 Las Iguanas restaurants around the country and although my friend is no longer with us we managed to build a great business providing employment to over a thousand people we ‘feed and water’ up to 50,000 people per week now. The key thing in our business is how we treat each other, I like to think we have a fair and fun environment with a strong work ethic. 
We plan to open another 20 restaurant over the next 5 years or so it is very much an exciting time for us!
