Restaurant exec's recipe for success

Middlesex County College honors alum 
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Paul Avery never could have imagined that his part-time gig at LaPetite Gourmet in Woodbridge during his sophomore year of high school eventually would lead to one of the top jobs in the restaurant industry. 

After nearly three decades in the industry, Avery became chief operating officer of OSI Restaurant Partners Inc., where he oversees more than 1,350 restaurants, including Outback Steakhouse. 

"I just focused on what I was doing and was offered more responsibility. I am grateful to the founders of Outback. They have acted as tremendous mentors," Avery said yesterday of his climb to the top of the ladder at OSI. 

Avery, 46, graduated from Middlesex County College in 1979 with an associate's degree in hotel and restaurant management. The Woodbridge native, who now lives in Tampa, Fla., returned to campus yesterday for the first time in 27 years to pick up the 2006 Alumnus of the Year award. 

"I feel very honored and proud," Avery said of the distinction, which was officially announced yesterday during a noon ceremony at the Woodbridge campus. "I really en joyed my experience at Middlesex County College. The instructors were exceptional and inspired me to continue in the business." 

The college's board of trustees, which selects the winner, was looking for someone who has an "outstanding career, professional and community service achievements and who has made a positive contribution to society," said Joanne Stern, a spokeswoman for MCC. 

Avery, a member of Colonia High School's Class of 1977, wasn't sure what he wanted to do after high school, but knew he enjoyed working at LaPetite Gourmet, which is no longer open. So he studied hotel and restaurant management at MCC, then transferred to Kean University and graduated in 1982 with a bachelor's degree in management science. 

Shortly after graduating from Kean, Avery moved to Melbourne, Fla., and worked nearly eight years at a Steak and Ale before deciding to try to open his own steakhouse. 

"I had the equipment and the lease, but realized I had to leverage everything including my dog," he joked yesterday. "Then an opportunity came along with Outback." 

Avery shelved his dreams of owning a restaurant in 1989, and quickly began impressing OSI executives. 

Avery joined OSI when there were just three restaurants. He said the vision in the late 1980s was to open 10 to 12 restaurants and eventually get picked up by a larger company. 

Today, OSI is the parent company for eight concepts or chains, including Carrabba's Italian Grill, Roy's Restaurant, Bonefish Grill, Flemings Prime Steakhouse and Wine Bar, Lee Roy Selmon's, Cheeseburger In Paradise and Blue Coral, an upscale seafood restau rant set to open in July in Newport Beach, Calif. OSI owns 1,350 restaurants in 21 countries, Avery said. 

As COO, Avery travels to a restaurant every week. 

"I feel it's important to spend time with our people and operations," he said. 

When he's in the office, Avery is meeting with department heads of the different chains. 

OSI hopes to open 145 restaurants this year, including a Bonefish Grill and Cheeseburger in Paradise in Woodbridge, at the former Chi-Chi's across from Woodbridge Center. Avery expects these two sites to open during the fourth quarter. OSI also bought the Chi- Chi's on Route 18 in East Brunswick, which also will be converted to an OSI concept. 

Avery offered some words of wisdom to students interested in working in restaurant management: "Always put forth your best effort; lead by example; let quality be your mantra, and live with integrity and honesty." 

Avery has been married to Suzanne Avery, a Carteret native and graduate of MCC, for 22 years. They have two daughters, Allison, 12, and Laurel, 10. 
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