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Seventy-five percent of small-business owners have no real succession plan —
a potential recipe for disaster. This entrepreneur’s accidental fate tefls a
cautionary tale.

"We had a perfect storm,” says John Mida, rermembhbering the night of Decembear 31,
2008,

Az general manager of Walffer Estate, a boutique vineyvard and riding stahle
business setan 175 picturesque acres in the elite Hamptons an Long [sland, Mew
Yark, Mida was already feeling the effects ofthat fall's financial panic. Then, on Mew
Year's Eve, he got the news that the visionary founder, 70-year-old Christian Walffer,
had suffered a fatal accident while wacationing in Brazil. "ltwas a shock," says Mida,
naowe 45, "Christian lived larger than life. He was amazing and talented.”

Widlffer, a German-born venture capitalist and real estate investor, had the faresight

Processes, The Small Business Life in 1979 to snap up 14 acres of potato fields in the sleepy village of Sagaponack.
Mowadays, Sagaponack, which is often called "the most expensive ZIF code in the

country,"welcames multimillionaires like Goldman Sachs CEQ Lloyd Blankfein, TV persanality Jimmy Fallan and piano man Billy Joel.

Surviving Ups & Downs, Systems &

Over the decades, Walfer expanded the farm into a 559-acre award-winning winery and 100-acre equestrian facility. et he had to
cansistently purmp in money to keep the enterprises afloat. By 2006, he decided Wilffer Estate had to become self-sustaining.

twas a financial decision divarced from any real exit plan. But it ended up saving the business when he suddenly died two vears later.
Iranically, as the new year dawned, VWalffer Estate was already on track toward a brighter future.

Running a business ws. supporting a hobby

Jahn Mida joined Walffer Estate with scant knowledge of wine ar thoraughbreds. An Arizona native, schooled at Shorer University autside
Aflanta, his resume emphasized corporate finances. In 2006, as an independent asset manager, he took on a two-month review of
Wilffer's far-flung glohal investments. The two connected. To Mida's astonishment, Walffer asked him to stay on as general manager. "l
love a challenge," says Mida, and took the plunge.

"It was a very different business when | came into it," he says. "It came out of Christian's passion for horses and wine, so it was wery
intimatehy run, really as a hohhy. He knew itwasn'tworking properly, but he traveled a lot. He wanted someone with husiness aptitude to run
it, someaone he could trust.”

After three months of"digesting the husiness, its assets, market drivers, key people, product, customers,” Mida drafted plans far short- and
long-term strategies. He got Wialffer's buy-in and began making changes. The kicker was that Walffer wouldn't invest one mare dime. All
changes hadto he seltfunding.

"The biggest thing to shore up was human resources,” says MNida, "Sel-admittedly, Christianwasn'ta people person and didn't like day-to-
day operations." Mida made key hires for professional sales and marketing. To elevate the brand, he boldly pared the product line, focusing
an high-guality wines and redesigning the labels.

He also embraced the Hamptons. "Our tag line for years has been, 'Be part of the experience," says MNida. The winery offers year-round
tastings, music and charity events, a wine club for top-tier customers, and its Tuscany-style tasting room to rent for private paries and
weddings. Mowadays, the winery and a lucrative summer roadside stand are destinations for tourists and residents alike.



Harvesting success

"It was fortunate that | stepped into the role before the crisis hit," says Mida,
refarring to Walffer's sudden death. By then, the strategic plan and development
team were estahlished. Facing the douhle shock of losing the founder and
dealing with a recession, Mida says, "We didn't overreact and we didn't get
overwhelmed. We'd heen steadily maoving forward. YWe were confident that we
had the right products and people in place.”

The proof is in the impressive bouguet Since 2006, Mida has more than
doubled sales, from 12,000 to 25,000 wine cases. Since 2008, revenue has
jumped 49 percent, fueling an increase in profits of 52 percent. "We're just
about beyond 100 percent capacity,” says Nida. Widlffer's grown children
inherited the business and Mida continues as general manager. Looking
ahead, he envisions growth by acquisition to expand production and hurnish the
hrand.

Planning your exit strateqgy

Of course you're irreplaceahble. But sticking vour head inthe sand about an exit
plan could be ruinous. A recent LegalZoom survey, conducted by Access
Communications, found that a staggering 75 percent of small-husiness owners
have no formal succession plan. To stant shaping a strategy, consider the
Walffer Estate lessons and this advice:

- Start your exit engine. Boomer owners will he hitting their 7T0s over the next
decade and staring to retire, points out Gary Curdis at accounting firm Haskell &
White in Irvine, California. An estimated 8 million boomer-owned husinesses
could go an the block within a short window of time, pulling down prices. So
hedgin planning now, whether the exit will be through acquisition, a merger, a
newy partnership, an asset sale, liguidation, an IPO aor handing off to a
SUCCRSSOr.

- Consider emotional issues hefore financial ones. You're in denial if you think
thiz is only ahout money. Separate personal and business goals, and be clear
about what you want. Plus, says Don Troy at accounting firm DiCicco, Gulman
and Caompany, hased in Wobum, Massachusetts, some "business owners try
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to force the next generation into the business even when there is no interest or when the children do not have the required level of

competence to succeed.”

- Call the pros. You need a professional appraiserto put a price on the company. "It's a tricky business hecause there are many ways of
determining the value of your business," says Ross Kimbaravsky, co-founder of crowdSPRIMNG and an intellectual-property lawser. If your
exit strategy is to sell vour business hefore your die, a business broker ar investment hanker will negotiate better than you can. Tax lawyers,
accountants and estate planners can identify waste, maximize cash flow and minimize tax liabilities to ready the company for sale ar

waluation.

- Stop thinking it"s 2007. "Multiples and returns are definitely lower and buyers are not willing to pay," says Cudis. "Financing is tight"

Calibrate your expectations to the "new normal.”
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