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Dear Chairman Buchannan and Members of the Committee:  

Thank you for this opportunity to submit a statement for the record following your hearing on March 1, 
2016, entitled: “Getting Incentives Right: Connecting Low-Income Individuals with Jobs.”  My name is 
Azim Saju, and I serve as the Vice President and General Counsel for HDG Hotels. HDG, a hotel 
development and management group, is committed to finding and maturing hotel locations to maximize 
brand value and customer experience.  HDG currently owns and operates 12 hotels across Florida, as a 
franchisee of Choice Hotels, InterContinental Hotels Group, Hilton and Wyndham Hotels. I’ve been 
fortunate to take what was once a dream - running a small business - and turn it into a reality, in large 
part thanks to the franchise business model.  As your committee examines ways to create opportunity 
and enable those on the bottom rungs of the economic ladder to succeed, I cannot emphasize how 
critical a role franchising plays in changing the cycle of poverty in this great country.  

Without question, the franchise business model has solidified its place in our economy as a stable job 
producer and opportunity engine.  As it currently stands, there are 780,000 franchise establishments 
that generate nearly 8.9 million direct jobs and account for $890 billion of economic output. Not only 
is franchising a significant driver of America’s economy, but it continues to grow at rates far outpacing 
the rest of the economy. According to IHS Economics’ Franchise Business Outlook: 2016, the average job 
growth in franchising during the past five years was 2.6 percent, nearly 20 percent higher than all 
businesses economy-wide.  In 2016 alone, the franchise industry is expected to add 278,000 direct jobs 
to the economy, while growing the number of establishments by 13,359. These numbers are certainly 
impressive, but even statistics cannot capture what the true story of franchising is -- the ability for any 
individual to use a successful formula to own their own small business. Franchising is not merely a 
business model, but rather a way of living that achieves a dream for millions of Americans.  

In 2003, my brother, Navroz, and I founded HDG Hotels, but our experience with franchising runs much 
deeper. My family’s story is one of risk and entrepreneurship, similar to that of many immigrants who 
come to America seeking a chance to succeed. In 1972, when my brother and I were small children, our 
family moved from East Africa (Nairobi, Kenya) to the United States (Port Jefferson, Long Island) because 
my father’s East African farm was nationalized.  Seeking a fresh start in a new country, my parents were 
thankful to find employment. My father was a dishwasher and my mother was a seamstress. While our 
family struggled to establish a firm base, fate brought us to franchising and the endless possibilities it 
provides. In the late 1970s, my parents read an article, which described how you could operate your 
own business, in this case a hotel, while relying on a proven brand; they read about a franchise 
agreement. Sure enough, in 1981, my parents relocated our family to Florida and purchased what was 
then an Econo Lodge franchise.  

In a way, my brother and I were fortunate to have two educations as we grew up - our standard 
education in school, but also the education of entrepreneurship, business development, and 
responsibility that comes with helping operate a small business.  It was this education that drove both 
my brother and I back to franchising after establishing careers as lawyers in private practice. The ability 
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to be our own boss, run a prestigious business, and generate economic opportunities for our community 
has transformed our parents’ dream into our dream - HDG hotels.  

My family’s success has cascaded down to our employees and their families.  HDG Hotels employs nearly 
400 people, growing at a rate of 10-20 people per year since its founding in 2003. These jobs offer a 
variety of opportunities - from accountants and cooks, to housekeepers and general managers. 
Irrespective of skill level or education, our businesses are affording those who seek employment the 
opportunity to match their determination to succeed with the ability for advancement. People are 
always astounded that over 60 percent of our hotel leadership team started at front-line, entry level 
jobs and moved up into the ranks of management and in so doing, substantially increased their earning 
capacity while also earning professional certifications in hospitality management.   

Numbers alone cannot capture the emotional and personal success stories our company has fostered. 
For instance, one of the women who started with us as a housekeeper now serves as one of our lead 
accountants.  She showed promise and an appetite for responsibility and so we worked with her 
schedule to enable her to attend college classes while still working at the hotel.  Now she has an 
education and a job she loves.  These types of personal success stories are made possible by the 
franchising model and its empowerment of franchisees and employees alike. These numbers also do not 
reflect the unfortunate reality that many of our lower level employees face; the disincentives of 
misguided government benefits. On countless occasions, I have had employees turn down  job 
advancement because they were afraid a salary increase or promotion might prevent them from 
receiving government benefits that are necessary for their survival.  In essence, these welfare programs 
are encouraging participants to stay locked in a system rather than pursue an opportunity for a better 
life.  Both employers and the government alike have a role in reducing poverty, but these efforts should 
not run counter to one another. As employers generate opportunity, assistance programs must be 
constructed to encourage advancement rather than reward complacency.   

This Committee has undertaken an arduous task: erasing poverty in America by encouraging 
employment for those who need it most. Franchising is uniquely situated to address this problem and 
affect serious change.  My family’s story is a bright example of a success story forged through 
determination, persistence, and the franchise business model. While I am proud of what my parents, 
and subsequently HDG Hotels, have achieved, I take the most pride in creating the same opportunity for 
our employees.  Thank you for tackling this problem and allowing me the opportunity to relate my 
experiences. I look forward to continuing the conversation.  

 


