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The age of aquariums

aquariums and fecding flish was much
of a carecr, bhut the skeptics might wani

Bellevue company find niche
tending other people’s fish

By David A. Grant
Jowiadl Business Repodter

a real job,

They didn’t think that ¢leaning

BELLEVUE — People used 1o ask
Steve Clayton when he was going (o ged

lo take another look.

Clayton owns
Bellevue-basead
Clayton Aguarium
Corp., which he
bills as the nation's
largest aquarium

service. The company designs, installs
and maintains custom-made agquari-
sepvieime e Thon (I fan s

s

L ke ru..

mﬁﬂ

B'usinﬁs

Aquariums
iCeatifived froes €1

wwo of many in the Puget Sound
region, where thousands of visi-
tors sach day enjoy Clayton's
colorful installations at banks,
medieal elinies, retirement
homes and restaurants, though
few would recognize his name,

The company’s growth in
recent years has been made pos-
gible by a combination af tech-
nological change and the increas-
ing perception that viewing fish
may be good for one's health.

*What hasn't changed is that
people enjoy flsh as much as in
the "Bls, but they need them
even more,” he sald, referring to
workplaces that are becoming
ever more stressful. “1 think
people have a need Lo have liv.
ing things arcund. It's only
human.”

Childhood hobby became career

That's an idea that Clayton
has been enthusiastically pro-
moting since 1964, when, as a
small child, he and his brother,
Richard, founded Clayton
Aguarium in Seattle with help
from his parents. His first slo-
gan was “Fish are Pascinating,”
and his first customers were
friends who came to his howsa to

sy fsh.
Since that time, aquarium

equipment became more effi-
cient, communicatlions went
mobile, computers began track-
Ing operations and his slogan
became a little more sophisti-
cated: “Bringing tranguility and
ealm to Northwest working envi-
ronments”

Although he =till has cus-
tommers: from the early 1960s and
paople have become more will-
ing to embrace the benefits of
afuariums in the workplace, mun-
ning the business has not been
easy, and banks generally have
been unwilling to loan him
TITE

*I jJust pounded my head
againist the wall " he said. "I this
was something that was viable,
there would be hundreds of
afuarium services around the
country, and there aren't.”

Umne praject that helped raise
the profile of aquariam fish as
will as his business is Overlake
Hospital Medical Center, which
remaing Clayton's signature
work on the Eastside. It includes
a row of L-shaped aquarioms in
the main lobby that form the
walls af several admitting offices.
The installation is colorful, live-
ly and integral to the room's
design.

“It’s very calming during a
stresaful day,” said Harriet
Acord, an admissions registrar
who has worked in one of the
aqua-offices the past bwo years.
“With very ill patients It's a very

calming environment.”

Business has taken off since '96

What Clayton learned from
ﬂvwllh‘lbvl«'“ that the mmp&ﬂ
was capable of bigger things
1886, the year he installed tanks
at the medical conter and moved
his business to Bellevue, the
company had about 300 clients

How he has more than 800
clients, i= installing tanks at the
rate of about two per week and
has experienced growth of B to
10 percent annually for the past
four years.

*It showed what we could do
with a commercial project on a
large scale,” Clayton said. “That
made us feel more confident
about what we were doing.”

But an even more Important
factor in ramping up his busi-
niess, particolarly for saltwater
aquariums, which now make up
60 percent of his tanks, has been
the rapid development of new
equipment and technology,
Clayton sald.

Examples include the wide-
spread use of Mlexiglas for tanks
instead of glass and automatic
feeding systems that use dry food
rather than frozen food. That has

allowed the company tor install-

saltwater tanks in offices where
employees aren’t around sévern
days a weak to care for the fish.

"We take care of everything,
It's a tetal turn-key operation,”

He has 1T employvees, a fleet of 16 ser-
vice vehicles and expects to top 31.5
million in sales this year,

Some of his most visible projects
include multiple aquariums at
Brellevue’s Orverlake Hospital and the
unique circular tanks at Nordstrom's
flagship store, which opened last
August in downtown Seattle,

Idut thiose splashy aquariims are just
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he said.

Clayton is the main designer
for the installations, which fea-
tare swanky wood cabinets that
blend seamlessly into oflices and
hide the sophisticated pump, fil-
trathon, feeding and heating sys-
terns nesded to keep the fish on
an even keel,

Technology allows innovation

Om the service side of the bask
ness, technology has helped as
well, Because keeping tabs on
thousands of fizh 18 a constant
job, Clayton has embraced the
innovations, investing heavily in
a computer system that tracks
orders, feeding schedules and
service calls.

The next step, he said, i to
add laptop computers to the
tpucks 80 technicians can inpat
dkata directly into Lhe system and

keep in closer touch with the
1,800-square-foot leased space
that is the hub of the business.

While the company la happ)
to take on commercial eus
tomers, it has avolded servicing
private reside which maki
up just b percent of its business
becawse it becomes more liks
taking care of someone's pets,'
Clayton said, and because hy
believes in the importance o
hawing his squarioms In publis
places.

“It’s a constant battle to con
vinee people-of the value of ow
prodiset, how o translate tha
prodact to a commerclal eus
tomer,” he said. *It's one thing
to dream, and It's another tc

make things work as a business.*

Dawid Grend can be reachsn
al JESHS3-4ERT or dawvid gran
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