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Profile Desert Moon Fresh Mexican Grille

DESERT MOON FRESH MEXICAN GRILLE SERVES IT UP FRESH. JANICE GABLE BASHMAN

TELLS THE STORY OF A COMPANY THAT OFFERS A UNIQUE BUSINESS MODEL, PAIRING

THE BEST IN MEXICAN FOOD WITH AN ATMOSPHERE THAT INVITES ITS CUSTOMERS TO

STICK AROUND AND ENJOY THEMSELVES.
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N A WORLD IN WHICH COMPETITORS STRIVE TO STAND
out from the pack, it is ironic that many restaurants are becom-
ing more like one another by taking what works from their com-
petition and incorporating it into their own business models.
As a result, it has become increasingly difficult to perceive the

differences between these restaurants. That is, unless you look at
Desert Moon Fresh Mexican Grille.

“We’re different from our competitors,” says Gary Occhiogrosso,
Chief Executive Officer of Desert Moon. “We are moving in a direc-
tion that continues to evolve in order to meet ever changing con-
sumer demands.”  The keys to Desert Moon’s success he notes,
are the quality and freshness of food served in a casual restaurant
at prices more consistent with fast food. Says Occhiogrosso, fresh,
made-to-order Mexican food is a cuisine in great demand yet
largely underserved on the East Coast.

“The overuse of processed food serves no purpose,” explains
Occhiogrosso. As consumers show more concern over what
they’re eating, he notes, they’re opting for healthful alternatives to
the current fast food choices. “People are becoming educated
about food and want a return to wholesome foods. They want their
produce grown locally, their meats free from steroids and menu
choices prepared fresh daily on the premises.”  Desert Moon offers
fresh food fast, made-to-order in a cool, comfortable environment.

FRESH BECOMES FASHIONABLE
In 1992, when fast food dominated the scene, Desert Moon Fresh
Mexican Grille opened its first location in a small suburban mall in
Yorktown Heights, N.Y. Hoping to cater to guests who were looking

for fresher food and a healthier alternative to the large burger
chains, Desert Moon was created, and the concept of a quick serv-
ice restaurant serving fresh, more healthful products was born. The
menu consisted of fresh ingredients prepared daily in full view of the
guests and available in any combination as a burrito, taco, salads
or rice bowl.  Until Desert Moon, consumers had not yet experi-
enced fresh Mexican food featuring grilled meats, and vegetables,
fresh salsas and guacamole, slow cooked beans and chili. The food
was prepared in front of the guest, and the concept quickly caught
on with the customers. It didn’t take long for people to start asking
about franchising and how to start their own Desert Moon restau-
rant. At first the company was reluctant to franchise but recently
has been offering franchises to select individuals.

Today, there are 18 Desert Moon locations – three are company-
owned and the remainder are franchises. “What Panera Bread has
done as a sandwich shop or Starbucks as a coffee shop, we have
done with fresh Mexican food,” says Fred J. Kirvan, Director of
Brand Development. “And we are not your typical Mexican restau-
rant.  Desert Moon offers higher quality products in a more com-
fortable atmosphere.”

How did they do it?   Kirvan says, “By respecting the food, using
only the highest quality ingredients.  Our menu is created by chefs
in kitchens not technicians in a laboratory. By offering guest serv-
ice, hospitality and a comfortable environment, above and beyond
our guest’s expectations and above all, maintaining the integrity of
the food. Desert Moon provides a fresh, healthful alternative to fast
food and that’s what makes it in demand, because we provide
guests with what they want, healthful, delicious food choices.”

Desert Moon Fresh Mexican Grille Profile
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CALL IT “MEXO-FUNKY”
Picture a cool, southwestern color motif; carpeted floors instead
of tile; adult alternative music; southwestern art on the walls all
highlighting a complimentary salsa bar complete with fresh made
tortilla chips;  a self-serve beverage bar; ceramic dishes instead
of plastic or paper plates and an open kitchen where you 
can watch the food being prepared. Now pair that with great 
tasting fresh Mexican food, and you have Desert Moon Fresh
Mexican Grille. It’s not what you typically expect in a quick serve
Mexican restaurant. 

“When you walk into a Desert Moon,” says Kirvan, “whether you
are a fan of Mexican or not, there is something you can enjoy and
that gives us a distinct competitive advantage.” Steak and chicken
are staples on the menu, but for the vegetarian there is organic tofu
and grilled vegetables. For the individual who is watching carbo-
hydrate intake, options include whole-wheat flour tortillas or
“unwrapped” burritos. For the individual looking for the “not so
Mexican fare,” salads, soups, sandwiches and burgers are also
offered, and the menu is trans-fat free. 

Occhiogrosso says, “You can taste the freshness immediately,
all the food is prepared and grilled fresh daily. You get chunks of
vegetables in the salsas: red peppers, onions, corn and cilantro.
We love the texture, the cool crisp ingredients explode with flavor.
In the guacamole, you will find chunks of real avocado – we never
use pulp or processed avocados, even though it cost much less.
We ripen the avocados on premises where we can monitor them
and use them at the peak of their ripeness. Our guests tell us they
are addicted to Desert Moon. They are addicted to the bold flavors
and how good they feel when they eat food that is fresh, whole-
some and served the way it was meant to be served.”  

Another cornerstone of Desert Moon’s menu is that customers

Profile Desert Moon Fresh Mexican Grille
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may also opt to customize their dishes according to their dietary
needs. The Web site offers nutritional analysis of each and every
ingredient available in a Desert Moon product, which also makes
Desert Moon stand out from most of its competition.  In addition,
the menu is constantly evolving. Kirvan develops four to five new
products each year and adds these to the menu for a limited time.
If the guests love the item, they might become an option for Desert
Moon’s Daily Special Board. We keep it “dynamic, fresh and give the
guests control over the products,” Occhiogrosso says. “And that is
definitely a good thing, not only for our guests, but also our fran-
chisees who want their customers to return over and over again.”

Kirvan is quick to point out that Desert Moon has a lot of
Hispanic employees who love the food and won’t eat at some com-
petitors’ restaurants. “This validates the menu as being authentic
enough yet open with enough variety, so that someone unfamiliar
with the cuisine won’t be afraid of it.” Occhiogrosso believes that
because Hispanics are the largest and fastest growing minority in
the United States and as their numbers continue to grow, “it would
be foolish to ignore the influence of the culture and its impact on
American eating.”

CHALLENGES
Success does not come without its challenges And Desert Moon
tackles these with vigor. “We know and understand the importance
of preparing and serving quality food fast,” says Kirvan. “So we
needed something to keep our guest happy while we produce 
the food.” 

The solution: a complimentary chips and salsa bar. “Some quick
service Mexican restaurants offer a salsa bar but we took it one
step further by adding fresh chips.  Customers place their order at
the register, and then help themselves to the chips and salsa;

Desert Moon Fresh Mexican Grille Profile

Pictured: Desert Moon Fresh Mexican Grille offers a sophisticated and 
contemporary dining atmosphere.
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they’re “into the experience immediately,” Kirvan explains. “This
gives us a little extra time to prepare their food, when the food is
ready, it is delivered to the table. This modified table service
appeals to both the fast food customer and the person who enjoys
a meal at a full service restaurant.” 

So how does Desert Moon compete with the other players in the
Fresh Mexican business? By creating several unique points of 
differentiation, from ceramic dishes instead of paper to adding
desserts, margaritas, modified table service as well as great food
and a varied menu. This creates an environment that and has dra-
matically increased the dinner sales as well as the average 
check.   Desert Moon also has devised a comfortable family envi-
ronment with a value option. “Families can eat at Desert Moon for
about half of what it cost to eat in a casual themed full service
restaurant” said Kirvan.

THE ROAD TO FRANCHISING
Until recently, Desert Moon’s focus has not been on growing 
the number of franchised units but rather on building the 
infrastructure necessary to support its franchisees in a very 
big way. According to Kirvan, Desert Moon is looking to have 
400 new locations in the next six years.  And approximately 80 of
those will be company stores, focusing primarily on the East Coast
so they “don’t butt heads with their competitors who have satu-
rated the West Coast.”  The East Coast is “wide open territory for
fresh, Mexican food,” says Occhiogrosso. “And we want our 
franchisees to take advantage of an underserved, under pene-
trated market. We have a great operating system, a proven fran-
chise model, a value engineered build out and superior unit eco-
nomics, all the right ingredients needed to build a successful
franchisee system.”
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The Coca-Cola Company is very proud to have Desert
Moon as our business partner since 1992.Our joint success
is based on the ability of both organizations to serve 
consumers in a way that is most meaningful to them.

Desert Moon’s ability to deliver against those consumer
needs in a very competitive environment is evident in the
“Healthful Alternative” positioning which differentiates
Desert Moon from other options.

The Coca-Cola Company is excited about the future opportunities to provide beverage
solutions that support this positioning that will ultimately grow mutual business and
increase consumer satisfaction.

Sincerely,
Ben Shanley
Vice President, Eastern Region
Coca Cola North America

THE RESTAURANT CHAIN SPECIALIST!
www.LNJsigns.com • 407-384-7565

We would like to congratulate Desert Moon
for the great strides & growth in the restaurant industry.

We look forward to a successful future with you.

200,000 SQUARE FOOT FACILITY,
ALL YOUR PROJECTS UNDER 1 ROOF.

WE DEVELOP, DESIGN, FABRICATE, INSTALL & SERVICE
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In order to fulfill its goals, Desert Moon needed to first prove that
the concept had legs, build the necessary support infrastructure
and create compelling reasons for
entrepreneurial restaurant opera-
tors to want to become Desert
Moon Franchisees and Area
Developers. “Now that we have 18
restaurants and a track record of
success, we intend to award  qual-
ified individuals exclusive fran-
chise territories and build out the
system.” says Occhiogrosso.

Attracting franchisees is impor-
tant for Desert Moon to achieve its
expansion goals. “When you oper-
ate units that achieve a good sales
to investment ratio, have very
compelling unit economics and
you combine that with a simple
operating system, it brings in fran-
chisees because the risk is lower.
It’s a very exciting franchise
opportunity.” In addition, Desert
Moon will have several operational
restaurants that serve as a com-
pany training restaurants for fran-
chisees. The company also uses
state-of-the-art point of sale technology and a strong field support

team to establish ongoing partnerships with franchisees, so fran-
chisees know they are not working alone.

What’s always exciting about
Desert Moon Fresh Mexican Grille
is that although some of the restau-
rants have been around for years,
“some are experiencing double-
digit sales growth year after year,”
says Kirvan. “That tells me we con-
tinue to bring in new loyal fans and
that the market for this type of food
will continue to grow.”

Sustaining growth with little or
no advertising dollars in today’s
world is unique, but that’s exactly
how Desert Moon has been oper-
ating. “We’re able to do it because
people discover us, love the food,
love the experience, understand
we have respect for the food and
do it at a great price, and then
they spread the word,” says
Kirvan. “We are the perfect solu-
tion for someone looking for fresh,
healthful food. We continue to
grow mostly based upon word 
of mouth.”

When it comes to growth, Desert Moon Fresh Mexican Grille
knows the needs of its market and fills that need. Desert 
Moon’s success results from working hard at being different from
its competitors. Pictured: Pairing freshness and quality is a specialty at Desert Moon.

The Construction Plus Team offers:

• Design - Build
• Superior General Construction
• Restaurant Re-modeling
• Restaurant Renovations
• Restaurant Maintenance
• Architectural Design and Space Planning
• Custom Cabinetry
• Electrical and Plumbing on staff
• Stellar Spackling and Perfection in Painting
• Tenant setup / Tenant takedown
• 100 % Accountability for Design-Build and Time Line!
• 24 - hour Emergency Service

Our team travels anywhere for our clients. We pack 
our tools with our dedication, take our knowledge 
of the restaurant industry and our  innovative skills to
conquer any challenging projects you provide for us.
While we build your dreams come true... We construct
with integrity leaving a lasting foundation!

We welcome you to reach out to us with questions or bids at
201-689-6099 / ron.soriano@verizon.net.

ron.soriano@verizon.net
ph. 201-689-6099 fax: 201-689-0778
24 hr. service line: 201-264-9820 
SERVICING ALL OF THE EAST COAST AND BEYOND.

Built on Integrity & Reliability.


