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JOE'S
FRESH
TARE

How Loblaws became
the new king of
Canadian fashion

BY JOHM INTINI + Although it's just a con-
struction site right now, the southwest cor-
ner af Toronto's Queen Street West and Port-
land Street holds grear promise for fams of
fiast fashion. Thar's because here, on the edge
of one of Canada’s busiest shopping strips,
and just a fow blocks from H&M, Urban
Outfirrers and American Apparel, [oe Fresh
plans next year to swing open the doors of a

shiny new & 000-50.-foor store. Loblaws’

cheap "n' cheerful clothing line has been in
the fashion war for a few vears, bur this is
the first time it has decided 1o do battle on
its competitors” turf,

For the most part, the brand, which is avail
able across Canada in more than 340 Real
Canadian Superstores and Lohlaws stores,
has gome after a slice of Canada’s $19-billion
apparel market from the friendly—and some
would say unlikely—confines of suburban
grocery stores. And though a Loblaws will
occupy the second Anor of the furine condo
power arQueen and Portkand {2 Winners will
take the third floor), Joe Fresh's simple yet
stylizh hasics will be responsibde for carching

the eyes of shoppers ar street level. This is,

argruably, the biggest vest of the brand since
it lnumched in 2006, Bus retall expens think
it'sup for the challenge. “They're really poised
for some explosive growth.” savs David fan
Gray, principal of Vancouver-based DIG360
Consulting. *1 have clients, in specialry chain
retail, thit are concerned about them.”

By last summer, Joe Fresh, the brainchild
of Joseph Minran, co-founder of Club Mon-
aco, had already become Canada’s second-

largest clothing lnbel, according 1o marker
research. And despite the recent downturn,

the beand is sall aiming 1o hitits rather ambi-

tious $1-billion all-ime sales target. Thanks
o low-prriced items like §28 skinny jeans and
450 down jackets, the tough times have been
a haon for the boteom line. *Ics broughe us
new customsers who may have been mare
skeprical ar the beginning,” says Elizabeth
Margles, a vice-president of marketing with

Loblaw Companies Led. *lr gave them a res-

som to try us, And once they tryus, they keep
coming back.”

Since its inception, Joe Fresh has been a
smuash hit with suburban soccer mioms. But
experts have been a linde surprised by how
many young urbanites, regulars at Hole Ren-
frew and other high-priced bouriques, are
willing 1o snap up $29 cable-knit sweaters
and §49 skirts withous the slightest hint of
shame. Many, in fact, openly boaast to friends

e

about their great finds, “It'snotsomuch the
quality, it's mone the fit and the stybe that has
really surprised them,” says Gray. “They
expected a ot less for what they're paying.”
Or maybe the real appeal is buying clothes
at Wal-Mart prices in a store thar's somehow
managed to ereare a trendy image.

Runway shows during Toeronto Fashion
Week have helped bolster the brand's appeal
with twenny-and thimysomething profession-
als. Last October’s show was one of the hot-
test tickets in rown, with many of the cry’s
higpest names in attendance, including Rap-
tor superstar Chris Bosh and celebrity chef
Susur Lee, And there’s nothing down-market
aboutirs ad campaigns. In fact, Joe Fresh fea-
fures Lisa Cant, a Canadian supermode] who
has appeared in campaigns for Chanel, DEG
and Versace, as the face of its cosmictics line.
“Wie hiad a buih-in barrier originally="0h, will
I piat letruce in the same cart that I'm going
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toput a silk blouse:” " says Margles. “1nonder
for us o overcome that right out of the gase
we really had o establish ourselves as a fash-
ion brand—we needed 1w give a reason for
peaple to take that leap of fajth with us”

Though uncomman in North America, the
mixing of food and fashion has proven to be
a successful retail combination in Europe
and the United Kingdom. The competitive
advantage of this set-up for the clothing
brand, of course, is the built-in foot traffica
grocery store affords. By one estimate, Can-
adians go to grocery stores 1.8 times 2 week,
but only visit a mall about once a month.
Margles says 12 million people walk through
a Loblaws every week. And though she refisses
to divulge any specifics, she says this “point
ofdifferentiation” s paying off. “We've done
the research.” she says, “We know that we've
converted customers from other grocery
stores because of Joe Fresh.”

So why haven't there been copyeats? For
ome thing, the food at Loblaws, due largely

clothing line ar Zellers. Fashion is in their
blood: their mother Esther was a tatlor in
Morocoo. And in the late '70s, she and Saul

opencd Ms. Originals, a dressmaking bus-

ness in Toronto,

Joe's big saplash came in the mid-'80s,
when he launched Club Monaco with Saul
and Sung. The business had grown to 125
stores and had gone public when, in 1999,
Polo Ralph Lauren Corp. bought it—as well
a5 Caban, Mimran's home-furnishing chain-
fior 579 million. Mimran stayed on as chair-
man, president and CEQ. But about 18
muonths later, after sales slipped, he was
fired.

Following that setback, he started Joseph
Mimran & Associates in 2001, He hecame
the creative director of Loblaws” President’s
Choice Home collection and designed a pri-
vaze label for Hole Renfrew. So when the Wes-
ton family, which owns Holt Renfrew and a
mapority stake in Loblaw, was looking for a
fashion fix to combar Wal-Marts aggressive

JOE FRESH at Teronto's Fashion Week; supermodel Lisa Cant (right) sells a cosmetics line

o the company's private labels, “is more
fushionable™ than many of its competitors,
says Maureen Atkinson, a senior parmer with
Teronto-based [.C. Williams Group. This
helped make the somewhat odd pairing of
food and fashion more palamble, Of course,
there's also the fact there aren’r all that many
Joe Mimrans to go around.

Ascreative director, Mimran dosin't sketch
every blouse and sweater that makes its way
onto the rack. He has a team of more than
150 product developers, trend forecasters,
managers and designers. But Mimran has

“his hand on every design,” says Margles. In
the unlikely event he needs a second opinion,
he has plenty of fashion semse ac home, His
wife, Kimberley Newport-Mimran, is the cre-
ative genius behind Pirsk Tartan, the popular
high-end women's label. Meanwhile, hisobder -
brother Saul’s company—Mimran Group :

Inc.—produces Pure, the Alfred Sung-designed  ©

miave into grocery a fow years ago,
they didn’t need o look very far. "
In the last 16 months, o better position
izselfagainst the other cheap-chic labels, Joe
Fresh has added cosmetics, jewellery, bags
and shoes to iis line, And just before the
haolidays, it launched bath products—inchsd-
ing body washes and moisturizers, When

asked abour further expansion plans, Mar-

gles says much of the focus in the next year
will be expanding cdsting depariments in
Loblaws stores. Stand-alone locations in

WAL-MART GREETER PUNCHED, THEN FIRED :
Ed Bauman, a 9-yoar-old Wal-Mart greeter in Florida, ays he was
only irying to do his job after a customar set off an exit alarm. Angry
that Bauman followsd him outside, the man grabbed his clipboard,
A3 Bauman tried o get it back, the custemer took a swing at him, :
20 the senior citizen swung right back, be says, in self-defence. °
The customer was arrested and Bouman was fired. *1 guess they :
Jwest wanted me to stand thers and get beaten,” he said, i
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malls, without a link to a Loblaws, are not
part of the game plan right now. And Mar-
gles dismisses mlk of U.S. expansion. The
American apparel market is worth nearly
Us$190 billion and the recession has hit the
U5 harder, making consumers there more
Iikedy vo give Fase fashion a shot., But Loblaws
doesn't have any operations in the U.5. And,
she says, there's still a lot of potential in Can-
ada. In 2009, joe Fresh was added 1o 43 s1ores.
And though the line is sold in every Super-
store already, this is a company with 1,100
stores in total.

Analysts agree that a stay-ar-home strategy
is probably best—for now. “Unil yvou exhanst
the existing miodel” says Atkinson, “vou don't
want to get too scattered ™ And though Gray
thinks the U.S. may provide a good testing
ground for stand-alone stores st some point,
that time isn't now. *Historically, Canadian
retailers put a tentative foot in the States and
get thedr voes cut off}” says Gray. “When you
gointo the States, you have to goin a big way.
They need a little bit more experience nall-
ing the growth curve they're on.”

Asmaller step, like heading into the highly
competitive Queen Street West fashion fray,

JOE FRESH COMBINES
WAL-MART PRICES WITH
ATRENDY IMAGE

ismare logical. For the company, making Joc
Fresh the face ol anew Loblaws store has been
2 question of timing - believes it has achieved
the required brand swareness. And though
Wal-Mart was the initkal erigrer for the brand's
launch, Margles identifies H&M and Zara as
twir 0F Joe Fresh's main competitors, “We
alwarys knew.” shie says, *thar we had the prod-
uct 1o go head-to-head with them.” Soon
they'll get to try-and prove it M




