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Kids’ Execs Rally Against Safety Law
By ERIN E. CLACK & KRISTI ELLIS  

WASHINGTON — Children’s footwear com-
panies struggling with stricter lead stan-
dards and new testing requirements are 
pushing for changes to a consumer product 
safety law.

Hundreds of executives, claiming they will 
be forced out of business because of the new 
rules, held a rally on Capitol Hill last Wednes-
day urging lawmakers to amend the law — 
the Consumer Product Safety Improvement 
Act — which was enacted last year.

“Our industry has seen companies go 
out of business as a result of this act,” 
said Kevin Burke, president and CEO of the 
American Apparel & Footwear Association, 
who spoke at the rally. “Our members are 
laying off people, and our industry has in-
curred severe financial losses.”

With the law, Congress aimed to improve 
product safety and strengthen the under-
staffed Consumer Product Safety Commis-
sion in the wake of a string of contaminated 
imports from China last year that created a 
public panic. 

The legislation set up a broad range of new 

rules, including significant reductions in 
lead allowances in children’s footwear, ap-
parel, jewelry  and toys. It also increased the 
age level that defines children’s products to 
12 years from 8 years and increased fines 
for violations to a maximum $15 million from 
$1.8 million. The penalty for individual viola-

tions, assessed per product, increased from 
$5,000 to $100,000.

Rep. Joe Barton (R., Texas) and 16 House 
Republicans introduced a bill last Tuesday to 
make changes to the CPSIA, including setting 
specific dates for products to meet the stan-
dards and allowing retailers to sell off invento-

ry for one year after the manufacturing stan-
dards go into effect. It also creates regulatory 
flexibility in exemption authority and labeling 
authority for the consumer product commis-
sion and permits component part testing.

But Democratic leaders, who control the 
agendas in both the House and Senate, sup-

ported the bill last year, and any 
attempts to change it could be 
difficult. 

For kids’ footwear manufacturers 
opposed to the new legislation, it’s 
not a dispute over the responsibil-
ity of companies to produce safe 
products for children, but rather a 
question of the necessity for such 
rigorous laws.

“I, of course, don’t question Con-
gress’ intentions, but I do think 
there are mistakes in the legisla-

tion — that it’s not as appropriately crafted 
as it could be,” said Bernard Leifer, president 
and CEO of Hackensack, N.J.-based SG Foot-
wear, which has sent numerous letters to lo-
cal congressmen and senators to urge them 
to consider modifications to the legislation.

 “It is a question of degree. In this case, 

Congress has been overzealous. The new 
safety rules are too strict.”

Leifer said he believes the legislation will 
have repercussions for the children’s foot-
wear industry, particularly for smaller com-
panies that can’t easily absorb the high cost 
of product testing. “Hopefully the protestors 
will be heard and Congress will start to see 
the light,” he said.

Collective Brands Inc., parent of Payless 
ShoeSource and Stride Rite Corp., is taking 
the legislation changes in stride. “We take 
children’s safety seriously and work closely 
with our suppliers to ensure our products 
are safe and [that they] comply with all ap-
plicable laws, including the new U.S. require-
ments,” said Matt Rubel, CEO of the Topeka, 
Kan.-based company.

According to Rubel, the company has for 
several years utilized an independent lab to 
test its products, so the more stringent leg-
islation is not expected to have much of an 
impact on its manufacturing process. 

“We had been monitoring the new initiative 
since 2007 and took proactive steps as early 
as last fall to train and inform our manufac-
turing partners and other agents,” he said.

By JOCELYN ANDERSON

NEW YORK — More high-end boutiques are 
banking on exclusive product to draw in the 
male consumer.

For spring ’09, pairings have cropped up 
between Rockport Established 1971 and Bo-
dega in Boston; Jil Sander and Aloha Rag in 
New York; Grenson and Odin in New York; Ge-
neric Man and Bettina in Athens, Greece; YMC 
and April77 in Paris; and NDC and Alexander 
McQueen and Matches in London.

“These boutiques are desperately looking 
for a point of difference because the retail 
industry has suffered, probably the most [as 
a result of the economy],” said Patricia Pao, 
president of Pao Principle, a retail consultan-
cy in New York.

Pao added that the benefits extend to both 
retailers and vendors. For a designer, distri-
bution is guaranteed. And for a storeowner, 
increased traffic is all but assured. Also, 
markdowns are unnecessary because of the 

lack of competition for the product. 
Some retailers look to big names to cre-

ate excitement. At Matches, the Editions 
program has partnered with Alexander 
McQueen on a wingtip and Belgian brand 
NDC on a boat shoe, among others. 
“There has been a shift in the demands 
of our clients, and we have responded 
accordingly by creating an ongoing 
outreach program,” said Matches Direc-
tor Tom Chapman. “Whether offering an 
exclusive product, or a unique experience, it’s 
about going that extra mile without trying to 
patronize our fashion-literate clientele.” 

It’s that changing attitude on the part of 
consumers that retailers and vendors are 
hoping to combat. With many shoppers look-
ing for more promotions, stores are seeking 
out new approaches. 

“[We benefit from] giving our clientele the 
message that we interact with the labels we 
are carrying and that we are not just retailing 
goods we are buying,” said Meletis Koropoulis, 

buyer for Bettina. “We are participating in the 
creation of our merchandise energetically.”

For vendors, such advantages outweigh the 
added costs for supplying a single store with 
small runs of product. At Odin, the release of 
two exclusive styles by Grenson — a canvas 
oxford and a leather chukka boot — coincided 
with the store adding a few other styles from 
the new Rushden range. “We were thinking, 
‘Who can we best pair with to give Grenson 
the boost in branding we need?’” said Katie 
Liu, owner of Black Dog 8 showroom, which 
distributes Grenson in the U.S. “Odin is the 

best store to do that with because it has a 
very strong and clear image.”

Smaller brands and newcomers look to 
collaborations to create buzz. “It’s about 
continuing to build the brand and its identity 
and getting it known,” said Brandon Day, of 
Generic Man, which provided an exclusive 
midnight-blue canvas and patent laceup to 
Bettina. “As these retailers are getting more 
comfortable with us, it creates more options 
for what we have already.”

And though the economy still casts a large 
shadow over business, some see the pos-
sibility for renewed shopping enthusiasm 
through these partnerships.

“People want to be excited about some-
thing,” said Eddy Chai, co-owner of Odin. 
“Downturns also can spark these great 
movements when great things are produced. 
It’s a good opportunity because people don’t 
want gloom and doom — they want some-
thing refreshing and optimistic.” — With 
contributions from Meghan Cass 

Men’s Retailers, Brands Team Up in Tough Times

Generic Man’s Savant style, sold in canvas and an 
exclusive colorway for Bettina in Greece.
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