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Varvatos Bolsters Star USA Line

By NEIL WEILHEIMER

NEW YORK — The bad economy is being very good to some 
footwear makers.

For companies catering to the lower-priced, fast-fashion 
parts of the market, consumers’ penny-pinching ways has 
translated into mountains of money.

“Our business has been fantastic,” said Matt Dragos, presi-
dent of Rialto Footwear, a division of White Mountain. “The 
main reason is that we’re giving high perceived value in our 
product. The consumer is much smarter now than she was 
a year ago and is recognizing that value.”

No wonder, then, Rialto’s business is up considerably, thanks 
to its offering of shoes that retail for about $30 a pair.

Similarly, Bearpaw’s brass said the bruised economy has 
caused the company to pick up more business. The firm’s 
sales jumped 62 percent in 2009, surpassing the $40 mil-
lion mark, according to Randy McKinley, VP of sales and 
marketing.

“Sub-$100 product kills,” said McKinley, whose shoes sell 
for $60 to $95. “Price was key, and our go-forward strategy 
is based on that.”

It is clear that many consumers — who once lusted after 
luxury labels and would pay top dollar for product — are 
now willing to trade down.

Regardless, companies playing in the value-driven space 
said product still has to be made well and that retailers must 
be serviced well.

“The key is to execute and stay humble,” said Footwear Un-
limited CEO Mike Mooney. “We want to make sure we don’t 
lose sight of taking care of our customers.”

Mooney said Footwear Unlimited’s business was up “a lot 
of double digits, not a little,” largely because of the run on its 
best-performing brand, Bare Traps, retailing for $49 to $65. 
And he said he expects 2010 to be even better, as bookings 
are already up over last year.

While other companies spent much of 2009 slashing staff, 
budgets and inventory levels, lower-priced manufacturers 
focused on getting product to market quicker and having 
plenty of it on hand.

And after several lucrative quarters, many of them are 
seeking to expand.

For instance, Ara Shoes North America, which sells higher-
priced footwear in the $130-to-$269 range, aims to evolve 

into a year-round business and is adding more comfort fea-
tures to its shoes.

“What we have to offer is great value and quality to the 
customer,” said Rob Rask, managing director of Ara Shoes. 
“When times got tough, we didn’t have to retool our line. We 
were in a good place. The market came down to us. We were 
right there and now we’re ready to do even more.”

Likewise, Rialto is moving ahead. The company plans to of-
fer more products, such as career-oriented shoes. According 
to Dragos, the firm also is in the process of upgrading sock 
linings and foam padding, and hopes to grow its boot busi-
ness to half of total sales, up from 25 percent. 

Sure, the good times are rolling for lower-priced foot-
wear wholesalers, but what happens when the economy 
strengthens and consumers return to wanting more expen-
sive wares?

“I’m not really concerned about people trading back up,” 
said Dragos. “We’ve spent this time establishing our brand 
as a key player in a particular price point, and our retail per-
formance has been good. It gives us the confidence that 
consumers are buying and enjoying the product and that 
they’ll come back.”

Moderate Brands Thrive in Weak Economic Climate

By JOCELYN ANDERSON

NEW YORK — Hoping to build on the success of Star USA 
footwear, John Varvatos will launch accessories under that 
brand for fall ’10.

The Star USA accessories collection will encompass men’s 
belts, bags, small leather goods and key chains, many in-
corporating leather details and studding from the brand’s 
established look. The collection has been licensed to New 
York-based Cipriani Accessories, which also produces mer-
chandise for Michael Kors, Calvin Klein, Lacoste and Guess. 

“We’ve been doing the Collection and Star USA all our-
selves,” John Varvatos told Footwear News. “But we knew 
that if we really wanted the accessories to have great price 
and quality at the same time, we needed to be with some-
body who had the core competency to be able to do it.”

Star USA accessories will be made in China and aimed 
at luxury department stores that already carry the brand, 
such as Neiman Marcus, Bloomingdale’s and Nordstrom. 
They will also be carried in John Varvatos stores. Price 
points range from $65 to $550, with bags starting at $150.

“We’re putting together a combination where we have the 
Varvatos aesthetic and have great value for the customer,” 
said Evan Mittman, CEO of Cipriani. 

Star USA, Varvatos’ lower-priced collection aimed at a 
youthful, rock ’n’ roll customer, bowed footwear in fall ’09. 

Though the shoes just hit shelves in 
September, Varvatos said the results 
have been impressive, with some styles 
getting weekly sell-throughs of 13 per-
cent to 33 percent.

“We were sold out. We had no inven-
tory,” the designer said. “It’s great 
because everyone is reorder-
ing in a big way. We opened 
pre-fall about a month 
ago, and it’s been unbe-
lievable for us.”

As a result, the com-
pany has expanded 
inventory levels going 
forward, especially for 
key styles. Varvatos 
said Star USA footwear 
is the fastest-growing 
category for the company. 
He added that the brand is 
projected to increase by 40 
percent this year, not including footwear. And footwear, he 
said, should balloon as much as 300 percent in 2010.

Retailers too are pleased with the Star USA footwear debut.
“The John Varvatos Star USA shoe launch was fantastic,” 

said Dan Leppo, operating VP and DMM 
for men’s dress furnishings, men’s 
shoes, electronics and Polo sportswear 
at Bloomingdale’s. “[Varvatos] offered 
amazing fashion and quality at the top 
of bridge pricing to reach a broader con-
sumer base. We have always been bull-
ish on all John’s businesses and see 
great expansion potential for shoes in 
2010.”

Now going into his label’s 10th year, 
Varvatos said the company has seen 
success in other areas too. Last Sep-
tember, John Varvatos bowed its first e-
commerce site, and footwear is already 
the No. 1 category on the site in total 
dollars, at about 42 percent of sales 
(with Converse figures included). The 
site bowed in North America and recent-
ly opened up globally.

Though Varvatos said the economy 
has hurt high-end footwear, his label’s 

increased offerings in shoes and accessories could bring 
more growth in the future. “Down the road, we’re going to be 
opening up footwear and accessories stores,” said Varva-
tos. “There’s no doubt about it.”  

At left: A new Star USA bag 
from designer John Varvatos.
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