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A specialist in work, hunting and western-
style footwear, and more recently casual
shoes, too, Rocky Brands believes it has
garnered great benefit from sourcing a

substantial number of its shoes from partner
manufacturers in the Dominican Republic, a
policy with which it intends to continue.

Rocky Brands
retains DR
commitment

ocky Brands prides itself on being a supplier and- 7,

seller of footwear, as well as on its designs. But in

terms of its retail and wholesale activities, a

ransformation has taken place over the last three
years, according to chief executive, David Sharp, building up
the group’s e-commerce capabilities. Moving one of its online
sales sites to a new e-commerce platform in 2013 resulted in
a 20% sales gain; all of its online sales sites will move to the
new platform, Demandware (which also boasts adidas, Crocs,
Deckers, New Balance, Columbia, Rockport, Ecco, Puma and
Converse among its clients, suggesting that it works well with
footwear in general) during the first half of 2014.

Another obvious example is a new enterprise resource
planning software application Rocky Brands launched in
2013, giving it extra insight into its business, particularly into
where its money was going. Mr Sharp says all these
investments will allow the company to reap important
benefits in future years. But he points to another advantage,
Rocky Brands' ability in “product acquisition’, or sourcing its
footwear from contract manufacturers.
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Close to home

“"We've been in the Dominican Republic (DR) for 26 years,”
David Sharp says, “and approximately one-third of what we
sell this year will be manufactured there. The island is
becoming extremely cost-competitive with Asia!” Free Trade
Zones in the Dominican Republic have had their ups and
downs, but are still working well for products such as
footwear. Shoes can be manufactured and shipped to export
countries without intervention from the customs authorities,
making trade-flows fast and easy. Then there is the question
of proximity: it takes one-and-a-half days for a container ship
to get from the DR to Miami. New Jersey is three or four days
away and Houston five days. Manufacturing companies in the
Caribbean country know that US brands of all kinds first set
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up operations there to gain tax advantages, but many insist
their US customers have stayed faithful to the DR because
they receive good products at good prices from good
suppliers who offer this substantial geographical advantage
compared to competitors in Asia. With its pledge to keep
sourcing such a high percentage of its shoes and boots
from there in 2014 and beyond, Rocky Brands is clearly
one such customer.

The DR works for Rocky Brands. A company-owned
distribution centre in Logan, Ohio, close to corporate
headquarters in Nelsonville, will also continue to be an
important component of its supply chain network. Shoes will
continue to come from Asia, too, of course, and to serve its
customers on the west side of the US better, Rocky Brands
recently entered into an agreement with a third-party logistics
service provider in Washington State.

There has been another significant supply chain innovation
in recent times, the installation at safety footwear customer
sites of CustomFit kiosks, which allow the customer
organisation to build its own online store with Rocky Brands.
Once it's set up, employees can go to the kiosk or onto the
internet at home and choose the shoes or boots they want
from approved models. “There is no one with a solution like
this,” Mr Sharp continues. “We compete with Wolverine and
with Red Wing, but theyre not doing this’ He says the
technology provides a pretty strong price advantage:
delivering a pair of shoes to a retail outlet on a truck had a
sales cost of $28, he says, compared to $7 to ship a pair from
a central warehouse. He knows that some customers will
want to maintain “a physical presence” to their safety
footwear purchasing and will opt not to install a kiosk, but the
idea is catching on. From 27 installations in 2012, the figure
increased to 276 in 2013, and Rocky Brands anticipates over
750 more in 2014. “It's merely an iPad encased in a fixture,
located in the HR department or in the cafeteria,” he explains,
to dispel any notions of the kiosks involving complex and
large pieces of hardware.
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Its commitment remains strong to having what Mr Sharp
calls “a portfolio of diversified brands”, playing in the western
(Durango), hunting (Rocky, Georgia Boot and Mossy Oak),
military (Rocky S2V) and work (Rocky4EurSole, Lehigh and
Michelin) markets. Together, these segments account for
only 13% of US footwear spend at the moment, which is
one of the main reasons, the chief executive explains, why
the group made a move in 2013 to acquire a new brand,
Creative Recreation.

Creative Recreation is an “upscale sneakers” brand,
founded in Los Angeles in 2002. Rocky Brands reached an
agreement to acquire it from previous owner,
Kommonwealth, at the end of October, paying around
$11 million for the privilege. Founder, Robert Nand, and his
original team wanted to create shoes that had “the comfort of
a sneaker with the materialisation of a dress shoe, the
ultimate crossbreed of lifestyle footwear”, and believe that's
what they created with Creative. David Sharp limits himself to
saying the acquisition will give Rocky Brands an “entrée into
the larger casual market”.
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Sourcing good quality shoes from good quality
manufacturing partners will always be important; the group
knows there will be a price to pay for falling short in that. David
Sharp has talked about problems with the launch in 2013 of
Rocky4EurSole, a clog-style of footwear designed specifically
for women in the healthcare industry. The shoes are built on a
three-part system that allows the wearer to interchange two
insoles on the clog shoe; a backless insole with a removable
swivel-strap and a full-back insole, which means the wearer
can choose clog, sling-back or full shoe. There are gains to be
made in producing footwear for healthcare professionals,
Rocky Brands believes, especially for women in healthcare. It
estimates there are 14.3 million people in the US alone
working in healthcare jobs and that 80% of them are women.
It estimates that 2.5 million new healthcare jobs will come
onto the market in the US by 2018. However, Rocky Brands'
attempt to capture a share of this market in 2013 got off to a
slow start precisely because, in the words of the chief
executive, “some of the product that arrived was of poor
quality”. But he believes in the idea and says the company will
go back this year with a better-quality product to the dealers it
says it disappointed in 2013.
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