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2006: The Summer of the Outdoor Room

By Carol Kaplan

2006 was the best year Don-
ald Marze’s store has ever

had. He isn't quite sure why.

& Patio store in Charlotte,
lina carries grills, patio fur-
hearth products, and this
en them move off his show
floor afidéinto minivans faster than he
can ever remember.

“T can’t explain it,” Marze says. “Tt
could be the good economy or the
stock market.” Or, it could simply be
the Summer of the Qutdoor Room.
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(“2006: The Summer aof,..."" continned from page 161)

We’ve been hearing about the Out-
door Room trend anecdotally for the
past few years, but now the data is
finally backing it up. According to the
U.S. Census Bureau, American home-
owners spent $3.7 billion on patios

and terraces in 2004 — an increase of
an astonishing 366% since 1994, And,
in just the two-year period from 2002
to 2004, spending on patios and ter-
races jumped 238%. The HPBA 2005
Barbecue Attitude and Usage Study
showed that 42% of consumers are
complementing their patios with fur-
niture and larger grills — an increase
of 10% since 2003. The same study
said one-third is considering improv-
ing their outdoor grill areas. And despite
increasing competition with Big Box
stores, the results are showing up in
specialty refail stores.

“Business has been so good, I'm
building a new store iwice the size of
this one next year,” Marze says, adding
that he’s locking forward to even
stronger sales next year because of the
wide range of new product choices he
saw at this year’s pre-market,

New figures from the National Asso-
ciation of Home Builders (NAHB)
show that new single family homes
are increasingly being built with patios
and porches. (The number of decks is
declining.) And NAHB is forecasting
that “outdoor space will have more
and better design — a lot more outdoor
living, even in colder climates and
average homes.” The same study says
that ouidoor kitchens will be “very
common” in upscale housing, as will
indoor/outdoor fireplaces.

It all spells good news — and oppor-
tunity — for specialty refailers.

Frank Rymdeika, chairman of Grates
& Grills in Dublin, Pennsylvania, says
grill sales at his store were up 10 per-
cent this summer. He credits rising gas
prices. “T think more people are stay-
ing home instead of leaving town.
They’re spending money on their homes
stead of on gas.”

Even in Canada, after a slow winter
and the unceriainty of national elections,
consumers were back on showroom
floors in the spring. Robert Wilson, pres-
ident of The Fyre Place & Patio Shop
in Owen Sound, Ontario, credits betier
and more creative product design. “We
sold a lot of the more colorful furniture
this year,” Wilson says. “In previous
yeats, there were a lot of browns and

blacks and it was just boring. T think
the bolder, brighter colors inspired peo-
ple to buy,” He also says he was sur-
prised that well-made, more expensive
grills held their own despite increasing
competition from cheap imports.

In Pompano Beach, Florida, sales
this summer were up a whopping 40
percent at Culinary Concepts. Randy
Everatt says outdoor kitchens and grills
were hot sellers — especially infrared
grills 42 inches and up. “I call them
ego grills,” says Everatt. “People here
want the best of everything. It’s a sta-
tus symbol.”

Summer tends to be slow, though,
i1 the Southwest. Audrey Clement, owner
of Cave Creek BBQ’s, Fireplace & Patio
store in Cave Creck, Arizona, says her
customers are largely second-home own-
ers who leave in the summer, But spring
was better than last year, she says, due
to the spike in new home building.
“Hirepits were really popular this year,”
Clement says, “especially the ones with
colored glass chips over them. It gives
a really pretty appearance.”

‘What will the summer of 2007 bring?
Retailers can’t control the weather or.
the economy, but they can anticipate
what their customers will want and cre-
ate dazzling showroom displays to help
them visvalize the Outdoor Room con-
cept. After afl, the Outdoor Room seems
to be the future. &

162 SEPTEMBER 2006 - HPBA JOURNAL




