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Rouses aims to become $1 billion company
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	BRIAN FONTENOT 
Staff Writer



HOUMA -- Donald Rouse said people still remember him from his days when he bagged groceries, one of many people who then worked at the tiny grocery store that his father ran.

It was 7,000-feet square and cost just $40,000 in 1960. Donald’s father, Anthony Rouse Sr., and cousin Ciro DiMarco owned Ciro’s grocery store, the precursor to Rouses.

That first store, now dismantled, was so small that it would take eight to fill the space occupied by the newest grocery store, costing $12 million and now under construction in Lafayette, that bears his family’s name.

But it was the beginning of an enterprise that’s grown to 32 stores, employs 4,000 people and makes Rouses Supermarkets the largest Louisiana-based grocer in the state. With its headquarters in Thibodaux, Rouses is Lafourche’s second-largest employer.

Most people would be content to stop there. But Donald Rouse, who co-owns the chain with his brother Thomas, says his primary goal is to grow Rouses into a billion-dollar company within the next five years, he said. Currently, it generates about $700 million in annual sales.

His determination to grow the chain is evident.

In September, Rouses acquired 18 Sav-A-Center and A&P grocery stores in the New Orleans area and two in Mississippi from the Great Atlantic & Pacific Tea Co. Three stores, in Slidell, Mandeville and Gretna, were subsequently closed.

Prior to the deal, the company operated 16 stores in south Louisiana, including three in Thibodaux and four in Houma.

The acquisition also netted the grocery chain two suppliers, Associated Grocers and CNS Wholesale, which it relies on to keep its shelves stocked.

"It was a little different. I think we surprised a lot of people in the industry with the way we put it together," Donald Rouse said.

Constantly looking for ways to improve his operation, Rouse said he will switch to a single supplier, though he isn’t ready to say which one. He is reviewing bids, he said.

Rouse also plans to set up a warehouse, which will serve as a secondary supplier for itself and a storage space for locally bought goods.

Both changes are designed to provide customers with a wider, fresher selection, he said.

He said his company is also spending $5 million over the next year to remodel and renovate four of its stores, one in Metaire, one in New Orleans and two in Mississippi.

And it is spending big money to buy land -- plots occupied by the newly acquired Sav-A-Center and A&P stores -- in the New Orleans area. So far, it has cost $30 million to buy two plots in New Orleans. Twelve other stores still occupy leased land.

Rouse said his company has turned a profit every year it has been in operation, and many factors have contributed to the chain’s growth.

The main one, he said, is Rouses’ adaptability.

The company is always looking for new ways to

serve customers. The most notable example, he said, was Rouses’ 1989 decision to sell boiled seafood.

Now the chain is trying to break into the health- and organic-food market to compete with grocers such as Whole Foods.

"If we an offer what the Whole Foods offer and what the best grocery store offers, we’ll be ahead of the market," he said.

Beyond that, Rouses aims to carry the freshest ingredients possible and maintaining grand-opening store conditions throughout the yea while offering good customer service, competitive products and prices.

While national retailers like Wal-Mart have wiped out many independent grocers, Rouses has thrived.

"We’ve grown more since Wal-Mart has been near us than before," he said. "I think we’re different. I think we’re the Louisiana company."

Rouse offered this advice for other business owners:

"Make sure you’re committed, and you will be successful."

Staff Writer Brian Fontenot can be reached at 857-2204 or brian.fontenot@houmatoday.com. 
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