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Putting youngsters in the fashion frame

Bonpoint's CEO seeks
to dress China’s single

children in high-end
designer clothes

By XU JUNQIAN in Shanghai
xrujungian@chinadaily.com.cn

If ever a father enjoys and is actually good
at dressing his girls with laced shirts and
floral-patterned cotton skirts, that man is
Eric Vallat.

For the past couple of years, the father of
three daughters and chief executive officer
of French high-end children’s wear brand
________ Bonpoint has not only
NEWSMAKER been the “free fashion
— adviser” at home for
“four of the most important women in his
world’, but also a trendsetter that has shaped
the wardrobe of such well-publicized figures
as Harper Seven Beckham, the latest baby
daughter of Victoria and David Beckham,
offspring of US President Barack Obama
and scions of Hollywood celebrities and
European royal families.

Now, at 41, he is setting his sights on the
wardrobes of the precious single child in
millions of Chinese families.

“T have three most difficult ‘customers’
at home. I have served them very well and
now I think it's time to move on to a more
challenging (clientele),” said Vallat while
sitting comfortably on a brown sofa in the
brand’s store in Shanghai’s most sleek shop-
ping mall.

“Of course, we don't want to miss the fast
train of China,” Vallat added.

Founded in 1975, Bonpoint started off as
a “mom-and-pop” children’s apparel store
on the Boulevard Saint-Germain on the Left
Bank in Paris, with Marie-France Cohen,
the “mony’, as the core spirit of the business.
A descendant of a Parisian upper-class fam-
ily, Cohen quickly and successfully made
the brand a household name in the world
fashion capital by offering what is called
“effortless chic for kids”

While the founder has now shifted her
interest mainly to charity work, selling the
business to French luxury group EPI, where
Vallat reigns, the store has remained a cult
wardrobe for some of the world’s most
famous mothers such as Katie Holmes,
Angelina Jolie and Kate Moss, who have
been known to dress their daughter head-
to-toe in signature items such as little pin-
tucks and fitted Harris Tweed coats or gor-
geous Liberty-print dresses from the store.

“For sure it helps the store to have celebri-
ties coming almost every week, but we don't
want to play on it too much as if we invited
them for a show. It’s all personal,” said Vallat.

But in China, a market the brand entered
a mere six years ago, Vallat believes the key
to growth is not serving a Suri, (the daughter
of Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes and per-
haps the world’s youngest fashion icon) but
dressing millions of Suris from middle-class
families, the most powerful customersin the
Chinese luxury market.

“In luxury, it always starts with women,
then men, then children. In China, it may
start with men, gain momentum from
women, but now it’s definitely the time for
children,” said Vallat, who has been in the
industry since 1996, when he became a store
manager for Louis Vuitton Avenue Mon-
taigne, Paris, after leaving the bank industry.

A report released in October by the US
business consulting firm Frost & Sulli-
van predicted that by 2015 the market for
youngsters’ clothes in China would keep
growing at a high rate close to 20 percent
annually.

“With the arrival of the fourth Chinese
baby boom since 1949, the market is wel-
coming a new generation of clientele mostly
dominated by the post-1980s generation,
who were born after the country’s economic
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A children’s clothing store in Shanghai. Frost & Sullivan predicts that by 2015 the market for youngsters’ clothes in China would keep growing at a high rate close to 20 percent annually.
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reforms and who are less price-sensitive and
more brand-aware;” the report said.

“We had a very slow start when coming
to China in 2006 because we started our
first boutique in the country as a street store,
as we did in Paris. But after relocating to
Plaza 66 (one of Shanghai’s most high-end
department stores), business started to pick
up very quickly;” said Vallat.

Although the Chinese market still
accounts for a very small proportion of
income for Bonpoint — no more than 5
percent — it is quickly catching up thanks
to a double-digit growth rate. Vallat forecast
it will contribute at least 10 percent of sales
to the French house as young parents in the
country seem happy to spend 1,000 yuan
($157) apiece on cotton dresses and jackets.

One of the major challenges believed to
ail the market would be shoushika, a demo-
graphic terminology created by the Japanese
to describe a decline in the growth rate,
especially in well-developed and well-off
cities and countries where couples are only
willing to have one or two children instead
of several.

“If the 20th century was the century of
the population explosion, the 21st century
is looking like the century of the fertility
implosion,” political and cultural commen-
tator David Brooks wrote in a March opin-
ion piece for the New York Times.

“Already, nearly half of the world’s popula-
tion lives in countries with birth rates below
the replacement level. According to the
Census Bureau, the total increase in global
manpower between 2010 and 2030 will be

just half the increase we experienced in the
two decades that just ended,” he added.

In China, the average birth rate has
dropped below 1.5, meaning fewer than two
children are being born to every three wom-
en, according to the most recent national
census in 2010. Shanghai, the financial capital
of the country, has the world’s lowest level
with an annual rate of 0.7.

This has, inevitably, led to a decline in the
market.

But Vallat, on the contrary, sees the posi-
tive side of the phenomenon, at least regard-
ing luxury apparel for children.

“When you have only one or two kids,
you would indulge them so badly that you
would be more generous with their daily
expenses, he said.

A survey conducted in January by Alba-
tross Global Solutions, a Hong Kong-head-
quartered marketing services provider, sup-
ported Vallat’s point of view. It found that
60 percent of the 900 respondents said they
would spend more than 3,000 yuan every
month to dress their children.

Generous Chinese parents have, unsur-
prisingly; attracted attention from other lux-
ury houses to the market. Familiar names
in the country such as Burberry, Gucci and
Dior have all introduced collections under
such names as “Baby Dior” or “Armani
Junior” in recent years.

Despite the lack of a breakdown of sales in
the market, the growing number of luxury
children’s clothes stores has proved to be a
lucrative business.

Vallat regards the presence of these luxury

brands as a boon for small companies such
as Bonpoint.

“These brands have helped to create a mar-
ket, showing consumers a new choice for
their kids, which would be helpful for compa-
nies with little advertising budget like us;” he
said. “But as much as it sounds not so good,
we are the only pure player working like a
couture brand in the industry, rather than
just making mini-versions of adults’ attire”

Following the fashion calendar of most
high-end luxury brands, Bonpoint provides
three seasons of clothing every year (spring/
summer, autumn/winter and a Christmas
special) with more than 300 collections,
each with a specially tailored size and cut for
different age groups.

Vallat admits that having a store next to
womenss luxury brands is good for business.

Bonpoint now has more than 110 stores
worldwide, most of which are located in
prime luxury-shopping streets in cities
including Paris, New York and London. The
company plans to open six to eight new stores
a year, three of which will be in China.

“We want to remain selective and primar-
ily improve what we have first,” said Vallat.
Part of that drive involves store decoration
revamps every two weeks in all Bonpoint
stores around the world.

The tradition started with the birth of
the brand. The window displays at Bon-
point have become as famous as its floral-
patterned cotton dresses, if not more so.
In the 1970s, most shops in Paris simply
displayed their clothes by the window. Bon-
point’s designers need to make their window
display as imaginative and magical as they
hope their products sell through storytell-
ing. Store themes have varied from fairy
tales such as Alice in Wonderland to science
fiction featuring robots, a strategy Vallat
believes will be especially helpful in China
to attract new customers and enhance brand
awareness.

“Three or four years ago, luxury for the
Chinese was a way of expressing a success-
ful life but now the Chinese are very close
to the tastes of people in Japan or France,
caring more about quality, service and store
setting,” said Vallat.

“It will lead the industry to a new stage,
ideally a positive stage for companies such
as Bonpoint;” he said.

Q+A | ERIC VALLAT

Q: How do you spend your weekend amid your
busy schedule?

A: T practice golf and tennis and, of course, we
spend time with friends. And, of course, I go
shopping with my three daughters aged 17, 15
and 12, as I am a lucky man with four women
athome.

What are your hobbies?

I love sports. I try to practice twice a week. I
would also like to attend more art exhibitions
and visit museums, especially when traveling
worldwide. Lastly, I am passionate about history
and read a lot of related books.

What is the saying that you like the most?
Why?
You can work hard, but you have to have fun.
An African proverb: Alone you go quickly,
together you go further.

What is the book you are reading now?
A book about (Edouard) Limonov, a Russian
politician.

What is your idea of perfect happiness?

It's a combination of having a well-balanced life
between a happy family that can give you love and
work that allows you to fulfill yourself. Of course,
I prefer it when the balance is more tilted toward
the family than to the business. But this is not
usually the reality.

What is your greatest fear?

When I was living in Japan with my family,
we were really scared of earthquakes. You know;,
when you live there and you took your family
there, you will feel guilty if there is an earthquake.
And the earth moves several times a month there.

While now I am back in France, I am free from
such worries, but I am also afraid of snakes.

What is the quality you most admire inawoman?
Those who have a talent for happiness com-
bined with a good sense of humor.

What do you dislike most about your appear-
ance?
I wouldn't mind being a bit taller.

What do you consider is your greatest achieve-
ment?

Well, my answer is very personal and very
French. But honestly, I think I have a very nice
family, very united, and actually my best achieve-
ment would be to be a grandfather with many
grandchildren everywhere.

On what occasion do you lie?

I'tell many small lies. I always exaggerate a little
bit of things. But I would never lie when it causes
any damage.

What’s the best way to break the ice with a
Chinese businessman you’ve met for the first
time?

I wouldn't put the question this way. I think it’s
very easy. China for me is one of the few countries
where people are very easy to get in touch with. I
don't think there is ice to break.

Give three words to describe your impression
of Chinese businessmen.
Quick. Pragmatic. Tough.

Name places in China that impressed you most
and also places you have not visited but want
to explore.

I'would be very keen to go to Xi'an and see the
soldiers (Terracotta Warriors).



