THINKING BIG
Truth Belts’ synthetic and natural-fibre creations are a hit among animal lovers in the LS,
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Renia Pruchnicki, owner of Truth Belts, says an online sales strategy was har company’s most important markeating investment,

Designer taps vegan appetite
for leather-free fashions
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[t not what's in Benia Prochnick-
i'q belty that makes them so pop-
ular, it's what isn't.

The Toronto designer's line,
Truth Belts, is made from symthet-
ics and natural fibres such as jute,

A= g result, the small company has
cinched a reputation among the
growing vegan market for its chic
alternatives to leather.

When she starbed, she wazsn't pur-
posely siming at the anti-leather
mrlset.

"My backpround was as o tech-
mical designer of baclepacles and ski-
wenr and luggnge,” said Pruchnicki,
a8, who bas o desgres in fashion de-
sdgn from Ryverson Universiby, “So, 1
was famibar wiltk all these materi-
alz and had never wsed leathar be-
fore”

Pruchnicki founded her company
in 2001 after she was laid off from

her joby i o designer, She enrolbad
in a govermment self-employment
program and learned the business
gkills to build her company, but
found it a challenge.

“When I fiest started T didn't have
any mioney and all the sales | made
had to be reimvested back into the
company,” she said, adding that it
bk bver 3L/ vears before she start-
ed making a profit. She never
thought ashout guitting her own
buzinass, just getting o second job,

“When I realized how hard it was,
I had to gt o full-time job and then
do Truth on the side” she sd
“Sometimes I'd work until mid-
night on the company.”

She talked to her emplover, Cali-
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Thee commpivny book off in 2008, af-
ter Truth Belts won a prestigious

Frogooy Award from PETA (People
for Ethical Treatment of Aninsals)
as best leather replacement cloth-
ing company i Morth America.

Mow Truth Belts is g solid and
growing company with an office in
Leslieville and a warehouse in
Etobicoke, Pruchnicki designs all
the belts and hires a contractor to
do the sewing. She also makes room
for a design intern from Ryerson to
wirk on shipping, trade shows and
miarketing, and hires friends to help
with shows and busy periods,

She hos designed o line of bamboo
T-shirtz {made in Scarborough)
anad accessories sweh ps wristlets
amad jewellery, gs well as a new line
ol five belts wilh huckles thal are
IIII'I.':I.'EI rﬂ!"l."

The narmes of the producls peflec
her own inberestzas weall as herown
cheeky humour, For example, a

THINKRNG BiG contresed on B2



PETA award boosts company’s profile

NO LEATHER, FUR

¥WWhile vegetarians do nat include
meal in their diets, vegans gx-
clude all animal by-products,
such as leather and fur, from
their lives and meaat frorm their
kitchens.

LLK. designer Stella McCart-
ney, pictured below, is one of the
mast visible animal-friendhy
fashionistas, whosze shoos and
vegan line for Adidas have
carngd her
widespread
suppart,

Abaut 4 per
cent af Cana-
dians and
nearly 3 per
cent of Armeri-
cans follaw a
vepatarian di-
et, secarding to a study by the
Dietitians af Canada and the
American Dietetic Association.

The Tarento Vegetarian Assocl-
ation attracts about 15,000 peain-
ple ta its Vegetarian Food Fair
each September (1113}

Sudan Dawn
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stretchy belt s called the Buffet,
and her leather-look belts are
narned after cattle breeds such as

Her new fall line is called Shanti,
reflecting her interests in medits-
tion and spirituality. Other belts
huwve distinctive names swch as the
Matador {a bar she liked), Gotham
(4 i to the Batman movies) and
the Hughes (named after a boy-
friend},

Whelesaling to specialty stores in
the United States and Canada
miakes up about half of anmwal reve-
ner {bose to 100,000, and half di-
saded bebween direct Inlernel sales
arwd refladlingg sl craft shows such as
Ui of o Kinel.

To market the company, she has
advertized In magzines and on
olher websiles with limited suc-
cess. Thia fall she i trying televi-
sion commercials in selected US.
cities (aversion of the ad appearson
her website — wvegetarian
helts.com).

Because her customers find her
on the Intermet. an effective web-
site strategy was the most impor-
tunt marketing investment.

“Weused to have o catalogue. Now

peaple don't want to do that. They
just want to get on the computer,”
sl gaid.

Her profile, especially in the TS,
continues to groas Abaut BO per
cent of Truth Belts' customers are
inthe IS

"There are more stores that are
vegan, They {(Americans) spend
more money than Canadians, Peo-
ple in the states are spenders, 1
find,” suid Pruchnicki,

“These stores just found me, 1
guess, beciuse its such a niche
mirket — through Internet search-
s, Maore and more stores asked me
iff they could carry my product. 1
i rendly Tuckow 1 fedt like it just fell
into my Lap”

Fruchnicki is proud of her
achievements and, despite the ef-
ot she wdrmils her lomg dines don?t
resilly fel like waorl,

“Twvanted to createa life for nyself
that I loved” she said. “T love de-
signing products. I'm naturally
good at it and T always enjoyed do-
ingit”®

Pruchnicki has advice for poten-
tinl entrepreneurs: "Don't let other
peaple stop you. You have to follos
vour heart in life and live your
truth.”
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