SNPDC BUSINESS PLAN 2008 

MISSION STATEMENT:  The purpose of the SN Product Development Committee is to focus on US Suri Fiber and to discover the numerous outlets for the National Suri Clip. Their mission is to keep the SN membership informed therefore involved in this discovery process. 
GOALS AND OBJECTIVES:  The goals of the Suri Network Product Development Committee will be to 

· Gather Suri Fiber information pertinent to US Suri breeders

· Determine quantity of annual US Suri fiber production

· Define scope of national Suri fiber industry

· Educate Suri breeders on suri fiber characteristics and its ultimate usage

· Discover numerous outlets for US Suri fleece clip

· Develop Suri products

· Pursue buyers for end products developed from Suri fleece

· Pursue manufacturers of Suri end products

HISTORY:  The Suri Network Product Development Committee (the “SNPDC”) was formed in August, 2006 in recognition of the need to develop a market for suri fiber and associated end products.  The membership realized that further advancement of this fiber would 1) provide additional income to existing breeders, 2) create additional sales avenues for male suris not being placed into the breeding population, 3) further improve the fiber qualities of the national herd, and 4) create greater awareness within the U.S. of the suri alpaca.

Since that time, the SNPDC has researched a variety of topics to develop a comprehensive business plan to advance the use of domestic suri fiber.   We have explored a number of areas, including:
1) What suri breeders are currently doing with their fiber. (EXHIBIT A)
2) How much U.S. suri fiber is currently being processed each year.

3) What outlets are available to suri breeders to process their fleece. (EXHIBIT B)
4) What knowledge exists within the U.S. textile industry for processing suri – from mini-mills to industrial processors.

5) What assistance is available to those breeders who want to market their own fiber.
6) What assistance is available to Co-ops who want to market suri fiber.

7) What is known about suri fiber beyond the alpaca community.
8) What role the SNPDC should play long-term to best promote our fiber.

9) What sorts of end products are achievable for suri and what types of products would yield the best returns for our members.

FINDINGS:  Overall, the SNPDC has found that while very few farms are processing their suri fiber, the potential for high margin end products exists, as long as there is member support for research, product development, member participation, and strong marketing/product awareness.  Our specific findings are as follows:

1) There are 30,647 suri alpacas registered in the U.S., according to ARI.  Assuming an average of three lbs of blanket on every animal, that equates to 91,941 lbs of annual suri fiber available for production.  However, in speaking with processors, co-ops, and breeders, it appears that only about 12,600 lbs, or 14% of the annual national clip is being processed.

2) The demand for suri fiber to be processed by mini-mills has, over the years, created a community of small processors who are relatively knowledgeable about processing suri.  However, the suri community has taken little advantage of the co-op system.  As such, there has been minimal demand via co-ops and/or other commercial businesses to process suri.  The result is that industrial processors do not have the equipment or the knowledge to process 100% suri, nor do they currently have a motivation to pursue research on suri fiber.

3) Outside of the alpaca community, very few people know of suri or have worked with it.  The result is misconceptions and a “default” to the word “alpaca”.
4) The marketing perception of “alpaca” among non-breeders conjures up descriptions such as “warm and fuzzy” and “low cost luxury”.

5) The marketing perception among non-breeders who are familiar with suri conjures up descriptions such as “elegant”, “having drape”, “soft”.

6) There is a belief among many suri breeders that the fiber will be best suited in a woven form, but little research exists to support or dismiss this idea.  Additionally, very little research has been done on the contribution that suri can offer to the knitting community in the form of blending.

7) Due to the lack of research and understanding of our fiber in processed form, the breeding goals for suri owners are currently limited.  

8) With only limited amounts of suri being processed, there is little in the way of support for breeders to sell end products.
9) Over the last five years, there are a number of outlets that have been created for suri breeders to process their suri fiber.  These include mini-mills, co-ops that re-pay with end product, co-ops that re-pay with cash, and private businesses that offer cash or product in return for fiber.
10) Unlike U.S. “alpaca” which must compete with a multitude of imports, there is very little suri being imported into the U.S.  The result is an open market, available to U.S. suri breeders to develop.

11) The small amount of suri that is being imported into the U.S., either in the form of yarn or fabric, carries a significant price premium over “alpaca”.
CONCLUSIONS TO FINDINGS:  

1) The suri breeding community needs to have a majority of its clip put into a processed form, whether that is through the use of mini-mills, co-ops, or wholesalers/retailers.  The processed form can range from roving to yarn to fabric.  Putting our fiber into the market will a) create more demand in the artisan community, where strong profit margins exist, and b) demonstrate to the commercial sector that there is a demand for the fiber, thereby driving more sophisticated processing options.
2)  The SNPDC needs to take advantage of the window of opportunity to introduce and promote U.S. suri fiber while there is little in the way of imported products.

3) The SNPDC’s role should be to support SN members through a) public awareness of suri fiber, b) education for breeders and fiber users, c) research and product development, d) tools for breeders and co-ops to more readily sell products with suri, and d) general advertising.  

4) The SNPDC’s role should not include creating its own co-op as there are enough options for members today, and new ones being developed all the time.
CHALLENGES:  

1) The state of the textile industry in the U.S. – There has been a large increase in the number of mini-mills in the U.S. and Canada, largely as a result of the demand to process alpaca fiber.  However, the mini-mill machinery has significant limitations as to the quantity that it can produce (ten lbs/day/machine) and the quality it can produce (relative to other yarns and fabrics found in standard retail stores).  Additionally, the industrial textile industry in the U.S. is small, and standard industrial equipment is designed to accommodate woolen products, not suri.  It is the hope of the SNPDC that as more suri farms contribute fiber into the processing chain, the textile industry will recognize the need for machinery that can handle suri fiber and either purchase or develop the appropriate equipment.
2) The “Chicken or the Egg” problem – the SNPDC recognizes the need for suri breeders to put their fiber into the processing chain.  However, with little awareness of/demand for suri in the crafts community, and with little done in the way of research and development, there is minimal support to offer breeders who have their fiber processed through a mini-mill, thus discouraging fiber processing.  Additionally, there is little to no support available to co-ops and wholesalers/retailers to differentiate suri from other fiber.  If that support existed, the SNPDC believes that superior profit margins could be realized for suri breeders.
3) Expectations of the SN membership re: the value of suri fiber – historically suri fiber could command a price of $3.00 - $5.00 per ounce in raw form.  However, it is a very small community of fiber artists that will purchase at that price, and thus, very little fiber is disseminated into the crafts community.  However, some segment of the suri community will be reticent to contribute their fiber to the processing queue if they believe that they can find a market for raw fiber at $4.00/oz.
ACTION PLAN:  In order to properly promote suri, a variety of issues need to be tackled.  The SNPDC believes that with a multi-faceted approach, successful promotion of suri can be achieved.  To this end, the SNPDC plans to do the following:

1) Promote suri from a “bottoms up” approach.  We intend to set up an educational booth at a series of fiber festivals to educate the spinning community about suri fiber.  We will use donated fiber from SN members.  In return, those members who donate fiber will have their name and contact information posted on a dedicated page of the SN website.  Spinners who want to work more with the fiber can go to that site and find a person in their local area.  Additional ideas include providing specific instructive classes at these festivals. 
2) Pursue processing research.  We will pursue working with North Carolina State, possibly in conjunction with co-ops and/or processors, to learn more about the processing characteristics of suri fiber.  Research will include, but not be limited to, studying twist, static electricity, slickness, shedding, and the applications of different lock structures.  
3) Pursue product development.  While the SNPDC would like to pursue suri as a fabric in the long run, we believe that we first need to understand suri as a yarn.  This would include understanding not only the characteristics in #2 above, but also, the additive values of suri as a blend to a variety of other fibers such as wool, huacaya, silk, and synthetics.  Product development will also include supporting the SN membership with more immediate tools such as knitting design patterns that work with 100% suri and with suri blends.  These patterns will also be made available to co-ops and wholesalers/retailers.  The overall objective will be to make suri yarns more accessible and useable for the general crafts community.

4) Provide general advertising.  Once the first three objectives are underway, we believe that a general advertising campaign to educate both the crafts community and the general public would be worthwhile.  The SNPDC believes that suri needs to be separated from the word “alpaca”.  As noted earlier, we believe that there is a higher profit margin for suri when it can be marketed as “elegant”, “adding drape” and “adding luster”.  We have concerns that the association with “alpaca” may reduce that margin and associate suri with “low cost luxury”, which we want to avoid.
5) Pursue branding.  This would be a long-term goal.  The idea would be to develop a standard of processing suri that creates a high quality, dependable product.  Processors who follow the standards could use a branded logo/label.  The SNPDC would market the logo/label to the general public with the association of high quality.  
6) Educate members.  The SNPDC proposes to have a column in both the SN Newsletter and Purely Suri Magazine which addresses a variety of topics pertinent to the successful processing of suri.  Those topics may include but not be limited to:  shearing techniques, nutritional factors, research findings, breeding goals as related to end product usage, etc.
BUDGET:  TBD.
SUMMARY:  Overall, the SNPDC believes that there is great opportunity to develop a market within the U.S. for domestic suri fiber.  Development of this market will be driven by SN members contributing their fiber into the processing chain; SN members supporting research and development as well as product development; and general advertising on the part of the SNPDC.  It is the belief of the SNPDC that developing such a market will enhance the value of all suris, provide alternative markets for profit, and further strengthen the long-term breeding goals of the U.S. suri community.  Thus, we recommend that the SN Board formally approve the SNPDC’s 2008 Business Plan and the pursuit of the Action Plan referenced above.
