Technology Initiatives

byJamie Swedberg, Contributing Author

Collaboration
Can Speed Fashion Cycle

Apparel companies such as Elie Tahari are collaborating more with their manufacturers,
Could the next frontier be sharing design and product development details with retailers?

hey say nothing is certain except death and
taxes. But lets face it: 'You can count on supply
chain bottlenecks, too.

Some are inevitable. For example, there's
really no practical way to make container ships
travel faster or to magically spirit cargo quickly
through customs.

But many other parts of the apparel design,
manufacturing and distribution process can be
improved. Most bottlenecks in these areas have
to do with communication — very simply,
everybody having access to information when
and where it's needed.

With that in mind, more apparel compa-
nies are finding ways to collaborate with sup-
pliers and retailers to vanquish unnecessary
delays and costs.

Goodbye to the black holes

When you're designing clothing, fitting ses-
sions — and the inevitable revisions — slow
down the process. Meanwhile, fabric
inventories and quality control require
constant monitoring.

"Our view is that four months is the mini-
mum [to design, manufacture and ship new
apparel],”" says Emmanuel Weintraub, president
and CEO of Emmanuel Weintraub Associates, a
Fort Lee, NJ, consulting firm. "That's not great,
but it's what you should at least strive for. To
do that, you have to look at the lines of com-
munication, the chains of command, the use of
technology and the work processes you're using.”

A little more than a year ago New York City-
based Elie Tahari did just that. The fashion firm
began using Business Management Systems'

(BMS) Web-enabled Vertex software to col-
laborate with the factories that produce its cloth-
ing lines.

"We're using it in technical design, send-
ing [the factories] the tech packs so they can get
better information on what we're looking
for," says Jason Epstein, Elie Tahari's chief tech-
nology officer.

The software enables the company to trans-
mit clearer directions for manufacturers, but
it also clarifies things for Elie Tahari designers,
he says, in that production and import tracking
functionality allows the firm to keep tabs on
production stages. "Before, it was sort of a black
[hole in terms of] what was going on with all
the styles we were having the factories produce,"”
Epstein says.

The software's fabric and trim inventory man-
agement functions also allow Elie Tahari to see
raw material stock levels and locations. "It was
always a challenge to manage what fabric we had
out at the different factories," Epstein says. "It
would take us a lot of time and manual labor to
maintain an accurate fabric and trim inventory
at our factories. By getting the factories to help
us maintain our inventories, we are experienc-
ing a huge cost savings."

Weintraub says apparel firms often must carry
a certain size and clout to convince overseas
factories to buy into the use of such collaborative
software programs. To that end, Epstein says Elie
Tahari is still ironing out some of the imple-
mentations in Asia.

"We're still getting all the factories up and
running on it," Epstein says. "But one key fac-

tor is being able to show them how it is going to
benefit them — that they'll be able to get all the
information they need from us in a database rather
than having to chase our people around. They'll
know all the details of what they are producing.
There's a lot of benefit for them as well."

Scott Oldham, manager of business devel-
opment at BMS, notes that the software firm is
looking to provide companies such as Elie Tahari
with a way to enable their offshore vendors to
view 3-D garment mock-ups for counter sam-
ple development. "They'll be able to hone in on
things that have to be corrected, [such as] chang-
ing out a zipper, moving a pocket or whatever,"
Oldham says. "There will be a significant amount
of time saved in the sample-making process, and
the level of accuracy will really increase.”

Forging alink

Earlier this year, Hong Kong-based shirt
maker TAL Apparel Ltd. made headlines for the
very sophisticated manner in which it collabo-
rates with its retail customers. For example, TAL
tracks and manages JCPenney's inventory of
TAL-made shirts in real time. This type of inven-
tory tracking and warehouse management is
standard operating procedure for consumer
packaged goods firms, but it's relatively new to
the apparel business.

Epstein says the TAL-JCPenney replenish-
ment model wouldn't benefit his company quite
as much as it does those companies because
Elie Tahari releases new styles monthly. But occa-
sionally Elie Tahari does use sales intelligence
to steer its manufacturing. "We have weekly best-



[factories]...

seller meetings,” Epstein says. "Elie sees that some-
thing is really hot, and then there is an oppor-
tunity to recut it and chase it."

Meanwhile, Elie Tahari also is installing ware-
house management software from Manhattan
Associates to streamline its distribution. "The
minute we receive [an item], we'll see the inven-
tory right away in our systems," Epstein says.
"Anytime something scans, we'll know what
part of the process each style is in, from receiv-
ing to shipping. So it's going to give our sales-
people a lot more manageability over the process
and make sure that they are meeting our cus-
tomers' expectations."

With systems like these, apparel makers are
growing closer relationships with the retail end
of the supply chain. These types of collabora-
tive relationships are more common in non-
apparel markets, but Russ Henry, senior vice
president of marketing at Velosel Corp., says he
would like to see that change.

Santa Clara, CA-based Velosel offers software
to help design and manufacturing firms organize
the data they send to retailers. The information
can be shared via online data pools. One goal of
this linkage is to give designers more control of
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"One key factoris being able to show

that they'll be able to get
all the Information they need from
Us in a database rather than having

JASON EPSTEIN, Chief Technology Officer, Elie Tahari

the in-store merchandising process. In so doing,
the system also makes pertinent product infor-
mation more readily available to the retailer.
That means the product may hit the shelf more
quickly, and may potentially sell faster.

For instance, if a store needs to know prod-
uct dimensions to decide how to place a ship-
ment on the selling floor, the retailer can ask
the apparel vendor to provide that information
digitally, eliminating data entry for the retailer.

"There's a superset of information beyond
the UPC code," Henry explains. "It can be any-
thing from dimensions to colors to associated
products. If it's technical apparel, like outerwear,
it could be details about the performance of the
fabric. Retailers want to know the up-sale and
cross-sale relationships so they can better man-
age their assortments, and manufacturers want
to share that information.”

This type of data synchronization helps retail-
ers become more effective, and it also significantly
reduces the number of bad orders, Henry says.
"The whole idea is that the retailer can more effec-
tively merchandise the product,” he says. "It also
works with companion Web stores, promotional
pieces and other areas."

As apparel companies evolve in their col-
laboration with factories and raw materials sup-
pliers, the type of collaboration Henry describes
may present another frontier. If apparel ven-
dors can use the information that's already in
their PDM systems to meet the merchandising
needs of retailers, they'll be able to coordinate
efforts all the way from the initial sketch to
the final sale. Details from the designer's desk
could be used to both assure quality at facto-
ries and create store displays at retail.

And in the end, that will mean bringing
designs to market more quickly, and for less
money.

JAMIE SWEDBERG is a free-lance writer based
in Athens, GA. She specializes in writing
articles for textile, apparel and business
publications.
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