Grow Children’s and Maternity 
An idea whose time had come
by 

Pauline Swanson

Fernie, British Columbia
Proprietor: Melissa Leno
Business ideas come in many different ways:  For Melissa Leno, the idea to open a children’s store in Fernie, BC, happened when she came face to face with a great opportunity, a niche in the market that needed filling.
Melissa had designs on Fernie long before she ever thought of opening a business on its main street. Having previously tasted this Kootenay town’s recreational opportunities,  she packed up her belongings and, with her dog in the passenger seat, left Vancouver  to do “one” winter season in Fernie. Eight  years later she is never leaving.
 Recognizing that there was almost a complete lack of products available in Fernie for mothers and small children propelled Melissa to explore what she would need to do to take advantage of this opportunity. Her strong gut feeling that Fernie was an expanding community that attracted young families was substantiated by her research:  Fernie was indeed undergoing a mini baby boom.
Melissa credits her mentors, owners of a similar business in another Kootenay community, for helping her with many of the fundamentals particular to this retail trade. “They were so generous and really got me off on the right foot,” says Melissa.

In the late summer of 2009, Melissa applied to Community Futures East Kootenay to participate in the Self-Employment Program, funded by the Province of B.C. “During a ten week period I learned the basics of business planning and wrote a business plan,” says Melissa. “This was key in securing a small start-up loan which I used mostly to renovate the storefront and purchase my beginning inventory.”
The excitement of designing and renovating, ordering stock, and putting it all together is described by Melissa as “ a bit of a whirlwind”, especially since the target opening date was carefully calculated to be just in time for the 2009 Christmas shopping season.  Time was running out.
“I found the best location , renovated, ordered and stocked the store in record time. I based a lot of my orders on customer’s requests in the beginning and attended trade shows to be on top of what was new, but there was still a learning curve. I found out early on that my customers always like to see something new when they drop in,” adds Melissa.
What a difference a year makes
Within a twelve month period, Grow Children’s and Maternity, is packed to the rafters with everything parents, or parents-to-be, could want from adorable animal puppets to Tonka trucks, from baby carriers to baby’s first shoes. “My customers are mostly repeat local shoppers so, unlike many businesses in town, I’m not targeting the seasonal crowd.”
Having been so diligent and thorough in her research, planning and implementation, was there anything Melissa wishes she had done differently? 
“I have loved this whole experience and the independence that being self-employed gives me.  I worked so hard launching the business and didn’t hire staff for almost a year so that I could keep expenses down. I’m happy now to have staff so that I can take some time for myself.”
Were there any surprises about being in business?
“Well, I was pleasantly surprised that I had under-projected my sales figures….. But I have to say that the nicest surprise, thebest thing about my experience with Grow Children’s and Maternity is my customers.”  

Grow Children’s and Maternity is located at:  #2 562 – 2nd Avenue, Fernie, BC
Opening Hours are:  Monday to Saturday :10:30-5:30 Sunday 11-4
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Have Fun Marketing


Based on Melissa’s experience, it is crucial to know who your target market is. You will then be able to focus your marketing efforts more precisely. In a small townmarketing can be fun and inexpensive:


Use email to keep your regulars in touch with what’s new


Facebook is fun way to increase your customer base and keep in touch with what people want


Have gift certificates available. This makes is easy for people to solve their gift-giving dilemmas


Hold occasional events in the store


Lend your support to community events and initiatives








