Jimmy Fand
Jimmy Fand has built his business from the ground up literally.  A high school dropout in his native Colombia, Fand traveled extensively as a youth and ended up in New York City.  After completing his education and working as a teacher, Fand moved with his growing family to Tampa, Florida.  Today, Fand is the owner of the Tile Connection, the largest importer of ceramic tile in the United States.  As is the case with many other entrepreneurs, Fand’s inspiration for starting a business was the result of simple observation.  While shopping in Tampa for tile to install in his own home, Fand came to the conclusion that prices were too high and the selection in Tampa inadequate.  Realizing that this situation represented a market opportunity, Fand set up his own distributorship in Florida and began importing tile.

Because Fand had earned a degree in geology, his expertise helped him as he searched the world for ceramic tile manufacturers that could satisfy his rigorous quality requirements.  fand understood that, to carve out a niche for himself in the local market, he had to offer products that were truly superior.  Fand’s three criteria for suppliers are quality, availability, and price.  Important tile-producing countries include Italy, Spain, Portugal, Colombia, and Brazil.  Tile is also manufactured in the United States, but Fand could not find the types of tile he was looking for, and U.S. producers could not maintain a consistent supply of the quantities he needed at a competitive price.  Fand buys only from manufacturers that are reliable and capable of meeting his quality standards.  For example, after assessing nearly 1,000 tile producers in Italy and Spain alone, Fand concluded that fewer than 100 factories were capable of meeting his standards.
Before starting the Tile Connection, Fand gained considerable experience and wisdom through his involvement in other business ventures.  He knows that market research can give him an edge on competitors and endeavors to understand what styles of tile are likely to be popular with his customers.  Fand has also learned that high overhead can be fatal to a business and that proper money management and strict financial controls are crucial.  Fand takes pride in the excellent credit rating that he has built up with his vendors.  When buying goods abroad, many small importers are required to open a letter of credit (L/Cs).  Such trust does not come automatically in a business relationship; it must be earned.  Fand’s practice is to pay bills on time.  “That, to me, is sacred,” Fand says.  “That money doesn’t belong to us; it belongs to the suppliers who in turn need it to pay their employees.”  When paying, Fand makes sure that bank-to-bank transfers are carried out on the day bills are due.

Strict attention to financial considerations is not Fand’s only concern.  Because his business is international in scope, he has to pay particular attention to the logistics of transporting fragile tile from his far-flung network of suppliers.  Fand takes advantage of containerization, a modern form of transportation technology with steel trailers measuring 20 feet, 40 feet, or longer.  To minimize breakage and protect the tiles, Fand requires that his manufacturers ship the tiles on special tilt-resistant pallets with special corner beads.  Once the pallets are loaded in containers, the containers are sealed and transferred via truck or rail to a port in the country of manufacture.  The tiles then make the trip to Tampa by ocean-containers for entry into the United States; they are shipped to the Tile Connection’s warehouse.  There, Fand inspects each container to make sure the seals have not been tampered with.
In fand’s view, it is easier than ever to conduct business abroad.  He notes that the United States is surrounded by friendly nations and that other countries are only hours away by airplane or seconds away by telephone or fax machine.  Still, many American business owners are reluctant to become importers or exporters.  Some are held back by a lack of knowledge of market opportunities abroad, and others simply have misconceptions about those markets.  Fand explains, “The more we look for international places to deal with, the more chances of success we can have.  we can sell our products to those people as well as buy their products and distribute them as I do”.  Many U.S. business owners speak only English and believe this is an obstacle to doing business abroad.  Fand points out that the U.S. Commerce Department, local Chambers of Commerce, and private organizations have qualified translators available to facilitate business relationships.

Despite the fact that such resources are readily available, Fand knows from experience that it takes a major investment of managerial time to succeed in any business, especially an international one.  “Perspective importers should be cautious about who they deal with.  Go to trade shows, meet manufacturers and agents that represent those manufacturers as well.  You need to do a lot of homework in finding out the products you need to buy, and whether or not they are good products for you marketplace.”  Fand advises.  Prospective importers must learn to identify and eliminate from consideration any factories that do not maintain quality controls.  The other side of the equation for importers understands the needs of the local market and customers.  Fand monitors the Florida market closely and attempts to stay ahead of competitors by anticipating the types and styles of tile that will be in demand.

Fand is proud of his business success, and he knows he has earned it himself through hard work.  “I’m self made,” he says.” A lot of people are used to getting things for free, but only those who work hard for those things are able to appreciate them.”  But he also knows there are important things in life besides work.  What does he value the most?  “The ability to be a human being.  To think in terms of the needs of others.  To create, to raise your family with very high standards, and to raise them with a high degree of education.”
1. What are some of the nuts and bolts of exporting and importing that are relevant to Jimmy Fand and the Tile Connection?

2.  What must a small-business owner be willing to do to succeed in global business?

3. Describe Jimmy Fand’s sense of social responsibility and what ethics means to him.

