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Upscale grocers thrive in down times

Shoppers are willing to pay extra for organic produce,
gourmet carry-outs.

Jennifer Youssef / The Detroit News

Just a few weeks ago, Whole Foods Market opened a new store in Ann Arbor, a spacious
location that boasts a wine bar, cafe, coffee bar, free Wi-Fi and an in-store smokehouse with
a self-serve hot foods bar.

A few months ago, locally owned Hiller's Markets Inc. opened its second store in Commerce
Township, an expansive, state-of-the-art supermarket, complete with a lifestyle center that
features a Sanders' Ice Cream Parlor.

And earlier this year, Holiday Market completed a $5 million renovation of its Royal Oak store
to include an expanded produce section and bakery, new cooking school, wine tasting room,
catering business and a gourmet meals-to-go station.

Despite the region's dismal economy, upscale grocers are flourishing in Metro Detroit,
expanding and adding stores to serve a sophisticated and growing customer base that wants
organic produce, natural and international foods, gourmet carry-outs and a glass of wine or a
Sanders' hot fudge cream puff while they're shopping.

"A trip to Europe may be out of the question, but consumers can still go to the grocery store
and get the ingredients for a meal they would have eaten there," said Linda Gobler, president
and CEO of the Michigan Grocers Association. "People want to do something to make
themselves feel good."

Industry experts and grocers say there's a need for more supermarkets in southeastern
Michigan, especially with the departure last year of the Farmer Jack chain. Vacant stores and
cheap rent -- a result of the region's sluggish real estate market -- are helping upscale and
independent grocers expand, industry experts say.

"Even if the economy isn't thriving, there are good (vacant) supermarket locations and
independent and higher-end grocers are simply replacing them," said Bob Gorland, a
consultant who specializes in the supermarket industry.









