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Struggling
One Price
fires CFO

By BEN WERNER
Staff Writer

C. Burt Duren, chief financial of-
ficer of troubled One Price Clothing
Stores, was fired after the stock mar-
kets closed Christmas Eve, the Dun-
can-based company said.

On Friday, company officials were
told about apparent misstatements re-
garding information given to large
lenders, said Grant H. Gibson, cor-
porate counsel for One Price.

A lender told the Duncan-based
company that it had been given in-
correct statements about One Price’s
assets. Those assets were used to se-
cure One Price’s revolving credit fa-
cility — large loans for a stated period
of time that do not have a fixed re-
payment schedule. The majority of
One Price’s assets are its products in
inventory.

Duren confirmed the information
given lenders was inaccurate, Gibson
said.

Duren could not be reached at
One Price’s headquarters Wednesday
and no listing for his home phone
could be found.

Supplying incorrect information
to lenders could cause One Price to
default on its loans, the company said.

The company has informed the
Securities and Exchange Commission
and its lenders about the misstate-
ments, Gibson said.

The company’s audit committee
has hired an outside firm to perform
a forensic audit of One Price’s finan-
cial statements.

Part of the investigation will in-
clude a review of past Securities and
Exchange Commission filings by One
Price, Gibson said. That review could
result in the company amending its
filings to the SEC, which regulates
publicly traded companies.

Duren had been with One Price
seven years but had been chief fi-
nancial officer only since Oct. 8.

One of the first things Duren did
as chief financial officer was help One
Price secure a $5 million loan to make
it through the holiday shopping sea-
son. The loan was made indirectly by
Sun Capital Partners, which owns 83
percent of One Price’s outstanding
stock.

One Price said Lynn Skillen, a Sun
Capital vice president, will become its
interim chief financial officer.

One Price operates 550 stores in
30 states, the District of Columbia,
Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Is-
lands under the One Price & More!,
BestPrice! Fashions and BestPrice!
Kids names.

Reach Werner at (803) 771-
8509 or
bwerner@thestate.com.

WHY SANTA MAKES THE BEST CEO

PHOTO BY CHRISTOPHER ALUKA BERRY/SPECIAL THANKS TO MICKEY LEITH
St. Nick ranks among the world’s best chief executive officers, given his ability to manage a vast enterprise while making his customers happy.

The Claus that impresses

By CHRIS ROBERTS
Staff Writer

It is Christmas Day, so you fig-
ure Santa Claus is sprawled on a
beach somewhere, sunning his lit-
tle round belly after working his
one day this year.

You are probably wrong. More
likely, he is back at the North Pole
to compile the after-action report,
conduct inventory, change
Rudolph’s oil and tackle some last-
minute tax maneuvers.

You see Santa listening to true
believers at the mall, waving at the
tail end of Christmas parades or
riding a Norelco through the snow.
Your mind’s eye sees him guiding
the sleigh, quaffing milk, nibbling
cookies and jamming himself
through chimneys late on Christ-
mas Eve.

Now think of Santa behind a
desk.

Less work for Santas at nation’s malls

ANTA ISN'T THE big man at Christmas
that he used to be, at least not at the mall.
While appearances by St. Nick remain a
holiday ritual at most of the nation’s 1,130
enclosed shopping centers, there are bearish
signs for mall-based Santas, according to data
from from the International Council of Shopping

Centers.
Evidence of Santa fatigue:

B The number of Santa photos sold per mall in

m The average number of children sitting on
Santa’s lap per mall in 2002 was 8,758, down 13
percent from 2001.

B Fewer Santas work. The average mall had a
full-time and a part-time Santa in 2002, down a
part-timer from 2001.

m Noerr Program, Colorado provider of Santas
to 200 malls nationally, said business is up

2002 was 4,683, down 54 percent from 2000.

Of all of Santa’s skills, the right
jolly old elf’s biggest task is run-
ning a company. He is chief exec-
utive, chairman, president, main
stockholder and spokesmodel for
one of the planet’s biggest con-
glomerates.

The vastness of his enterprise

makes Wal-Mart look like a yard
sale, Microsoft like a typing pool.

Yet Santa pulls it off with ease,
without the grimness of fellow
business owner Ebenezer Scrooge
or the greed of Professor “Think
Nasty” Hinkle, the magician from
“Frosty the Snowman.”

nationally but down by 5 percent in the Midwest.
— Kinight Ridder News Service

What makes Santa such a good
business executive?

Consider that Santa:
m Holds the mystique of authority.

Power perceived, as Santa
would tell you, is power achieved.
And few CEOs have the perceived
power of Santa Claus, who has

made nearly everyone happy
nearly all the time while main-
taining control of his company for
centuries.

B Is deft at delegating authority.

How can every mall in every
town have a Santa Claus? How can
Santa be red and yellow, black and
white — sometimes at the same
mall at the same time?

B Runs the world’s best distribu-
tion system.

FedEx is the Pony Express
compared to how Santa delivers
the goods. Internet lore says
Santa’s sleigh must travel at 650
miles per second and hit nearly
1,000 houses a second for nearly
31 hours to deliver to good boys
and girls. Despite the math, he gets
the job done.

B Stays close to his customers.

FAO Schwartz is in bankruptcy

SEE SANTA PAGE C11

Kathe
Cronin is
still looking
for her first
real estate
sale. She
lost her
$52,000-a-
year job this
year when
Sprint laid
off her and
hundreds of
other
workers.

ASSOCIATED PRESS PHOTO

Many await economic recovery

By ADAM GELLER
The Associated Press

In the 10 months since Kathe
Cronin was laid off from Sprint
Corp., she’s come up empty trying
to replace the $52,000 salary, three
weeks vacation and self-confi-
dence she lost with the job.

So the cubicle veteran changed
course this fall, signing on at a just-
hatched subdivision near her home
in Harrisonville, Kan.; staking her
economic bets on a newly issued
real estate license. Still, her first

COMING SUNDAY

B The State’s quarterly economy watch looks at South
Carolina’s recovery, with a special focus on the state’s

struggling steel industry.

check — no salary, just sales com-
mission — is probably months
away.

“As far as the economic recov-
ery for me, I haven't seen it,” said
Cronin, whose work site now is a
handful of half-built homes edged

by a cow pasture. “But if I just can
just hold on and make it through
this crunch —

Cronin’s uncertainty says a lot
about the economy and the people
who make it work as 2003 nears
an end.

After almost three years of
painful job cuts, factory closings
and thin corporate profits, this was
the year the battered economy fi-
nally began to come back.

But many of the workers and
businesses hit hardest by the
downturn can only visualize a re-
bound. Even some who have seen
a pickup in their fortunes remain
doubtful about whether the turn-
around can sustain itself.

For scores still out of work,

SEE JOBS PAGE C11

Jewelers hope this
month’s sales are a gem

More than most
other retailers,
jewelry stores count
on late-year profits

By JOHN KIRKPATRICK
The Dallas Morning News

The holiday season is a time of
extremes — extreme spending, ex-
treme busyness, extreme anxiety
about buying the perfect gift.

And in retailing, one of the
greatest extremes is in the jewelry
industry.

The biggest chunk of sales and
the vast majority of profits come
in November and December.

Those two months account for
about a third of jewelry retailers’
annual revenue — and, for many
jewelers, most of the earnings, ac-
cording to industry experts.

“You wonder why they don’t
just close their doors the rest of
the year,” analyst Ken Gassman
said with a touch of sarcasm.

November and December are
expected to bring a 7 percent sales
gain at jewelry stores over the
same period last year, which
pulled in a 6 percent increase over

SEE JEWELRY PAGE C11

KNIGHT RIDDER NEWS SERVICE
December is a diamond
merchant’s best friend.
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Big-ticket orders
fall in November

America’s factories saw orders
for big-ticket goods drop by 3.1
percent in November, the largest
decline in more than a year, rais-
ing new questions about how firm
a grip manufacturers have on their
own fragile recovery.

The drop reported Wednesday
by the Commerce Department in
orders for “durable goods” —
costly manufactured items ex-
pected to last at least three years
— came after a brisk 4 percent ad-
vance in October and a solid 2.2
percent increase in September.

The 3.1 percent decrease was
the first decline since August and
the largest since September 2002,
when durable-goods orders fell by
6 percent.

The performance in November
was considerably weaker than
economists were expecting. They
were forecasting a 0.6 percent rise.

Vivendi probe ends
with $50 million fine

NEW YORK — French media gi-
ant Vivendi Universal will pay a
$50 million penalty and former
CEO Jean-Marie Messier will for-
feit a $25 million severance pack-
age to settle fraud charges brought
by U.S. regulators.

The settlement with the Secu-
rities and Exchange Commission
ends an 18-month probe into Paris-
based Vivendi, whose U.S. hold-
ings include the Universal movie
studio, Def Jam Records and the
USA cable network.

SEC court papers accuse

Z W}

Poor sales led Toyota and
GM to annouce plans to end
production on the Voltz, a
vehicle made in California.

Vivendi, Messier and former com-
pany finance chief Guillaume Han-
nezo of deceptive accounting prac-
tices In a September report, the
SEC’s French counterpart said
Vivendi had broken French rules
on financial disclosures. The in-
vestigation by that agency, the
COB, continues.

Justice OKs labels’
online music ventures

The U.S. Justice Department
ended a 2%-year antitrust investi-
gation of the major record com-
panies’ joint online ventures Tues-
day, stamping official approval on
the flourishing market for Internet
music.

Federal officials said the grow-
ing number of legitimate online
music sources for consumers
proved that Sony Corp.’s Sony Mu-
sic, Vivendi Universal’s Universal
Music Group, Time Warner Inc.’s
Warner Music, Bertelsmann’s
BMG and EMI Group didn’t sup-
press competition when they
formed MusicNet and Pressplay in
1991

Since then, new competitors in-
clude Wal-Mart, Apple Computer

Inc.’s iTunes Music Store, Buy-
Music Inc. and Roxio’s Napster .

In other business news:

B Raymond James Financial Inc.
said it could cost more than $13
million to settle complaints that it
overcharged customers who made
large purchases of mutual funds.
The Florida company said about
half will go to customers, while an-
other $6.5 million will be a fine to
federal regulators.

B William J. Lippman, senior vice
president at mutual-fund company
Franklin Resources Inc., resigned,
according to a filing Wednesday
with regulators. The company,
which operates as Franklin Tem-
pleton Investments, has received
subpoenas from investigators in
connection with the mutual-fund
trading probe.

B Computer Associates Interna-
tional Inc. will sell its ACCPAC In-
ternational Inc. accounting soft-
ware unit to the Sage Group plc,
Britain’s largest developer of ac-
counting software, for $110 mil-
lion. Sage operates in the United
States as Best Software Inc.

B Toyota will halt production of
the Voltz, a sport utility vehicle
made jointly with General Motors
at its California plant, because of
poor sales. It sold just 8,802 vehi-
cles, a third of expectations.

B Arcelor SA, the world’s largest
steel maker, is looking for a buyer
for its U.S. subsidiary, J&L Spe-
cialty Steel Inc., a spokesman for
the Luxembourg-based company
said Wednesday. J&L is based in
Pennsylvania and has 900 work-
ers at two mills.

From Staff and Wire Reports
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even those looking ahead to a ca-
reer change, the talk of an eco-
nomic recovery is as credible as a
mirage.

“You've heard the term fuzzy
logic? I think that’s what we’re get-
ting from these economists,” said
Michael Williams of Portsmouth,
N.H., a software developer who
has been stringing together con-
tract work since losing his full-time
job in March 2002.

That perception gap — between
the rosy figures that signal a re-
covery and clouded public senti-
ment — marks a key juncture in
all business cycles, economists say.

The fact people remain so un-
certain two years after the reces-
sion officially ended shows this re-
bound is still quite fragile, with an
upside most people will not see un-
til well into next year.

“You can see the turn in the
statistics, but in terms of when its
felt on Main Street, it could be
some time,” said Anthony Chan,
chief economist with Banc One In-
vestment Advisors in Ohio.

The rebound is documented in
a raft of recent data. After show-
ing modest growth early in the
year, the economy raced ahead at
an annual rate of 8.2 percent in the
third quarter, the fastest pace in
nearly two decades.

But while businesses have in-
creased spending on equipment,
they remain reluctant to do so on
people. For the majority who kept
their jobs, that means longer hours
and sometimes doing the work of
two. Business has held the line on
pay raises and trimmed benefits,
leaving people feeling squeezed.

The key remains new jobs,
economists say.

“It’s really the rebound in em-
ployment that matters for most
people. They might be able to see
business getting better, but they
really feel it when job growth im-
proves,” said Richard Berner, chief
economist for Morgan Stanley in
New York.

The lag was relatively short in
most past recessions. But it has
stretched out this time, the result
of the so-called “jobless recovery,”
22 months in which the economy
grew even as employment shrank.

That has stretched job searches
and stretched lines at the unem-
ployment office. About a quarter
of those searching for work — 2
million people — have been out of
a job longer than six months.

The recovery isn't jobless any-
more. The economy has regained
328,000 positions in the past four
months after shedding 2.7 million
during the downturn.

Economists say many of the
jobs lost during the downturn
won’t come back. That reflects
what some analysts say was over-

hiring by U.S. businesses when
times were good, as well perma-
nent changes including the relo-
cation of jobs overseas.

A new reality has begun to sink
in this year, spurring many jobless
workers to go back to school or
shift their focus in a bid to find
something new. It hasn’t been an
easy transition.

Other workers have had to
lower their sights, settling for sur-
vival jobs at much lower pay.

“I am very fortunate that I do
have a job,” he says. But the econ-
omy “is not turning around as
much for individuals like myself.
We are still fighting to make ends
meet.”

Others have charted a strategy
assuming that conditions won’t
soon improve.

For people like Cronin, the as-
piring real estate saleswoman, fig-
uring out the future comes down
to a hunch. At times she wonders
who will buy the homes she’s sell-
ing unless more companies start
hiring. But that’s depressing, so
Cronin focuses on the positive.

It helps, Cronin says, to drive
out to Katy Trails, the hint of a
subdivision she’s banking on, and
imagine how it will look once
home buyers arrive — if she can
just hold on that long.

“I can see the houses and the
neighbors and the swing sets and
the whole bit,” she says. “I surely
want to be there to be a part of it.”

JEWELRY
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2001, said Gassman, an analyst
with Rapaport Group.

And bigger numbers are ex-
pected at luxury jewelers, he said.

“That’s the Tiffanys and Harry
Winstons — up 10 percent or
more.”

Clients of those high-end jew-
elers have seen their stock portfo-
lios rise this year as their home val-
ues continue to escalate, and
they’re feeling wealthier, Gassman
said.

Bachendorf’s, an upscale Dal-

las jeweler, is “tending up” this
season, said vice president Steve
Bock.

“Wealthy people are feeling
good about spending a little more
money,” he said. “No matter how
much they’ve got invested, people
feel better about spending when
the market is moving in the right
direction.”

Ohio-based Sterling Jewelers
Inc., which owns the Kay and
Jared chains, says the year’s final
two months are responsible for 34
percent of the company’s total
sales. “It’s very important,” said
spokesman David Bouffard.

The category known as fine

jewelry — good stones, better-qual-
ity gold and the like — totaled
nearly $42 billion in sales last year
in the United States. Toss in cos-
tume jewelry and miscellaneous
items, and the total was nearly $52
billion.

The jewelry sector rakes in
roughly 32 percent of its sales dur-
ing the holiday months while other
retail segments are notably lower,
according to U.S. Department of
Commerce figures.

Women’s apparel and con-
sumer electronics, for instance,
both come in at 22 percent.

SANTA
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again for the second time this year,
blaming Wal-Mart and other re-
tailers for putting the hurt on
them.

When was the last time Mr.
Schwartz asked every child on the
planet what toy they wanted?
Santa takes time to find out what
his customers want.
®m Owns the world’s best in infor-
mation technology.

Santa maintains an incredible
bank of servers to keep up with
who has been naughty or nice. In
fact, there was talk this year that
Santa would sell his “naughty-or-
nice” tracking system to the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security,
but the deal fell through over
Santa’s concerns that the govern-
ment might not check its list twice
before making an arrest.

B Is single-minded in mission.

Santa’s operations never
veered into conglomerations with

seeming unrelated businesses,
such as GE or the late Gulf &
Western. He knows that staying
focused on a single purpose is the
best way to remain excellent.

m Knows the “little guys” in his op-
erations.

Next time you see Microsoft’s
Bill Gates, ask him to name all his
drivers. Yet Santa knows his nine
drivers by name, from Dancer to
Rudolph.

B Is a master at union-manage-
ment relations.

Elves work for him. Reindeer
fly for him. The Teamsters union
remains unable to form a local at
the North Pole.

B Responds well in a crisis.

What did Santa say one foggy
Christmas Eve? “Rudolph with
your nose so bright, won’t you
guide my sleigh tonight?

B Markets better than anyone else
on the planet.

Coca-Cola has tried to tie itself
to Santa Claus and Christmas for
decades, with some success. Its
“T'd like to teach the world to sing”

Christmas campaign remains a
high point among advertising jin-
gles. But Santa leaves Coke in its
dust. For every famous song about
Coke, anyone older than 3knows
a half-dozen songs about Santa.
Also important is Santa’s in-
ternational marketing efforts. Pro-
fessors say Coke, Mickey Mouse
and Elvis are among the world’s
best-known symbols. But they for-
get about Santa, better known as
Father Christmas in England,
Shengdan Laoren in China, Papa
Noel in Brazil, and other names in
other lands.
B Pinches his subcontractors.
The bottom line in any busi-
ness is profits. And regardless of
how much joy he spreads and how
many gifts he brings, it is impor-
tant to remember that Santa never
foots the bill. Parental subcon-
tractors ultimately pick up the
check for his largess.

Reach Roberts at
(803) 771-8595
or mcroberts@thestate.com




