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The new reality in  
the pet business
More than 180 visitors from 20 countries came to the Inter
national Pet Conference in Budapest. The event focused on  
the topic of how the pet supplies sector should position itself  
in the digital age.

Smartphones and tablets have 
brought huge changes in con
sumer behaviour, and this extends 
to the pet supplies market also. 
How retail and industry should 
adapt to this and how they can 
best exploit the market oppor
tunities presented by digitalisa
tion was one of the central topics 
discussed at the International Pet 
Conference.

Bernard Meunier, CEO Europe, 
Middle East and North Africa at 
Nestlé Purina Petcare, gave the 
keynote speech at the confer
ence.  He stressed that data is 

becoming increasingly impor
tant in a digital age. Citing com
panies like Facebook, airbnb and 
Skype, he stated that these have 
no plants or products of their 
own, but are successful because 
they act as a marketplace. Their 
strength lies in being optimally 
informed about their users. 

“The new reality is above 
all personalised,” said Meunier. 
A consumer survey revealed that 
84 per cent of consumers want 
to be treated as a person, and 
not as a number. 76 per cent ex
pect companies to understand 

their needs and level of expecta
tions and 59 per cent consider 
tailored engagement based on 
past interactions very impor
tant. Nestlé Purina is responding 
to this changed demand profile 
in various ways. The acquisi
tion of online platform Tails.com 
gives the company the capabil
ity to feed thousands of dogs, 
but with their own recipe. Con
sumer demand for greater indi
viduality is being met by Nestlé 
Purina Petcare likewise through 
its acquisition of the French pet 
digital media platform Wamiz. 

Full house in Budapest:  
the International Pet Conference  
attracted considerable interest.
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The platform enables the pet 
food manufacturer to offer cur
rent pet care information to pet 
owners. Meunier highlighted the 
European hub for digital & e
commerce in Barcelona as the 
company’s third line of response.

The fact that more and more 
pet supplies retailers are em
bracing the opportunities of the 
digital age was also clear from 
the presentations given by Zoo
plus, Fressnapf and Tiendanimal. 
Andrea Skersies, the longstand
ing and soon to depart chief 
marketing officer of Zooplus, 
Europe’s leading online retailer 
for pet products, recounted the 
company’s success story. She 
recalled the launch in 1999, 
when Zooplus took its first steps 
into the still new world of ecom
merce. Now the online retailer is 
one of the leading pet product 
retailers in Europe, with a pres
ence in 30 European countries 
and an annual turnover of 1.1 bn 
euros. Skersies described how 
the company has succeeded in 
turning pet owners who buy from 
Zooplus into regular customers. 
She pointed to the high level of 
investment in logistics and to 
the various measures taken by 
the company to attain cost lead
ership and maintain its competi
tiveness. At the same time, how
ever, she did not hide the fact 
that a steadily accelerating ero
sion of margins was becoming 
widespread in many merchan
dise categories in the face of 
growing competition.

Torsten Toeller, founder, 
proprietor and chairman of the 
board of management at Fress
napf, outlined in Budapest the 

transformation of the company, 
which operated for a long time 
solely as a bricksandmortar 
retailer, into an internationally 
active omnichannel outfit which 
regarded its focus on customer 
needs as its strength. “We focus 
on building an emotional rela
tionship between customer and 
company and steer all corporate 
units in line with the priorities of 
our customer,” said Toeller. The 
Fressnapf boss made it clear, 
however, that this strategy was 
not a rapid implementation pro
ject; it was a process extending 
over many years that would only 
lead to the desired result by fo
cusing and prioritisation.

Rafael MartinezAvial, CEO 
of the Spanish pet store chain 
Tiendanimal, is also working 
consistently on a strategy to 
make his company fit for the 
digital age. “Our aim is to be the 
omnichannel reference company 
in Europe that fosters respect, 
coexistence and enjoyment be
tween pets and people through 
permanent innovation and build

ing a bond of trust with our cus
tomers,” explained Martinez
Avial. Tiendanimal’s 40plus high 
street stores and its online shop 
already each account for 50 per 
cent of its sales. He cited expan
sion of the logistics, an improve
ment in operations and continu
ing to foster the omnichannel 
strategy in Iberia as future goals.

Other presentations also 
highlighted how online busi 
ness was gaining significance 
alongside the bricksandmor
tar trade. On the other hand, 
most also made it clear that 
the hype surrounding ecom
merce and digitalisation of the 
sector should not be a reason 
to neglect the bricksandmor
tar stores, which still consti 
tute the core business of many 
companies. Interesting ways of 
appealing more strongly to the 
emotions of pet owners on the 
sales floor were revealed in par
ticular by the presentations of 
Matthias Pohl, CEO of Kölle Zoo, 
and Lionel Desclée and Thierry 
Le Grelle of Tom & Co. n

Plenty of networking took place  
at the conference.
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“Digital transformation 
changes the game”
Bernard Meunier, keynote speaker at the International Pet Con
ference in Budapest, describes the opportunities that digitalisa
tion offers the pet business.

Mr Meunier, in your keynote 
speech at the International Pet 
Conference in Budapest, you 
stressed that ‘digital’ is a clear 
opportunity for pet care. What 
do you mean by this exactly?

Well, from the point of view of 
the users, technology and digi
talisation make life much easier 
for them. At least, that is what 75 
per cent of millennials believe, ac
cording to recent studies on this 
topic. The natural behaviour of 
millennials is to search online 
for any information that interests 
them, including information about 
products and services. Moreover, 
when navigating online and en
gaging with products and brands, 
they expect tailored engagement 
based on their past interactions 
and behaviour. Products and ser
vices today therefore have to un
derstand how best to reach millen
nials and gen Z and then be ready 
to provide personal services and 
information to meet their needs.

We are seeing more and 
more millennials who decide to 
own a pet also choosing to adopt 
a pet. As a pet care business, it́ s 
important that we consider their 
online behaviour and expecta
tions when they are searching 

for information about pets up for 
adoption, including where to find 
them, which is the right pet for 
their circumstances and to how 
to care for the pet.

From a market point of view, 
we are seeing some key shifts 
across the pet care industry: a 
proliferation and acceleration 
of digital pet services, the emer
gence of innovative, datapow
ered business models, and the 
acceleration of ecommerce, to 
mention a few.

We also believe that digi
talisation can help support the 
connection between pets and 
their owners. An example of this 
is the launch of our Better with 
Pets Prize in partnership with 
Ashoka (see report in PET world-
wide 5/2018). 

How is your company preparing 
for the digital transformation?

Digital transformation is a reality 
across the whole organisation. 
For us, digital means engaging 
with the consumer, customers 
and key opinion leaders and lev
eraging technology to do business 
differently.

Let me give you some con
crete examples of how we are 

building new capabilities or ex
ploring new territories:

1  In September 2017, we 
opened Purina Studios, our Eu
ropean hub for digital & ecom
merce, located in the very dynamic 
tech ecosystem of Barcelona. We 
have recruited 40 experts in e
commerce and in search, content, 
social media and personalisation 
with the ambition to become the 
digital and ecommerce leader of 
the category in Europe, the Middle 
East and North Africa. 

2  We acquired a majority 
shareholding in Wamiz, an in
dependently run pet media plat
form. Wamiz is the number one 
pet lifestyle platform in Europe, 
and offers a trusted source of pet 
care information to pet parents. 
What attracted us to Wamiz are 
their digital skills, their entrepre
neurial spirit that has made their 
platform so successful, plus their 
success with pet adoption activi
ties in France and beyond.

3  The Purina Institute, 
launched earlier this year, is a 
global professional organisa
tion that serves as the voice of 
Purina’s science. The Purina In
stitute aims to be a leader in on
line veterinary science education 
through sharing relevant scien

Bernard Meunier is CEO Europe, 
Middle East and North Africa of 
Nestlé Purina Petcare.
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tific findings and groundbreak
ing research in companion ani
mal nutrition with the global vet
erinarian community. With this 
goal, the Purina Institute website 
is designed to cater to the needs 
of veterinarians, expanding the 
body of scientific data available 
and making it more accessible.

In what respect do you think dig-
italisation will change the inter-
national pet supplies business?

Digitalisation offers the opportu
nity to provide much more per
sonalised solutions. A good ex
ample of this is Tails.com, a di
recttoconsumer business that 
provides personalised nutrition to 
dogs across the UK according to 
factors such as their age, breed, 
size and level of activity.

Consumer demand contin
ues to grow for personalised 
products, as well as directto
consumer subscription services, 
and Tails.com is Europe’s most 
advanced player in this category 
of the pet food market. At Purina, 
we are very happy to support 
them and help them grow.

On the other hand, digitalisa
tion is providing the chance to 
offer more information for trans
parency purposes. People are in
terested in knowing more about 
the company or the products that 
they purchase. Consumers are 
particularly keen to understand if 
a company meets their own val
ues and is able to demonstrate 
how they contribute to society 
more broadly. They also need to 
know in more detail than ever 
before what goes into their pet’s 
food. This demand for transpar

ency is met in a number of ways, 
by offering online information 
services, or care lines operated 
by vet nurses/vets or by creating 
online easy access content such 
as Purina’s initiative: Your Ques
tions Matter. Here, we aim to an
swer consumers’ questions and 
provide them with all the informa
tion on how we produce pet food, 
including information on the types 
of ingredients we use and why. 

How can your retail partners 
benefit from your commitment 
to digital solutions?

We are working with our retail 
partners to support consumers 
throughout the purchase funnel. 
It starts by providing the right con
tent for when a consumer initiates 
a search for a particular product 
or brand. We ensure that we pro
vide the correct packagingspe
cific format and information on 
the product to our retail partners.

When you search on the In
ternet, you can be overwhelmed 
by the massive amount of infor
mation available to you and not 
always be sure how much of the 
content you read is from a recog
nised and credible source. That’s 
why we believe in supporting 
platforms such as Wamiz, which 
provide trusted information and 
are working with many industry 
and pet care partners who bring 
added value and insight for the 
consumer in one place. 

The new reality is connected: 
can you see digitalisation lead-
ing to a closer relationship be-
tween industry and retail play-
ers? 

Digital, through technology, offers 
the opportunity to retailers and 
manufacturers to work in part
nership with the common objec
tive of enhancing the consumer 
experience. One of the key chal
lenges is to align the experience 
to the expectations of consumers 
– it is important that we learn 
how to create seamless experi
ences in an omnichannel envi
ronment, where the consumer 
moves seamlessly between on
line, mobile, and store. 

Sharing of the right con
sumer data is a critical enabler 
and via collaboration we can un
lock new insights that will drive 
additional growth opportunities 
for the category, the brands and 
retailers whist improving the con
sumer experience at the same 
time.

Enhanced collaborat ion 
through digital transformation 
is also a game changer on the 
supply chain side with the vi
sion of having seamless endto
end data and information flows 
bringing greater transparency, 
product availability or traceabil
ity. n

At the International Pet Conference 
in Budapest, Bernard Meunier gave 
the keynote speech on the impact 
of digitalisation on the pet 
business.
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The spirit of a pure 
family company
Pavel Bouska, CEO of the Czech pet food manufacturer Vafo 
Praha, was presented with the PET Personality of the Year award 
at the International Pet Conference in Budapest.

Established in 1994, Vafo Praha 
has been on a growth curve for a 
number of years now. The family 
firm, which has its headquarters 
in Chráštány close to Prague, em
ploys around 220 people and 
operates four pet food plants for 
dry and wet food in the Czech 
Republic. 

The company’s product port
folio comprises pet food prod
ucts for dogs, cats and rodents. 
Brit is Vafo’s flagship brand, 
which has steadily increased its 
market share in many EU coun

tries and Scandinavia, but Vafo’s 
portfolio also includes brands 
like Brit Care, Carnilove, Petit, 
Lets Bite, Brit Animals, Profine 
and Sams Field. The company 
also produces private labels for 
many European pet supplies re
tailers in different categories. 

All products are distributed 
from the new central warehouse 
located in Rudna u Prahy, which 
has a capacity of more than 
51 000 pallet spaces. With a 
tonnage volume of over 92 000 
t and revenues exceeding 141 

mio euros in 2017, Vafo Praha 
has continued to strengthen its 
market position in the interna
tional pet food business. The 
company exports its products to 
nearly 70 countries across four 
continents. In order to continue 
its impressive growth pattern, 
the company recently acquired 
shares in the two pet food manu
facturers Prima Pet Premium in 
Finland and Allco Heimtierbedarf 
in Germany.

“It is thanks to the tireless 
dedication and imagination of 
Pavel Bouska, son of the com
pany’s founder Frantisek Bouska, 
that Vafo Praha has developed 
in the space of a few years from 
a small pet food producer into 
a leading international manu
facturer of premium pet food,” 
stressed PET worldwide edi
torinchief Ralf MajerAbele dur
ing the award presentation. The 
resounding applause in the audi
torium following the announce
ment of the winner demonstrated 
that the decision to give Pavel 
Bouska the PET Personality of 
the Year award met with much 
approval. n

The Vafo team with Pavel Bouska 
(4th from left) at the International 
Pet Conference in Budapest.
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