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STORE STATS 
CITARELLA FINE FOODS 
1313 Third Avenue 
New Yorii, NY 10021 

DATE OPENED: September 1997 
TYPE OF LOCATION: City street 
TOTAL AREA: 5,000 sq. ft. 
SALES AREA: 4,900 sq. ft. 
EST. NO. OF ITEMS: 21,000 
FULL-TIMERS: 60 
PART-TIMERS: 20 
AVG. WEEKLY TRANSACTIONS: 16,500 

SALES DISTRIBUTION 
FISH: 22% 
MEAT: 19% 
PREPARED FOODS: 23% 
SPECIALTY FOODS (incl. deli, 
cheese, produce): 36% 

Joe Gurrera 

Citarella Fine Foods: Manhattan's Aggressive Upstart 
Joe Gurrera, owner of Citarella Fine Foods, is an entrepre
neur constantly on the move, always looking for opportu
nities to expand his business. He fervently feels that he has 
a calling—to sell the best-quality foods to the people of 
Manhattan, at affordable prices. 

"Citarella offers something that other stores do not," 
says Gurrera, who operates two stores, a recently expand
ed shop on Manhattan s West Side and a new store on the 
East Side. "We offer the quality of Tiffany jewelry with 
prices that you would find at the jewelry dealers on 47th 
Street. 

"People are always saying to us, "Why don't you open a 
Citarella in my neighborhood?' We know that there is a 
demand for this style of store all over Manhattan. That's 
why we opened a store on the Upper East Side, and why it 

has already been a success. " 
Opened in September 1997, the 5,000-square-foot 

Citarella at Third Avenue and 75th Street offers a product 
mix and merchandising approach that is a copy of the orig
inal Citarella Fine Foods, located at Broadway and 75th 
Street. It has already hit its volume stride, attracting 
approximately 16,500 shoppers per week. NASFT Showcase 
estimates the store's weekly sales to be §360,000, an 
impressive §72 per square foot per week. 

A n A r t i s t i n Fish 
The Citarella saga begins in 1983, when Gurrera opened a 
tiny seafood market called Citarella Fish on Broadway, 
within casting distance of Fairway and only five blocks 
south of Zabar's. The store sold the finest fish, and became 
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well known for artistic window displays. The business 
grew because of word-of-mouth among Upper West Side 
foodies, and through publicity in New York newspapers, 
including several articles when the store created a Russian 
flag made out of fish to commemorate Gorbachov s state 
visit to New York. 

From 1983 through 1992. Citarella expanded several 
times, taking over expiring leases from neighboring stores. 
(Eventually, Gurrera bought the building.) The initial 
expansion beyond fish was the opening of Citarella Meats, 
a meat market that mirrored the philosophy of the fish 
store, yet had a separate entrance. In 1992, Citarella 
expanded into prepared foods; all of the salads, entrees 
and soups were created in the basement of the West Side 
store. And business kept growing. 

Gurrera says, "With the fish store, we were only appeal
ing to a limited percentage of the population—to people 
who enjoyed really great fish and knew how to cook it. 
When we added Citarella Meats, we expanded our appeal. 
Yet there were still a lot of potential customers out there— 
people who don't necessarily like to cook, who like their 
food ready to eat. We tapped into those people when we 
opened our prepared foods department. 

"1 like to think of consumers as ranging from 1 to 10 in 
their food tastes, with 10 being the gourmet cook and 1 
being the person who eats packaged macaroni and cheese. 
Our goal has always been to expand our appeal to as man) 
people as possible. We are now attracting everybody from 
numbers 4 to 10." 

Tl i ree i n O n e 
The year 1997 was a challenge for even a 
g(3-getter New Yorker. In January, Gurrera 
opened a 50,000-square-foot 
warehouse/commissary/bakery in Chelsea; 
in June, he completed a doubling of the 
selling space of the West Side store: in 
September, he opened the 5,000 square-
footer on the Upper East Side. 

1 he creation of the four-story ware
house/commissary in Chelsea, within a 
stt)ne's throw of the West Side Highway, 
was essential to expansion plans. Gurrera 
says, "We can operate the way we do 
because of tonnage. We sell a lot of food, 
and that helps us offer the best foods at an 
extraordinarily good value. 

"We strive to be smart buyers to keep our costs low. We 
often buy in large quantities, in pallet and even container 
loads. We needed a place to store our pallets of olive oil , 
Parmigiano Reggiano, spring water and other volume items 
because the two stores together have barely 1,000 square 
feet of backroom space. " 

Citarella also needed room for its extensive food prepa
ration operation—making pasta, soups, pasta sauces, pas
tries, cookies, even the repackaging of bulk dried fruits, 
nuts and grains. So the fourth floor of the warehouse was 
transformed into food production central, where all 
Citarella-produced goods are made. 

The soup, cooked in an 80-gallon kettle, illustrates the 
focus on freshness. General Manager John Corbo explains, 
"As soon as the soup is done, we pack it in plastic deli con
tainers and move it into a quick-freeze cooler, where the 
temperature is brought down from 170" F to about 38" F 
in two hours. That increases the shelf-life of the soup, but 
that's not why we do i t—our soup always sells before the 
expiration date. This process makes the soup taste better. " 

A fleet of six trucks keeps products moving from the 
warehouse/commissary to the stores, and also from the 
West Side store to the East Side store. (All prepared foods 
are still made in the basement of the West Side store, and 
the hanging beef is still cut there: these activities wi l l even
tually move to the warehouse/commissary.) 

Fish R e m a i n s A n c h o r 
Representing 22% of sales, an estimated 
579,200 per week, fish is the anchor of the 
new East Side store. Positioned along the 
rear wall of the market, it encompasses 56 
feet of open, ice-filled service cases. The 
^election is extensive and the quality is 
tops. 

Gurrera says, "We have operated a stall at 
the Eulton Fish Market for many years and 
we know how to buy fish. Fish that swim in 
cold water are generally better, and fish 
caught in traps are better quality than fish 
taken in moving nets. We also know how to 
bargain to get the best prices. ' 

In March, Citarella was selling 19 types 
of whole fish, ranging from whiting at 
$2.99 per pound to imported sardines at 
54.99, Arctic char at 58.99 and imported 
turbot for 512.99 a pound. (Whole fish are 
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filleted at no charge.) The store also featured 29 species of 
filleted fish and 17 varieties of shellfish, including a selec
tion of seven different oysters. 

Across from the seafood is a refrigerated case filled with 
Citarella s own pasta, a prime draw due to the intriguing 
flavors and reasonable prices. For instance, goat cheese 
tortellini was selling at S3.95 per pound, chorizo tortellini 
was also S3.95 and porcini ravioli was S6.99. West Side 
Store Manager Charlie Gagliardo says, "We could probably 
get twice that for our pasta, but we know that it brings 
people into the store. And we still make money on it 
because of our production 
efficiencies." 

Prepared food, including 
the self-service pasta, pasta 
sauces and soups, represents 
23% of sales and is a major 
reason for the store s 
impressive customer count. 
Says Gurrera, "Prepared 
foods are what people are 
looking for today. They want 
to buy something that you 
make for them, particularly 
during the week, when they 
have so little time." 

Under the direction of 
Chef Fidele Bruno, Citarella offers an amazing array of pre
pared foods and salads. On a Thursday in March, the pre
pared food case at the East Side market featured 73 differ
ent selections; the deli department had an additional 27 
salads. There were so many products that they couldn't all 
fit in the case; about 15 offerings that did not require 
refrigeration were displayed on top. 

Although there are standards, many of the prepared 
foods are seasonal, based on produce and seafood that are 
at optimum quality and good prices. Some of the selec

tions include: 
Grilled Swordfish 
(S7.99/'x pound); 
stuffed Artichokes 
(S3.99 each); 
Jambalaya 
(59.99 pound); Wild 
Mushroom Risotto 

($6.99/pound); Gamberi Primavera (55 99 ') pound); Kasha 
Vanishkas ($5.99/pound): and Osso Buco ($5.99/!̂  pound). 
Salads include: Balsamic Roasted Shallots (S6.99/pound); 
Seaweed Salad (S7.99/pound); and Artichoke Bottoms 
(S8.99/pound). 

The abundance is evident everywhere. The deli offers 
18 types of olives, ranging from French olives with roasted 
garlic at $3-99 per pound to imported Cerignola black 
olives, the most costly at 56.99 per pound. The East Side 
market stocks 22 goat cheeses, 80 types of bread and 31 
varieties of coffee. Prices are reasonable, lower than what 
many Manhattan supermarkets charge for specialty foods. 

This combination of selection, quality and value has 
made Citarella Fine Foods one of the most significant play
ers in New York's specialty food community. With its ware
house/commissary and loyal customer base, it could be an 
even bigger factor in the future. 

By Ronald Tanner 
Editor, NASFT Showcase 


