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Whale of a business 
Citarella expands specialty food empire 

HERE'S THE CATCH: Joe Gurrera, owner of gourmet retailer Citarella, plans to finance all of his new enterprises himself. 
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When Joe Gurrera purchased Citarella back in 1983, the Upper West Side seafood market was the retail equivalent to a 
minnow. 

These days, it looks more like an octopus — and a hungry one at that. 
Since opening a second location on the Upper East Side in 1997, Citarella has been spreading its tentacles, forging a 

specialty food empire that now includes one of New York's largest seafood wholesalers and ambitious plans to take the Citarella 
name into new areas. 

This spring, the company will open a market in the Hamptons. The first Citarella restaurant is scheduled to open in 
April at Rockefeller Center. 

Plans for a Citarella take-out restaurant remain on the drawing board in the long delayed food court at Grand Central 
Terminal. And in November, the market will unveil a 
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Web site, Citarella.com, which will 
enable gourmands to purchase every
thing from rare white truffles to home
made ravioli over the Internet. 

"We're tuming everything up 
a notch," says Mr. Gurrera, the sole 
owner of the privately held company. 

Making that leap means tak
ing a serious gamble. Even the most 
seasoned restaurateur knows that 
opening a new eatery demands a sub
stantial infusion of capital, and Mr. 
Gurrera plans to finance all of his new 
enterprises himself. 

Nor is Citarella the only play
er in an expansion mode. Fairway, 
Balducci's, Gourmet Garage and 
Amish Manhattan farmers Market all 
have been moving to capture a bigger 
chunk of the region's gourmet food 
market. 

But mainly in new York's 
food industry Citarella is particularly 
well-positioned, crediting Mr. Gurerra, 
the 45-year old son of an Italian immi
grant fishmonger, with transforming a 
tiny seafood shop into one of the city's 
most reliable gourmet retailers. 

"They've proven their exper
tise and they're shoving forward on all 
fronts," says Manhattan-based food 
consultant Clark Wolf. "Citarella has a 
huge opportunity to be leader." 

Locking up fish market. 
In addition to the two 

Citarella markets, Mr. Gurrera owns 
Lockwood Fish Co., one of the largest 
wholesalers at the Fulton Fish market. 
The company supplies fresh seafood to 
numerous local retailers and scores of 
restaurateurs, including such top-flight 
chefs as Charlie Palmer, David Bouley 
and Jean-

Georges Vongerichten. The three 
enterprises employ close to 300 people 
and generate sales of nearly $100 mil
lion a year, Mr. Gurrera says. 

Mr. Gurrera would not dis
close his profits, nor the price tag of 
his upcoming projects. But a well-run 
gourmet food retailer can enjoy profit 
margins as high as 45%, and that cash 
flow is almost certainly fueling 
Citarella's expansion. Mr. Gurrera says 
he has taken on no investors and 
instead is financing his new endeavors 
internally and through bank debt. 

But i f Mr. Gurrera is entitled 
to the lion's share of any profits gener
ated by his investments, he also shoul
ders all of the risk — which is substan
tial. 

Consider Citarella's move 
into the restaurant business. Mr. 
Gurrera plans to turn a century old 
saloon into a 4,000-square foot multi
level eatery, with a high-end seafood 
restaurant, a sizable take-out and deliv
ery business from both Rockefeller 
Center tourists and employees at the 
numerous large companies in the area. 

"We've known food for a long 
time," Mr. Gurrera says. "We're just 
changing the way we present it. This is 
an extension of what we've always 
done." 

But scores of new restaurants 
are opening in Manhattan over the next 
several months, making an already 
tough marketplace even more inhos
pitable. With rents for prime retail 
space in midtown running at least $100 
a square foot, Mr. Gurrera's rent alone 
could be more than $400,000 a year. 

Others point out it's one thing 
to sell fine food over the counter and 
quite another to get it to diners in an a 
la carte restaurant setting. 

"Tuming tables and taking reserva
tions are very different," says Arlene 
Spiegel, head of food and beverage 
practice at PricewaterhouseCoopers. 

Citarella goes to the beach 
The upcoming Citarella mar

ket in the Hamptons makes more 
sense, according to Ms. Spiegel. Mr. 
Gurrera recently signed a 25-year lease 
on a 7,000-square-foot former grocery 
store in a shopping plaza on Montauk 
Highway between Southampton and 
Bridgehampton. The store will be sim
ilar in size to the West Side Citarella, 
with an on-site kitchen and catering 
capabilities. 

There already is another 
gourmet shop in the area. The Barefoot 
Contessa in East Hampton. Dean & 
DeLuca once operated a market in the 
area, but closed its doors a decade ago. 

The Hamptons fill each sum
mer with big-spending vacationers -
and many of them are already loyal 
Citarella customers from Manhattan. 
But the crowds dwindle in the off sea
son, making any retail enterprise a 
risky proposition. 

"The Hamptons have a lot of 
cachet, but they close down for the 
winter." says Jules Rose, the president 
of Marketing Strategies, a Great Neck, 
L.I.-based consulting firm, who used 
to run Sloan's supermarkets in 
Manhattan. Mr. Rose wonders i f 
Citarella might not do better in an 
upscale suburb in Westchester, where 
there is a year-round clientele. 

Mr. Gurrera admits that any 
new enterprise carries risks. But like 
most entrepreneurs, he remains confi
dent, preferring to focus on the poten
tial upside. 

And he's not ruling out 
adding to the Citarella empire in the 
future. 

"We're just going with the 
flow," he says. "We're going to tackle 
these projects and do them well. Then 
we'll start thinking about what to do 
next." 


