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Mantua sisters launch beauty business
By Paula Schleis
Beacon Journal staff writer

POSTED: 12:12 p.m. EDT, Mar 27, 2009

Take on L'Oreal, Olay and
Garnier. In this economy.
With an unknown skin care
line you can't afford to
advertise. In an industry
oversaturated with
competitors.

But as sisters Kim Vernis
and Karen DeLuca share
the story behind that
challenge, one thing rises

above the brutal business education they've acquired in the past three years:

Their belief in Semeli, and their determination to share it.

''We don't have the capital to compete . . . '' Vernis said, ''but if we could, we'd be
skyrocketed to the top because it's an effective product.''

Semeli features 17 products (hair care, facial creams, cleansers, masks, sun
protection) produced by Vernis' in-laws in Greece and featuring olive oil and
organic herbs. No parabens, petroleum derivatives or animal by-products.

Vernis was an instant fan, but a reluctant entrepreneur.

She and her husband, Myron, were visiting his family in Greece in 2006 when
her uncle-in-law startled her with a request to form a North American branch of
his company, Eurocosmetica. He had just finished a two-year effort with a
chemist to develop skin care products drawing on centuries of Greek heritage.

''They use ingredients that the yiayias [Greek for grandmother] would use from
their garden, and they knew what to combine to get what effect,'' Vernis said.

Vernis, who already had a part-time job teaching the visually impaired, didn't see
herself as a businesswoman, but her sister, an experienced sales representative,
offered to join the endeavor.

So the Mantua natives doubled their courage and launched Eurocosmetica NA.

The first order of business was to learn as much as they could about the product,
skin care in general, and why Semeli worked.

''Semeli is like the Mediterranean diet,'' said DeLuca. ''You know how good olive
oil is for you internally. Well, Semeli is like that on the outside.

''Also, there are key botanicals that are meant to do certain actions, whether it's
to tighten and firm, or regenerate your cells,'' she said. ''And it works naturally
with your skin, so your body doesn't have to do a lot of work to process the
products your putting on.'' 39
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The women say their products cross age and gender lines.

''We have 12-year-olds with oily hair who love our shampoo to 80-somethings
who can't live without the face cream,'' Vernis said. She said a friend's teen-age
son has been using the day cream to control his acne.

And DeLuca said men are also buying the product, including ''metrosexuals who
are up and coming and hip and they want to keep their skin young and vibrant.''

If there is a limit to their market, it would be an economic one.

The products cost $24 to $65 per three-month supply, which makes it unlikely
that Semeli will be selling at local discount pharmacies and stores anytime soon,
they admit.

So for now, most sales are happening through their Web site
(http://www.semeli.net) though they also sell Semeli at the Glenmoor Spa &
Country Club, where Vernis' husband is general manager.

Laurel Young, spa and guest services director, said the products were a natural
fit for the spa's European theme.

A $120 ''Mediterranean Anti-Aging Experience'' facial using Semeli products ''is a
very popular treatment and it's well-received by our members and our guests,''
Young said.

''It's a natural product and a lot of salons don't offer a natural treatment,'' she
said.

Vernis and DeLuca said they are far from content to rely on Internet and spa
sales, but they have run into some formidable obstacles.

They sought to get on home shopping channels before learning they were
required to have 30,000 units available. They couldn't afford that much of an
upfront investment, especially since they are required to take back anything that
doesn't sell, Vernis said.

They investigated what it would cost to get into magazines, like Oprah, and
learned a full-size ad would cost $40,000, and they would have to commit to
buying three of them.

They talked to high-end stores in New York City that could easily handle $65
skin care products, but learned of a pay-to-play system that would include
$50,000 to buy shelf space and advertising and sale commitments that would
add up to even more.

So the women have turned to a more grassroots marketing campaign.

The local Greek community was a natural starting point, and Vernis said they
now have loyal customers earned through church, festivals and other events.

They talked their Greek connections into producing sample packets, and now
include a full collection of them with every order in the hopes that clients will
pass them onto friends and family.

Sales of Semeli shampoo got a nice bump after DeLuca spent three days in
New York City meeting with health and beauty editors, and one decided to
recommend it in a column.

And three New York City pharmacies started selling some of the products after
the Semeli sun care and night cream won first place at the 2007 Extracts
international trade show.

''Everyone around us couldn't believe we were brand new, they never heard of
us, and we won two awards,'' DeLuca said. ''We left there elated.''

While the recession has many folks cutting back on their spending, the sisters
see a promotional opportunity. For those who can't afford spa treatments, Semeli
is a cost-effective alternative.

''You can still pamper yourself,'' she said. ''It's still an escape.''

Meanwhile, uncle Yiannis Tzelissis and his son, Manolis, are facing similar
challenges in Europe.

Vernis said it's exciting every time they have a success, like getting into an
Athens department store or a duty-free airport store in London.
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''They have two people, we have two people,'' Vernis said. ''Four people trying to
conquer the world.''

Paula Schleis can be reached at 330-996-3741 or
pschleis@thebeaconjournal.com.
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