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Chefs are increasingly sourcing locally to create global menus.
How on garth do they make it work?
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| who own seven units back home, originally
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COMING TO AMERICA

Vave after wave ol Latin-American concepls are arriving
on U.S. shores. Are gringos going for the grub?

TACO CHAIN EL TACO TOTE, founded in Juarez,

Mexico in 1988, has grown very carefully since

reaching America.

set up shop in border towns
such as El Paso and Laredo—
where the largely Mexican
population not only appreci-
ated the chain’s real-deal

Mexican food, but remem-
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The concept’s founders,
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What you'll learn by reading this story:
Wiy Americans are hungering for

[ I.atm tood like never I:al!ure.

‘l-l.uw Latin-born :umﬁts are at an

advantage-and a disadvantage-here.

BUSINESS = JUNE

[

125

bered it from their lives in Mexico as well.
Slowly but surely, E1 Taco Tote is inching fur-
ther from its homeland. After robust openings

several hours’ drive from the border in citics

like Albuquerque and Dallas,
the concept recently debuted
in Denver, and is looking to the
Midwest as well. Currently with
nine U.8. units (averaging
around 51.7 million annually),
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the execs plan to nearly triple the sys-
tem size by 2006, with strong word of
mouth serving as their marketing,

With authentic Mexican Fare prepared
in 2 decidedly American fast-casual set-
ting, including open kitchens and drive-
thru's, El Taco Tote has been successtul
by appealing to Mexicans and Americans
alike. “Our tacos are made from hand-
made tortillas, not those made in a tor-
tilla factory, and our salsas are made from
serateh,” savs director of operations
Hector Heras, who runs the company
with several of his uncles. “People want
tacos prepared the way they are in litde
Mexican villages,”

ITHETHE HisPaNIC population in

the U.5. growing in leaps and
— bounds, and Latin flavors
now on the menus of even the most
mainstream easual chains here, El Taco
Tote is but one of many Latin-born
restaurant concepts experiencing rous-
ing second acts in the U.S. Whether it’s
chiclen chains like Pollo Campero, tor-
tilla specialists like El Fogoneito and
Gorditas Dona Tota, burger chains like
Bembos, bakerv-cafe coneepts like Don
Pan and Churromania, or even tourist trap
Senor Frogs—such concepts are popping
up in all corners of the U5,

These concepts often have a built-in
brand awareness established over decades
in their homeland, sources say, so their
sign is immediately reeagnized by po-
rential gueses and statfers alile onee they
land here. And their Latin birthright
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Hector Heras and
his uncles/partners
enjoy some of their
El Taco Tote cuisine
(above). El Taco
Tote's Taco Plate,
made to order and
featuring authentic
ingredients such as
sirloin steak and
handmade tortillas
(right).

malkes for a level of authenticity that
suits not only the Hispanic population
here, sources add, but increasingly, the
Anglo populace as well.

“Olur customers are learning that
Mexican food doesn't have to be cheap
or low guality, like what they find at oth-
er places in the U.S.," savs Heras, who
mentions custom-made tacos, featuring
sirloin steak and homemade corn tor-
tillas. “If they're looking for 99-cent tacos,
they've come to the wrong place.”

HE LATIN EXPLOSION in the U.S. is

news to no one, The latest figures
e {rom the 1S, Censos Bureau put
the current Hispanic population at just
about 40 million, with an estimared 10
million more undocumented, Since
2000, fully half of new U.S. residents are
Hispanic. And as that contingent be-
comes further enmeshed in Ameriea’s
fabric, their spending power is inereas-
ing: it's predicted that Hispanices will
control 9% of all disposable income in
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America by 2009, accounting for near-

Iy a trillion dollars in LS. tills.

And an inordinate amount of that, ex-
perts say, is spent on meals, “Hispanics
in the LS. not only spend a higher per-
cent of their earings in gencral than oth-
er houscholds, but they spend a larger
percent on food,” savs Miguel Gomesx, a
consultant with Hispanie marketing firm
Latino Eves.

With such a strong foothold in various
neighborhoods across America, many
Latin-born concepts are stieking their
shovel smack in the middle of those re-
gions in an effort to win their dinero,
Venezuelan concept Don Pan {(Spanish
for Mr. Bread), with 24 bakerv-cafes in
South and Central Florida, will further
grow in that Hispanic hotbed before look-
ing toward the rest of the country. El
Polle Loco, once owned by Denny’s, has
300 units in Mexican-dominant states
such as California, Arizona, Nevada, and
Texas. Pollo Campero opened last sum-
mer in the heart of 3 Hispanic neighbor-
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