Head online to

ColumbiaBusinessTimes.

com/webextras to see
more photos from our
shoot at Redneck
Fireworks.
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Those are the sounds of money for mid-Missouri's fireworks retailers.

BY VICKIHODDER | PHOTOS BY ANTHONY JINSON

VIRGINIA RESIDENTS Leea and David Wro-
ten browsed through Redneck Fireworks east
of Columbia on their way home from a visit to
Macon, Missouri, last spring and took in the
shelves filled with products ranging from Morn-
ing Glory sparklers to an assortment of cake fire-
works. When their shopping concluded, the Wro-
tens emerged with a package of Screamin’ Eagles
Rockets and a variety of other fireworks to take
back with them to the East Coast.

“My grandson wanted me to bring him some,”
David Wroten says. “We don’t have rockets like
thisin Virginia.”

Customers such as the Wrotens are the off-
season backbone of Redneck Fireworks, which
opened last April in a year-round store near the
Hatton exit along Interstate 70. But it’s the hope of
bang-up in-season sales that prompted Fulton res-

ident Matthew Shaon to launch his fireworks busi-
ness in the former home of Fireworks Supermar-
ket, which closed its Hatton exit store in the fall of
2013. Shaon, 34, and his family have been running
the fireworks business in what he describes as an
“exploratory” season. If it goes well, Shaon hopes
to place the store back on a year-round footing
with a couple of employees. The storefront sign,
whichstill closely resembles Fireworks Supermar-
ket’s former signboard, will signal the enterprise’s
fate, Shaon says. “If it’s a go after August, we’ll
probably completely change the signage.”

Lighting the fuse

Other aspects of Redneck Fireworks have their
roots in the store’s former ownership as well. Sha-
on’s mother-in-law, Sharon Harris, managed the
store for 23 years when it was the Fireworks Super-

market and retired when it closed. Harris offered
her son-in-law advice, business contacts and a bit o¢
apush to open the new fireworks retail operation.

“I told him, “This is available; it’s on the inter-
state,” Harris says.

Shaon, who already has a full-time career s
a social worker for the children’s division of
the Missouri Department of Social Services.
says he has “always wanted to be an entrepre-
neur” and decided to pursue his aspir:

when the former fireworks store rema
vacant for several weeks. He rented the rot
2,000-square-foot building, which houses ==
office and product warehouse along with the

business showroom, and began meeting
requirements for obtaining a license req:
to sell consumer fireworks as labeled b ===
U.S. Department of Transportation.
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Consumer fireworks businesses may oper-
ate under a number of different state permits,
all issued through Missouri’s Division of Fire
Safety. Among them are permits for manufac-
turers and distributors, each of which cost $775 a
year per location; a permit for wholesalers, with
a fee of $2775 a year per location; a permit for sea-
sonal retailers, which costs $50 per year for each
location; and what is called a “jobber” permit,
which for a $525 annual fee per location allows the
retailer to sell consumer fireworks for use outside
the state of Missouri year-round as well as to resi-
dents during the fireworks season. Because Shaon
is over 18 and operating out of a permanent struc-
ture, he meets basic state jobber permit require-
ments. After obtaining state and federal tax iden-
tification numbers as well as a retail sales tax
license and proof from the Missouri Department
of Revenue that he does not owe back taxes, Shaon
applied for and received his state jobber’s permit.

From there, Shaon focused on meeting fire
safety codes. For example, he says he must keep
particular types of fire extinguishers no more
than 35 feet away from any point in the store. The
devices themselves must pass a fire extinguisher
company’s inspection each year.

A Fourth of July business

With state permit in hand, Shaon set about stock-
inghis store and serving customers. Redneck Fire-
works obtains virtually all of its products — com-
prising about 400 different items, Shaon esti-
mates — from the Springfield, Missouri-based
wholesale operation of its predecessor, formerly
called Mid-American Fireworks but now known
as Fireworks Over America. Fireworks Over
America runs both wholesale and retail opera-
tions out of Odessa, Missouri.

Most of Fireworks Over America’s products
are imported from China, says Mike Beck, general
manager for the company. Beck, a Columbia resi-
dent with 36 years in the fireworks business, says
the variety of consumer fireworks has exploded
over the years. The number of different products
available just in the Fireworks Over America line
has risen from about 100 when he was new to the
business to about 500 now, Beck says. Some of that
growth is due to changes in federal regulations, and
some reflects a natural expansion. Some is attrib-
utable as well to rising consumer demand for fire-
works, particularly new varieties. “This industry is
dominated by the new,” Beck says.

Travelers also dominate the business, at least
during the off-season. Missouri law allows fire-
works sales to the general public only between
June 20 and July 10 and between Dec. 20 and

52\\\ JULY 2014

Jan. 2. Apart from those dates, fireworks buy-
ers must sign a waiver stating that their pur-
chases are for use outside of Missouri. In Octo-
ber 2012 the City of Columbia, which has long
prohibited the sale or discharge of fireworks
within the community, also banned the posses-
sion of fireworks other than sparklers within
city limits. Given such regulations, off-season
sales depend upon truckers and other travelers,
Shaon says, and make interstate highway sites
desirable for fireworks businesses.

That, in turn, encourages a wide customer
base. Harris remembers selling fireworks from
what was then Fireworks Supermarket to cus-
tomers from as far away as Australia who sent
their friends back to the store years later. And
off-season sales often are higher than typical
sales made during fireworks season, averaging
about $100 compared to an average in-season
sale of $40 or $50, Shaon estimates.

Still, the fireworks business centers on the
first week of July. Shaon aims to sell between
$100,000 and $140,000 between Memorial Day
and August, while making just about enough to
pay the monthly bills the rest of the year. Sea-
sonal customers typically come from Colum-
bia, Fulton and Kingdom City as well as from
nearby mobile home communities, he says.

“If you have a good enough Fourth, it pretty
much covers the rest of the year,” Shaon says.
“The restisjust the cherry on the top.”

Beck agrees. Some 60 to 70 percent of fire-
works sales occur between July 2 and July 4, he says.
“Open year-round or not, this is still a Fourth of
Julybusinessin Missouri,” he says. CBT

Fulton resident Matthew Shaon launched Redneck Fireworks in the former home of Fireworks Supermarket.

& EXPERIENCE YOU
- CAN TRUST

FLOORING TOOLS &
SUPPLIES YOU NEED
SAFETY FIRST

A host of safety provisions regulate fireworks

operations. Some of them may seem surpris-

ing until their underlying rationale is explained.

Missouri's fireworks safety laws include:

=% Fireworks cannot be displayed or stored
behind glass through which direct sunlight
will shine, unless the fireworks are in their
original package. That'’s to prevent the
glass from magnifying the heat of the sun
and causing a fire.

g el

=» Electronic pest control devices are prohib-

ited in seasonal fireworks sales sites. Insect S O YO U CA [\ G El
“zappers” produce sparks and can create a DOWN TO BU S INE S S

fire hazard if they're near fireworks.
=» Fireworks cannot be stored, kept or sold

within 50 feet of any gasoline pump, gas-

oline filling station, gasoline bulk station
or any building in which gasoline or vola-
tile liquids are sold in quantities of more
than one gallon. Moreover, no one may dis-
charge fireworks within 300 feet of any
permanent storage of ignitable liquid,
gases, gas pump or gasoline filling station.

Grouping fireworks and gasoline together

could create a catastrophic situation. If an

accident were to occur at a gas pump, it
could ignite the fireworks; if an accident
were to occur at the fireworks site, it could
threaten the gas pumps with fire.

To help ensure compliance with these
requirements, anyone selling fireworks
must allow the State Fire Marshal’s office
to inspect his or her store and storage
areas during normal business hours.

America."

801 Business Loop ‘0 E
573-449-2619,
www.flooringamerica.com

Source: Mike O'Connell, communications director, Missouri
Department of Public Safety
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We Can Show You How To Make It Possible...

... Then We’ll Do Whatever It Takes To Make It Happen.
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Whether you’re a business owner, contractor or home owner,
you know you can rely on Mid-City Lumber and its
professional staff who have been serving Columbia and
Central Missouri for more than 40 years.

MID-CITY

AU N BER €6 1Ty
4709 Paris Road ¢ Columbia, MO
573.474.9831 * midcitylumber.com
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