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56 G&G grows with low-voltage venture
It took a while for G&G Electric Supply in Manhattan to feel
the effect of the downturn—but when business dropped by
nearly 25%, a new market venture helped soften the blow.
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G&G Grows with
Low-Voltage Venture
WHEN THE 2008 MARKET DOWNTURN HIT, G&G ELECTRIC SUPPLY IN MANHATTAN, N.Y.,
HAD SO MANY MAJOR PROJECTS IN THE PIPELINE THAT IT DIDN’T FEEL ITS FULL EFFECT
UNTIL MID-2009—WHEN BUSINESS DROPPED BY NEARLY 25%. THAT WAS WHEN THE
COMPANY DECIDED TO ENTER A MARKET IT WAS MISSING OUT ON: LOW-VOLTAGE.

Larry Heimrath (l)
and Joe Fusco,
third- and fourthgeneration owners
of G&G Electric.

Story & Photos by Mike DeFilippo

he two “Gs” in G&G Electric Supply stand
for the names of the company’s founders—
Gabriel Sofer and his father-in-law, George
Stephson. The “Gs” also represent “generations” of family ownership and management. In
1993, third-generation Chairman Larry Heimrath
brought his nephew Joe Fusco into the business.
Fusco became president in 2004, ushering in the
fourth generation at one of the few remaining independent electrical distributors in Manhattan.
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The term “generation” also applies
to developments in technology—as
G&G Electric continues to embrace
new technologies and apply them to its
business.
“My grandfather came to New York
from the Ukraine in 1914. Electricity
was the high-tech thing at the time,“
said Heimrath. “I joined the business
from the software industry in 1985 and
computerized the company. Our move
into low-voltage products is a natural
extension of our company’s history as a
leader in technology.”
The owners of G&G Electric toyed
with the idea of adding a low-voltage
division for several years. Low-voltage
products seemed like a natural fit for the
company—one of the largest distributors of Lutron controls in the nation—
and G&G Electric established a datacom division more than a decade ago.
Times were good for a number of
years for the company, even in the wake
of 9/11. It had so many major projects
in the pipeline at the time of the 2008
market downturn that it did not feel its
full effect until June 2009.
“This current recession is worse than
any I have experienced since joining the
company,” said Fusco. “We were going
like gangbusters, and then one week
business dropped about 20% to 25%.”
A NEW DIVISION DEVELOPS

“As we came into these tough times, I
realized that we were missing out on
the low-voltage market—specifically
fire alarms, security systems, CCTV,
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AT A GLANCE
Year established: 1914
Location: 1
Principals: Larry Heimrath, chairman;
Joe Fusco, president
Number of employees: 37
Gross annual sales: $21 million
Markets served: Commercial and
residential electrical contractors, lowvoltage contractors, architects, and
lighting designers
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G&G Electric’s street-level
lighting showroom also
serves as a training center
for its low-voltage products.
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Angel Roberto, low-voltage division manager

card access devices, and A/V products,” said Heimrath. “It’s hard to appreciate just how difficult it is to
change lines of distribution until you go through the
experience yourself.”
With that in mind, G&G Electric established a
four-step plan for entering the low-voltage market:
Step 1: Planning and staffing. G&G Electric
started with a business plan. This strategic document
analyzed the low-voltage market in Manhattan—
from its current and potential customer base and the
strengths and weaknesses of its competitors to necessary capitalization and projected returns on investment. It also assessed the company’s own strengths
and determined that the critical missing element
was a manager who had the skills necessary to assemble a low-voltage division from the ground up.
G&G Electric owns the
“I was not hired for my customer contacts, but
two white buildings and
rather for my industry credibility and product
has its lighting showknowledge,” said Angel Roberto, who came on
room on the first floor of
board as manager in September 2009. “It is my job
the seven-story building
on the left.
to overcome manufacturer resistance in acquiring
the product lines necessary for our success.” Roberto
has a solid track record in the low-voltage field—
starting as an installer, then holding a variety of positions with
“It is probably better that we did this in a tough economic
dealers and manufacturers, most recently Honeywell.
time. Because their sales are down, they were more willing to
Step 2: Securing product lines. Roberto’s first task was to
change their attitude,” said Heimrath. “In a downtime, those
convince manufacturers to allow the company to represent
dollars are very dear.”
their product lines. While he met considerable resistance from
Step 3: Preparing the space and staff. The low-voltage
some, G&G Electric’s near century of representing major
field is dynamic. New products are always in development,
manufacturers in the electrical industry helped convince some
so the acquisition of lines is an ongoing process. Before the
low-voltage manufacturers that the company is a credible, recompany could take its existing lines to market, changes had
liable channel for their products. Coupling the company’s stato be made to the company’s database (Database Manager
bility with Roberto’s credibility and the opportunity for lowChris Jamie had to upload every new product into the comvoltage manufacturers to reach a new group of customers—
puter system) as well as to the facilities.
electrical contractors—proved a solid combination for some
The company’s operation is spread among three buildvendors.
ings in the Chelsea neighborhood. The warehouse occupies
The economic climate also contributed to the company
a four-story walk-up. The counter and will-call window ocmaking inroads with its new low-voltage vendor partners.
cupy a long, narrow, first-floor space. Fortunately, the com-
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pany also occupies a 5,000-square-foot warehouse in Brooklyn. Some inventory was shifted
to the Brooklyn warehouse to accommodate the
low-voltage lines. New wall-mounted displays
featuring cameras and alarms were installed in
the counter.
Additionally, the company owns a groundfloor business condo in a building next to the
two it owns on W. 24th St. that serves as the
company’s lighting showroom. The showroom
has 3,500 square feet of space at street level and
2,500 square feet of storage in the basement, and
also serves as a training center for customers and
staff on the new low-voltage products.
G&G Electric also adopted creative ways to
train its staff on new products, such as offering
security cameras at cost for its counter people to
install at their own homes so they could gain
hands-on experience with the equipment.
A.J. Justiniano, counter salesperson/shop
steward, took advantage of this opportunity. “Low-voltage
has been easy to learn,” he said. “I installed a CCTV security
system in my home that I can control from my iPhone. It’s a
feature we are teaching our customers.”
Step 4: Customer outreach. In January, G&G Electric had
a soft opening of its low-voltage division. Existing customers

A.J. Justiniano, counter salesperson/shop steward

were informed about the new product lines, and the company
began offering training sessions in installation and programming. Contractors were offered the opportunity to purchase a
CCTV camera system at cost for their home or workshop as an
entrée into learning the system.
Contractor Anthony Davino took advantage of this offer
and has found that he has profited from these opportunities.
His electrical contracting business now offers CCTV and AV/
home theater installation. “Low-voltage work has increased
my business and allowed me to comfortably expand into another field,” said Davino.
G&G Electric understands that electricians are capable of
doing low-voltage work, but some of them are just slow to
change. In many projects involving low-voltage products,
electricians pull the wire but don’t do the connections.
“The wiring is simple,” said Roberto. “It’s the programming that they have to learn.”
Electrical contractors bring a level of professionalism to a
job that is developed through years of working through an
apprentice program, working to both the national and New
York electrical codes and operating their own businesses. They
are used to getting jobs done on time and on budget. “This is
an opportunity for electricians with some training to move
into an area that is wide open,” said Fusco.
CONTINUING TO GROW

G&G Electric will use
any method—including
subway—to deliver
product to its customers in Manhattan.
The company also has
a fleet of trucks.
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In March, the company expanded its reach to target customers
outside of its customer base—small- to medium-sized lowvoltage, fire alarm, and security contractors that were buying
product from the other two outlets in Manhattan.
“We were surprised that our biggest competitor, an established low-voltage distributor in Manhattan, does not have
trucks and does not deliver,” said Heimrath. “We will use a
bicycle service, cab, subway—anything to keep our customers
from sitting around waiting for a part.”
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G&G Electric’s routine practices of daily delivery and high
fill rates are not even considered best practices by its established competition in the sale of low-voltage products.
“In my 29 years in the low-voltage sector, I have not heard
of distributors making deliveries,” added Roberto. “When we
tell low-voltage contractors that we deliver, they ask how
much it costs. They are surprised that it’s free.”
The company also helps customers with marketing their
low-voltage service. Currently, the hottest segment of the
low-voltage market is in CCTV cameras. Cameras have expanded their application from security to marketing applications, thanks to video analytics, which allow market analysts
to track customer behavior and monitor customer service levels at food counters and in drive-thru lanes, as well as a host
of other applications.
“There is more money in a company’s marketing budget
than in its security budget,” noted Roberto. “We are teaching
our customers how to sell these applications to their customers’ marketing departments. There is a ‘wow factor’ when you
get this equipment in front of the right people who understand its potential to help their business in ways beyond security applications.”
It is less than a full year into the opening of its newest division, and G&G Electric still has more goals. The company
has only scratched the surface of its potential customer base.

Roberto believes that more product lines and additional internal training are necessary before they can approach the larger
low-voltage contractors in its service area.
“We need our counter to be self-sufficient to handle those
customers’ requests. They have to learn the low-voltage industry language and effectively translate it to a product on our
shelf when a call comes in,” said Roberto.
The company also has plans in the near future to establish
a highly visible showroom for low-voltage products. This is a
major commitment, given the price of street-level retail space
in Manhattan.
G&G Electric’s low-voltage division is just the latest addition to the company’s team of specialists serving the commercial and residential contractors of New York City. The company has experts managing its lighting, switchgear, and Lutron divisions. The experts work as a team when needed,
sharing their knowledge to prepare seamless bids on their
customers’ projects.
“I am surprised we did not do this sooner,” said Heimrath.
“We have always done more than just sell wire and pipe.
Low-voltage is another way we can show contractors that we
are special.” ■
DeFilippo is a St. Louis-based freelance writer and photographer.
Find him at michaeldefilippo.com.
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