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sland Home Center & Lumber’s lo-
cation on Vashon Island offers the 
independent store a healthy mix 
of benefits and drawbacks. The 

37-square-mile island in Puget Sound 
near Seattle consists of one ZIP code and 
offers only ferry access to the mainland. 
That isolates the target market, but it also 
limits delivery and distribution capabili-
ties. To keep customers buying close to 
home rather than on the mainland—
only a half-hour away—the store keeps 
adding to its niche products to provide a 
one-stop shopping experience.

“With the economy as it is, we’ve fo-
cused on diversifying to meet more of 
our customers’ needs,” explains Brian 
Cobb, sales manager. “We really focus 
on the relationship portion of the busi-
ness, and we listen closely to what our 
customers want. Then we try to go the 
extra step to meet those needs.” 

That has become more important 
as the decline in new-home starts has 
cut lumber needs by 40% says Earl Van 
Buskirk, owner and CEO. “Remodeling 
has picked up, but it doesn’t use as much 
lumber as new homes,” he says. “We 
need to branch out and find other ways 
to serve our community.” To that end, 
the company stocks about 35,000 SKU’s 
focused on the number-one or -two 
most recognized brands in each catego-
ry to provide diversity and quality. 

A major step in making its product 
lines more accessible and diverse will be 
a 10,000-square-foot retail selling ad-
dition now being constructed. The ex-
pansion initially was planned for 2008, 
but it was delayed when the economy 
sagged. Now, with the permit about to 
expire, Island Home Center went ahead 
with the intent of expanding some of the 
niche product lines it has been adding.

Those New Niches Have  
Included
Outdoor Living Products. Custom-
ers’ natural focus on outdoor living 
led the company in 2011 to being 
named a “Perfect Yard” dealer by Trex, 
one of only five such dealers in North 
America. The designation acknowl-
edges the company’s merchandising, 
advertising, promotion and product 
knowledge.

Rental Products. Island Home Center 
added rental equipment 15 years ago 
and has expanded to include scissor 
lifts, articulated booms and other ma-
jor equipment. Some rental products 
have been added to sales inventory due 
to popularity, especially with local land-
scaping companies. It also has a shop 
that repairs outdoor power equipment 
as well as pneumatic nail guns.

one-stop success
Island living opens door to new opportunities to create one-stop shopping  
for Island Home Center & Lumber customers.
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Sustainable Lumber. About 75% of the 
store’s framing lumber features the SFI 
label. “Builders have come to appreciate 
both the quality and labor savings that 
can be achieved,” says Van Buskirk.

Farm and Ranch Products. The island 
has a large equestrian community that 
Island Home Center now serves. “We 
looked at it eight years ago, but business 
was good and we didn’t have the time or 
space,” Van Buskirk says. Adding fenc-
ing and animal feed led to the discovery 
that the island also is host to chickens, 
goats, llamas and sheep. Today, the store 
even delivers pallets of shrink-wrapped 
hay to customers. 

Pet Foods. A market study using infor-
mation from Do it Best and discussions 
with customers revealed that many lo-
cal residents wanted organic and better 
quality pet foods than the island’s gro-
cery stores provided. The store brought 
in two upscale brands. “That business 
grows every year,” Van Buskirk says. 

Appliances. Appliances, sourced through 
the Do it Best, were added in 2009 after 
Van Buskirk realized the store’s kitchen 
designer was recommending places 
customers could buy appliances to fin-
ish the selections so she could complete 
the cabinetry design. “There’s defi-
nitely a learning curve and it’s a tough 
business, but it rounds out our services 
and product lines, and it’s growing.”

School Supplies. Cobb got his foot in 
the door with the local school district 
in 2010 when it purchased products to 
build a shed. That led to discussions 
with the schools about which prod-
ucts could be supported locally. Island 
Home Center now provides schools 
with a variety of maintenance and 
janitorial supplies. “The key is to lis-
ten to their needs and fill them slowly, 
on their schedule,” Cobb explains. “I 
want to be able to fill the needs of all 
of our local partners with products 
and support.”

Medical Supplies. Cobb continues the 
relationship with local dentists, supply-
ing them with oxygen and nitrous tanks. 
That’s led to supplemental business with 
welders for acetylene tanks. The store 
also sells propane, keeping about 2,000 
gallons on hand to refill customers’ tanks.

Product deliveries to the island via 
ferry creates challenges, Van Buskirk 
notes, but it also provides Island Home 
Center with an advantage. “We oper-
ate our own truck fleet and haul in full 
loads of lumber and plywood, and we 
work with our distributors to deliver at 
off-peak times and receive deliveries in 
bulk to cut costs.” That savings provides 
a competitive edge over mainland stores 
that deliver one order at a time. “We’re 
the only store that can promise same-
day delivery.” 

Island Home Center also stresses the 
availability of quick response if a prob-
lem arises. “We train our people to stress 
total cost, including delivery fees and 
service. We shop the off-island stores 
every week to ensure we stay competi-
tive on the total cost.”

What Women Want
The expansion will help the store at-
tract more women customers, which 
executives see as a key demographic for 
growth. Van Buskirk has doubled the 
company’s sales-training budget to bet-
ter serve that market and products. “We 
want women shoppers to have a ‘warm 

and fuzzy’ feeling when shopping our 
store,” he says. “Women make most de-
cisions on the design and materials used 
in their homes.” 

A key element is the Ladies’ Night 
promotion run each November on a 
Monday night. Each woman receives a 
5-gallon bucket that can be filled with 
any products for a significant discount. 
Vendors provide demonstrations as 
women circulate past a wine-tasting 
table and catered hors d’oeuvres. The 
seven-year-old event grows bigger every 
year, with more than 1,000 sales tickets 
generated in 2011, Van Buskirk says. 

“Women love it, they shop every 
aisle,” he says. “We don’t make a profit, 
but it’s become a social event, and we 
make a lot of friends. We intend to build 
on that goodwill to be an upscale loca-
tion that can’t be beat by the big-box 
stores on the mainland.” n

Island Home Center’s 2011 Ladies’ Night 
generated more than 1,000 sales tickets—
and plenty of goodwill. 

Van Buskirk with a portion  
of the company’s lumber  
inventory—about 75% of 
which is SFI certified.


