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Markets
Breathing New Life Into the Mini Bar
5/26/2005
By Allan Richter 

Salt-crusted peanuts, calorie-loaded chocolate bars and high-priced liquor. For many hotel guests, the mini bar is filled with predictable amenities not worth picking up a key for. 

Tapping consumer interest in health and a taste for the unusual, one industrial company based in Canada and Las Vegas and with Pacific Rim entrepreneurial roots is trying to reshape the image of the mini-bar amenity. 

Oxia Group Ltd. is selling canned oxygen. 

Toss out any images of trendy patrons sucking scented air from plastic tubes in once-fashionable oxygen bars. Oxia says it is appealing to a decidedly broader audience: health-conscious boutique and luxury hotel guests who are interested in boosting energy and fighting stress and fatigue. 

“It’s a wellness product,” says Bryce Margetts, Oxia’s chief executive, of his company’s refillable hand-held oxygen dispensers. “It’s a natural energy boost. We’re not trying to be a fad or trend. We’re not targeting night-clubbers.” 

An Oxia canister about the size of a shaving-cream can dispenses roughly 12 uses of 90 percent pure oxygen. Each use yields about 20 seconds of oxygen, or three or four breaths worth. Its flow rate exceeds that of oxygen canisters police rescue units deploy, Margetts says. [image: image3.jpg]



With its oxygen canisters, Oxia is trying to shake up the lineup of usual-suspect hotel amenities the way bottled water did 30 years ago - with one difference. Although Margetts envisions supplying professional sports teams, he says Oxia will maintain the product’s brand value by steering clear of selling the cans through traditional retailers. 

“We’re keeping the brand equity high by basically saying you can only use it if you are a guest of a luxury or high-end boutique hotel,” he said. “Our revenue model is the refill, not the first initial sale.” 

Hotel guests comprise several sizable markets for what Margetts calls an affordable luxury item – refills are $14.95. Meeting planners can distribute the portable Oxia cans during business confabs, he says, or people who exercise can take a hit to revitalize from a heavy workout. 

Oxygen speeds recovery after high-impact sports by cutting the lactic acid that builds up in muscles, Margetts says. People with asthma might find relief, he adds, though he is careful to stress Oxia is no substitute for a doctor's visit. 

Ecological trends can only bolster demand. Formerly in commercial real estate, Margetts says air flow in many buildings is weak. Centuries ago, Margetts says, breathable air was made up of about 30 percent oxygen compared with 20 percent today. In major cities like Hong Kong or Los Angeles, oxygen content is down to 11 percent to 14 percent. 

The product is manufactured in Melbourne, Australia and Taipei, Taiwan. The Pacific Rim region is home to some of the product’s creative and financial team, including the head of marketing for Nike Australia and the holder of the Australian license for Playboy shoes. 

Oxia is supplying venues in Vancouver, Montreal, Toronto, Las Vegas and Dallas. Deals in New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles and Miami are pending. The product is also in 250 golf course clubhouses in Taiwan. 

Daniel Craig, general manager of the Opus Hotel in Vancouver, said he was skeptical when the hotel first began carrying the product two years ago, but it’s proven a big seller. 

“Originally, I thought it was kind of gimmicky and we were a bit hesitant to carry it, but it’s one of our most popular items sold,” Craig says, adding the bottle’s sleek design and package fits in nicely in the hotel’s spa-like bathrooms. 

“Some guests are interested in the health benefits of oxygen and some are curious; they can’t help but open it up and see what the affects are,” Craig says. “It’s also great for a hangover. I have noticed a spike in usage on the weekends.” 
