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It's midnight at International Mascot Corp., and the "feet department" has 
just filled the final order of 60 giant furry shoes for Copper, Powder and 
Coal, the official mascots of the Salt Lake City Winter Olympics. They need 
to be out the door by morning--but not without their matching heads and 
bodies in place. Nearby, in the "head shop," three sculptors are busily 
gluing "fun fur" on six coyote-, bunny- and bear-shaped noggins. The big 
foam noses and cartoon eyes will be painted on later. Downstairs in the 
"body shop," three seamstresses are hunkered down over whirring 
industrial sewing machines, putting the finishing touches on copper-
colored, caramel and brown body suits. It looks like another all-nighter for 
the folks at IMC. 

By Feb. 8--the day lavish opening ceremonies kicked off the XIX Olympic 
Winter Games under unprecedented security--a total of 30 Copper Coyote, 
Powder Hare and Coal Bear mascots had touched down safely in Salt 
Lake City, ready to swoosh down the Utah slopes, shake hands and wave 
the Stars and Stripes. Unknown to most of the spectators and millions of 
TV viewers around the world, however, was the fact that the furry 
threesome actually hold Canadian birth certificates. 

IMC, headquartered in Edmonton, produces about 1,000 mascots a year--
800 at its 15,000-square-foot factory in the city's southeast end and the 
rest at a sister facility in Atlanta. It now works with "about half of the 
Fortune 500 companies," according to co-owner Joel Leveille--and 80% of 
its characters are shipped across the border. Recent creations include a 
fun-loving moose that arrived aboard the USS Theodore Roosevelt this 
fall, just in time for the ship's departure for the North Arabian Sea as part of 
Commander-in-Chief George W. Bush's Operation Enduring Freedom. 
Inspired by the nuclear aircraft carrier's namesake, the 26th president, and 
his Bull Moose party, the character was deployed to help boost the morale 
of the vessel's 5,000-plus-member crew. 

What could possibly be more American? Well, apple pie and baseball 
perhaps. But even there, Canadian ex-pats are covering the bases in 
record numbers. Calgary-based Street Characters Inc., an IMC competitor, 
specializes in sports mascots for such pro teams as the Pittsburgh Pirates 
and Minnesota Twins--and creates about 250 characters annually. On the 
other side of the country, Sugar's Mascot Costumes in Toronto produces 



about 500 mascots a year, including the Pillsbury Dough Boy, a.k.a. 
Poppin Fresh. 

These three small, privately held Canadian mascot manufacturers have 
become leading producers of American pop-culture icons. And business 
has never been better. "Other than a two-week slowdown after 9/11, we 
have been busier than ever," says IMC's Leveille. In recent months, the 
sewing machines also haven't skipped a beat at Street Characters or 
Sugar's. Although the companies won't divulge their full financials, they 
report a 20% surge in mascot sales over the past year, with at least 75% of 
their characters bound for the US. Famous faces include Kellogg's Tony 
the Tiger, the Nesquik Bunny, Travelodge's Sleepy Bear, the Campbell's 
Soup Kids and human-sized M&Ms. 

While the US-Canadian border maintains tight security for humans these 
days, there's a veritable mascot stampede southward. IMC's Leveille 
chalks up the growing demand to the fact that companies are more 
aggressive with marketing, and looking for better ways to promote their 
products and services. He's also noticed a dramatic increase in the 
number of costume requests from schools and community groups--and 
says that could be because they want to boost morale. 

Even the most conservative head count of high-profile US mascots 
exceeds 10,000. And at any given time, thousands of smaller 
organizations are potentially looking to purchase figures--not to mention 
commission mascot makeovers or updates. Costumes can run anywhere 
from $3,000 to $10,000 each, so the slumping Canadian dollar is definitely 
helping to lure clients away from the 10 established mascot manufacturers 
operating in the US, as well as some 50 home-sewers scattered around 
the country. Over the past 15 years, the three Canadian mascot makers 
have also virtually eradicated the influx of US-made mascots into this 
country--and have emerged as world leaders in mascot manufacturing: 
IMC through high-volume, aggressive sales; Street Characters through 
niche, high-endurance mascot production; and Sugar's through innovative 
high-tech manufacturing. Each company employs designers who either 
start from scratch or work with a client's existing concepts to bring its 
characters to three-dimensional life. Their success has US competitors 
worried. "I feel threatened," admits Ellery Locklear, president of US mascot 
manufacturing giant Scollon Productions of White Rock, SC, which makes 
more than 800 spokes-characters a year, referring to IMC. "It's a 
competitive market." 



Locklear's probably still smarting from IMC's recent scoop of the lucrative 
Coca-Cola Polar Bear contract. "Sorry," says Leveille, showing little 
remorse. "It had to happen." In all, 10 Coke bears will be rolling off the IMC 
factory line this year. The Canadian bears will be identical to Scollon's but 
at least two-thirds lighter--and consequently a lot more user-friendly. "A lot 
of our US competitors, like Scollon, have been in production a long, long 
time," says Leveille. "They build a very good product, more of a hard-
headed product, but you can get a little complacent. We were able to 
secure new accounts simply because we were doing a better job of going 
after their business." IMC also managed to snag a contract from Shafton 
Industries in North Hollywood, Calif., to produce Geoffrey the Giraffe for 
big-box retailer Toys 'R' Us. 

It's been a pretty wild ride. Joel Leveille and his partner, Brian Baker, 
started out running a balloon and singing-telegram business in Edmonton 
in 1979. Occasionally, local companies would also ask them for costumes 
for promotional events. "We found the costumes out there were too 
expensive and too hard to use," says Leveille. "So we hired a seamstress 
and started making them ourselves. This car dealership had a kangaroo 
logo and they asked us to make them a kangaroo costume. Ding! The light 
went on." 

Leveille and Baker were in their mid-20s at the time, and started making 
the rounds, hustling mascot business at trade shows. They eventually 
landed a deal with Gillette to produce its Sharpie the Parrot character. On 
another sales call to a local 7-11, Leveille convinced the manager to cough 
up a list of all convenience store chains in North America; he then promptly 
sent out mailers to every company on the list. "Be darned if we didn't get 
about a dozen costume requests from places like Pennsylvania, California, 
Kentucky," Leveille recalls. "Then we said, 'Wait a minute, the Kool-Aid jug 
is a character.' We contacted General Foods and sold them on the 
costumes." 

 

In 1983, IMC captured the gold when it landed the manufacturing deal for 
Hidy and Howdy, the cowboy bear mascots for the 1988 Calgary Winter 
Olympics. "That was a major contract," says Leveille. "It put us on the 
world stage in the costume industry." The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles 
were their next lucrative conquest. "We were contacted by a chain of video 
stores who wanted the Turtles for an appearance," says Leveille, who 
immediately got on the horn to a New York-based licensing agent. "He had 
60 sets of those costumes and they were all booked up. Each costume 



cost $2,500 per day to rent." Leveille did the math: 60 times $2,500, times 
three days, times 52 weeks equaled a whopping $23.4 million--minus 
about 15% for fees. "I said, 'You'll need some more!'" he remembers. "He 
became a rep for us." 

Corporations were wild for promotions and marketing in the late '80s, and 
US-based mascot manufacturers simply couldn't keep up with the demand. 
"There was an opening in the marketplace," Leveille explains. Since then, 
he says, IMC's profits have increased by about 20% each year, which has 
helped the company expand its facilities, upgrade equipment, hire more 
staff (it now employs 50) and improve mascot quality. "Most of the 
products we build mascots for are recession-proof," Leveille adds, citing 
"escapism" as a factor that can definitely drive business for entertainment 
companies, the fast-food industry and producers of creature comforts, like 
chocolate. 

In fact, nowadays, Pennsylvania-based Hershey's "Chocolate World" 
headquarters are populated by giant dancing confections, each one 
produced in Edmonton by IMC. "I'm looking at a new order for 20 Hershey 
costumes right now," Leveille says. Since 1992, IMC has also produced 
more than 175 A&W Great Root Bears, 250 toga-clad Little Caesars 
characters for the pizza giant, 50 Tony the Tigers, 85 American Greetings 
Birthday Bears and 380 "Eat Mor Chikin" cows for Atlanta-based restaurant 
chain Chick-fil-A. 

"Licensed character" profits make up about 15% of IMC's bottom line, and 
strategic sales offices in New York City and Madrid are constantly chasing 
mascot deals all over the world. The end products may be cute and cuddly, 
but the company definitely plays hardball--and logs a lot of frequent-flyer 
points pursuing new accounts. "We go after some of our competitors' 
business," admits Leveille. "One company took me three years to get. I 
was in Detroit meeting with the client and I said, 'Has your existing supplier 
ever been here to see you in the past 10 years?' The answer was no. I 
said, 'I've been here three times and I'm looking for your business and I'll 
be here every year.' We got the deal." 

At Calgary's Street Characters, the atmosphere is decidedly less sales-
driven. "We aren't proactive with sales," acknowledges owner Glenn 
Street. "We don't use the shotgun approach. People have already decided 
to buy when they approach us. We think of ourselves as the market 
leaders and everyone else is playing catch-up." 



Street Characters prefers to abide by what its founder calls "the Laws of 
Huggability." Glenn Street developed the first-ever NHL mascot, Harvey 
the Hound, for the Calgary Flames in 1984. The costume, he says, had to 
be light, durable and easy to clean, since you can work up quite a sweat 
under all that fake fur. Street, who personally performed as Harvey for nine 
years, prides himself on having helped to advance the art of user-friendly 
costume-making. He also built and performed as Harry the Horse for the 
Calgary Stampede between 1984 and 1988, and has logged more than 
1,000 hours parading around in various fur suits. "In '87 we turned heads 
down south with the LA Kings contract," Street says. His prototype for 
Kingston the Snow Leopard even beat out the costume studios at Disney 
and Universal Studios. "The team realized sports mascots are a whole 
different breed than mascots walking around amusement parks," Street 
adds. "My background gives us a real advantage. Our sports mascots last 
three to five years under the most grueling conditions." 

Sports mascots need to amuse the fans and garner sponsorships in all 
sorts of vertical markets, especially team merchandising. "Sports teams 
want something fierce and intimidating," Street says. "But you want the 
character to be endearing to the fans." His company's roster of clients 
includes the San Jose Sharks, the Colorado Avalanche, the Chicago 
Blackhawks, the New York Islanders, the Denver Broncos, the Houston 
Texans and the Cincinnati Bengals. Street Characters has also scored 
some big corporate accounts, including more than 50 Travelodge Sleepy 
Bears, about 25 Humpty's Restaurants Eggs, 30 Westie the Kangaroos for 
Westfield Shoppingtown malls across the US, and 10 Safeway "Shopping 
Bags." The company is now helping man the Canadian border with 
Canada Customs bears. Talk about a warm welcome. 

Bears are by far the most popular species of mascot--and it takes a lot of 
padding to make a good-looking one. Most manufacturers use foam to bulk 
up their characters because it's relatively inexpensive, lightweight and easy 
to sculpt. In larger production-line mascot factories, the sculptors are called 
"foam runners." They cut the foam and glue the pieces together to form the 
heads and body padding. Approximately 100 hours of labor goes into 
making a quality mascot. "Foam is fast and down-and-dirty," says Sugar's 
owner Peter de Vita, referring as much to today's marketing climate as the 
mass-mascot-production line. "It's a very fast world. You can lose a client 
overnight without even knowing it, and a lot of people don't care about the 
quality." 

Given the revolving-door nature of corporate marketing, de Vita says it's 
especially difficult to establish lasting loyalty. Take the "Tang Mouth" 



character, for example. "We did a bunch of these mascots and didn't hear 
from Tang again," de Vita says. When the costumes weren't returned for 
maintenance, the company called its client--and discovered a whole new 
marketing department was in place. They'd never heard of the "Tang 
Mouth." 

Sugar's is always looking to take mascot technology to new heights. "We 
put a lot of money into research, foam-injected molds, sculpting, rubber 
work, polyurethane foams and animatronics," says de Vita. The company 
even distributes high-tech cooling vests with its costumes, similar to those 
used by NASA to keep astronauts comfortable. "We do serious, 
sophisticated characters. It's a totally different ball game." 

 

De Vita comes by the business honestly. "My parents were tailors, so it's in 
my blood," he says of his 35 years' experience with vintage and theatrical 
clothing. De Vita was in his early 30s, plugging away with the family 
business and working as a cabinetmaker on the side, when he first saw 
Michael Jackson's "Thriller" video. "That was fantastic," he says of its mix 
of costumes and prosthetics. Since the costume-rental side of his business 
was netting about $350,000 during the Halloween season alone, he 
decided to pour some money into a theatre prosthetics company. "We 
have a $40,000 mold for Dracula teeth and have sold about 15,000 pairs," 
he says. 

Sugar's greatest hit came when it started producing Poppin Fresh in 1987. 
"When Pillsbury called us, Poppin Fresh was made by Jim Henson," de 
Vita recalls. "It looked like a bookworm. Our sculptors were pulling their 
hair out. It was an intimidating project. But when we designed the mascot, 
the Pillsbury people were in awe." How did Sugar's pull it off? Given what 
de Vita calls "unethical dealings" among some in the mascot 
manufacturing world, he'll only divulge that Poppin Fresh is made with 
"cotton jersey material and a vacu-formed head." Sugar's also produces 
Green Giant's Little Sprout, Kraft General Foods' Sugar Bear, Yogen 
Früz's soft-head waffle cone Fruzer, the Toronto Maple Leafs' Carlton the 
Bear and the Blue Jays' Diamond and Ace, birds which feature state-of-
the-art blinking eye animatronics. 

The bucks don't stop after a mascot has been brought to life. Besides 
manufacturing characters, IMC, Street Characters and Sugar's also run 
mascot cleaning, maintenance, storage and scheduling/delivery programs. 
The only thing worse than a non-working mascot is a ragged smelly one, 



so most corporations also spring for a full maintenance package costing 
about $500 a year, per costume. Sometimes a competitor's costumes will 
land in enemy hands for a cleaning and repairs, which affords mascot 
makers the opportunity to scope out different techniques and pitch clients 
on new-and-improved ideas. 

Diplomacy is particularly important when you're producing Ambassadors of 
Goodwill. Take Izzy, the 1996 Atlanta Summer Olympics mascot produced 
by IMC. "The character was a real flop," says Leveille. "Originally he was 
called Whazit, as in what is it? He was supposed to be a space creature 
and shooting out of his rear end were all these little speckly stars." IMC 
convinced the Olympic committee to ditch the stars, but it said thanks but 
no thanks to many other suggestions--and Izzy, says Leveille, "went off like 
a blue lead balloon." The company is a lot more confident about its Salt 
Lake City mascots, though. "The committee's graphic designs were the 
best I've seen for character costumes," says Leveille. "For this Olympic 
gig, IMC was free to concentrate on our biggest strength: our production 
staff. They're willing to burn the midnight oil." 

No kidding. IMC production manager Lucie Boisvert burned the candle at 
both ends gearing up for the Salt Lake City Games, finishing the last Coal 
Bear head herself. Colleague Colette Hinds modeled each coyote, bunny 
and bear suit, while Boisvert finished on-the-spot hand-stitching and thread 
clipping. The noses still needed shining and the fur suits a final trim and 
groom, but this last litter of coyotes, bunnies and bears joined their cohorts 
in time for the torch's arrival. "I'll be cheering for them," says Boisvert. 
"They're already winners to me." 
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