FUEL CONVENIENCE
By Muneeba Jaffar

Does every forecourt convenience
store have to look the same?

How Sasol and Pantry Rosebank challenged the traditional forecourt blueprint

he industry watched closely when Sasol

partnered with Pantry coming out of Covid-19.
The format immediately stood apart from what we
had come to expect from South African forecourts,
particularly in its Fresh offering. It also made me
wonder whether the future of forecourt retail lies
in replication or in creating concepts that are or
have unique elements to their location.

Pantry Rosebank demonstrates that a forecourt e - l:_eEf}tfhgiée;i—-f
doesn't have to follow a standard blueprint to be : = e — : the forecourt.
successful. s . e

Situated on Jan Smuts Avenue beneath the
building that houses Marble Restaurant, the store
has transformed what could have been a forgotten
lower-level retail space into a destination.

The space encourages customers to browse rather
than simply grab what they came for — successfully
capturing the customers’ time and building baskets.
The premium fixtures, attention to merchandising
and the theatre of the food offering make it
surprisingly difficult to leave with only the item
you originally came in for.

I've visited Pantry before, usually drawn to
the Fresh departments. This time | slowed down
and spent far longer in the grocery aisles than
| expected.
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FUEL CONVENIENCE

Established and emerging suppliers
On first impression, the store has an international
feel because of the way the stock is presented.
It's bright, modern and packed with choice. The
shelves were well stocked, merchandising standards
were consistently high and the store was spotless. CLBE
The ranging immediately gives the impression of _ E;e:kz&“\;ﬂfge
an upmarket convenience store. More importantly, it - imported foods in

. . the background.
demonstrates that premium works when customers A R
perceive value.

But as | worked my way through the grocery
shelves, something unexpected caught my attention.
Many of the products weren’t imported brands or
familiar national names. They were local businesses,

some brands | had never heard of.

We often associate innovation with technology,
but sometimes innovation is much simpler. It's
having the confidence to back a local supplier, stock
an unexpected product or challenge what belongs in
a forecourt convenience store.

| found myself turning packs over, checking labels
and reading where products were made. Shelf after
shelf introduced another small producer. It wasn't
something | expected to find at this scale in a fore-
court convenience store.

That observation made me think about how diffi-
cult it can be for emerging suppliers to gain access to
retail shelves. Listing requirements exist for good
reason. They protect both customers and retailers
and Pantry appears to have found a better balance.
The business has created space for smaller local
suppliers while maintaining the quality standards
expected of its own brand. That's refreshing to see.
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FUEL CONVENIENCE

Moments of discovery
It also reminded me of a question | asked on a recent
road trip after spotting a locked cabinet of perfumes
in another forecourt store: Who buys perfume from
a forecourt?
Pantry answers that question in its own way.
Alongside everyday convenience products are
items that invite curiosity as much as they encourage
a purchase — LEGO sets, room diffusers, imported
flavoured chips, liquor-infused sweets and a host
of products you simply wouldn't expect to find in a
traditional convenience store. They create moments
of discovery, encouraging customers to slow down,
browse and often leave with more than they
intended.
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FUEL CONVENIENCE

Navigation

The store is easy to navigate. The refriger-
ated section stretches across the back of
the store before opening into the Fresh
Food offering that Pantry has become
known for. Pastries, artisan breads and
cakes compete for attention alongside
Wagyu burgers, wood-fired pizzas and
rotisserie chicken. It's difficult to walk
through this section without acknow-
ledging the influence of David Higgs and
his team. Rather than simply creating
another retail food range, the objective
appears to have been to translate a
restaurant philosophy into the forecourt
environment, elevating what customers
expect from convenience food.

| had a quiet chuckle spotting the
familiar ‘garage pie’ among the premium
ranges — a reminder that while the format
continues to evolve, there’s still a place
for the pepper steak pie. And then there’s
the aroma. Long before you've made
your selection, the smell of freshly baked
bread has already begun influencing your
shopping choices.

The confectionary counter sits alongside
the baristas, and this area is planned with
an outside serving hatch for customers
who don’t want to navigate the stores’
choices. It's practical from a serving point
of view but opens directly onto the cover-
ed forecourt.

NEW ADDITION

Strawberrics with Balgian
Enllsboaut chosolote
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Ice Cream counter sits on one side of the store. Bonjour’s Mobility wall is visible from
Innovation on the ice cream menu.

the store’s entry door.

Selection of in-season fresh cut
fruit is an easy eat in your car.
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FUEL CONVENIENCE

Influencing factors

| wonder about the level of control around
processes and trust with staff to be able to deliver
on consistent quality and customer service at
their level. It also raises an important question —
Is maintaining this level of execution easier when
you're operating fewer stores than when you're
rolling out, one hundred?

Understandably this concept cannot be cookie
cut on forecourt. Challenger sites need to have
their own unique offering to stand out. The cost of
running this standard of fixtures and product range
is not sustainable in most locations.

But can a site in a lower demographic area still
stand out and deliver consistently? What does
premium mean in that community?

What Pantry demonstrated was that forecourt
retail didn't have to compete on convenience
alone. It could compete on experience. A lesson for
all demographic locations. What makes sense for
this location and these customers?

There is a small frozen meals range.

=4 Ice cream
= upright fridge
B merchandised
B8 near braai.
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FUEL CONVENIENCE

Time in-store changes shopping missions
The longer customers stay, the more their baskets
evolve... They move from buying milk to buying
dinner. From coffee to dessert. From convenience
to curiosity.

Is Pantry still setting the benchmark? The
consistency of the concept, the integration of
restaurant-quality food and the willingness to
provide shelf space for smaller local suppliers still
make it one of the more distinctive forecourt
formats in South Africa.

While Pantry’s innovation stems largely from
ranging, Fresh and customer experience, the next
chapter for South African forecourts may well be
shaped by technology. Watching developments in
other parts of the world, the opportunity may lie
less in building more premium stores and more in
creating smarter ones — stores that personalise the
customer experience, strengthen loyalty, support
local suppliers and continue finding new reasons
for customers to spend a little longer in store.

Perhaps that's what makes a convenience store
memorable. It's rarely one product or one depart-
ment. It's the combination of experience and rele-
vance to the local customer and the feeling that
you'll find something worth coming back for.

The future of forecourt retail may not be about
building one hundred stores that all look the same.
It may be about building one hundred stores that
each give customers a reason to come back.

It's clear that South African forecourt retail can
innovate. The question is, who will define the next
benchmark?
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Muneeba Jaffar is the founder of MSI-|
Consulting, driving forecourt convenience
store growth and helping SMME vendors
become retail ready. Backed by years of retail
experience, she offers strategic insight and
practical expertise. She can be contacted at
muneeba@msi-jconsulting.co.za.

Braai accessories are popular.

Rusks are a popular produc choice.
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