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With some thirty industrial companies or cottage industries, for the most part established in the heart of the High-Jura hills, the toy industry plays a by no means negligible part in the regional economic fabric.

Thanks to their entrepreneurial outlook, their creative flair and ability to adapt to modern trends, toy manufacturers in the Jura have succeeded in creating a recognised industrial centre.

This export-driven industry, which has come to symbolise the Jura and Ain departments and has done much to secure its positive image, is nonetheless prey to certain difficulties linked to its geographical environment (mountain zone cut off from the main communication routes), its employment situation (lack of qualified labour), its economic structure (seasonal sales) and the international economic climate.

 

An industry firmly grounded in tradition
It would seem that the toy industry has its beginnings in the Middle Ages, specifically in the religious sphere. The monks of Saint-Claude Abbey, experienced in the use of wood, horn and ivory in the making of holy objects, introduced the peasant-craftsmen of the Jura to the work of manufacturing wooden containers. These rural folk then began to make, on their own behalf, little objects and toys destined to be sold to children accompanying pilgrims.

With the advent of new sources of energy in the 19th century, the crafts became mechanised (wood lathe) and tended to specialise in the production of chess sets, reels, sleeves for tools, etc., and mass production began to make its presence felt.

Production diversified in the years before the Second World War and workshop craftsmen started to master synthetic plastic materials such as Galalith and celluloid. This was the period of the first complex toys, a period of increased demand which prompted new "companies" such as the Maison Breuil at Lavans-lès-Saint-Claude to try their luck in the toy industry. This former turnery specialising in first pipes and then school and household articles succeeded in diversifying its product range thanks to the use of new synthetic materials and above all a strong determination to branch out into the toy sector.

The workshop was no longer adapted to new market requirements and the craftsmen-turners gradually became salaried workers in factories.

The post-years saw something of a boom in the toy industry. The old products made of synthetic materials were increasingly replaced by new materials (polystyrene, polyethylene) and new processes such as thermoforming, injection, blowing and, in recent years, rotational plastics moulding, have become commonplace. Certain companies, like Clairbois, have turned their back on wood work altogether and concentrate exclusively on plastics, motivated by the low cost of the raw material, mass production considerations and the miniaturisation of toys. Others, such as Vilac and Lorge, continue to manufacture wooden toys and manage to retain their position on the market by developing new and original ranges.

Present-day features of certain companies include the search for external capital to finance investment (Smoby is quoted on the Lyon Stock Exchange), the widespread use of computer-aided design and manufacture (CADCAM) and a general move towards international markets.

 
Jura toys: a significant industrial sector
Toys rank second to spectacle manufacturing in the industrial fabric of the Jura. The sector is particularly successful in the traditional market niches thanks to products of pronounced cultural and pedagogical virtues: toys for the very young, early-learning toys, rocking toys, toys on wheels, toys imitating real-life objects, outdoor toys, tricycles, table football and billiards, wooden toys and articles of artistic value.

Companies often take the form of financial groups with a good mastery of advanced industrial processes like plastics processing. Examples include the Smoby Group (Smoby, Lardy, Ecoiffier and Monneret) and Superjouet (Berchet, Clairbois, Favre and Charton).

Toys are nowadays essentially plastic products (91.5% of output), with wood surviving in the manufacture of traditional toys (croquet sets, cup-and-ball, board games) created by craftsmen and small and medium-sized companies which have adapted to market trends while continuing to use the best of the time-honoured techniques.

In 1995, Jura companies accounted for 30% of total French production in the toy sector which is worth FF 4.7 billion. The Jura and the Rhône-Alpes region between them represent 55% of the turnover for French toy manufacturing.

Over a period of seven years, the overall turnover for all Jura manufacturers rose by 30.5% to reach a figure of FF 1.3 billion in 1994.

In the same year, the Jura toy industry exported goods to a value of FF 522 million, i.e. 25% of local production and 22% of the total exports of French toys. Exports are essentially destined for the countries of the European Union which, with 60 million children aged 14 years or below, is the world’s leading consumer in this market.

 
Seasonal nature of sales: an organisational headache
Seasonalness and a short product lifespan are the distinguishing characteristics of the game and toy sector. Demand is concentrated on two periods: 15% of sales (notably beach games) occur in summer and 75% in winter, especially over the Christmas period. This lop-sided situation is a serious problem for manufacturers who have a choice between keeping large stocks or showing as much flexibility as possible (subcontracting, working from home, diversification of activity). The recourse to temporary labour also causes difficulties at management level.

While subcontracting remains a feature of the sector, its weight varies according to the type of production. On the one hand, manufacturers of wooden toys still contract much of their production out to local craftsmen, thereby avoiding the cost of maintaining a large number of machines. On the other hand, manufacturers using plastic materials only resort to subcontracting in cases of heavy workloads or of delicate operations necessitating resources whose acquisition they believe to be unwarranted. This enables them to bolster their financial standing and to reinforce their research and innovation activities - the only means of remaining competitive in the context of international free trade. By way of contrast, home-based work, once appreciated as a way of responding to market requirements, is now tending to disappear, a victim of the need to rationalise production.

In an effort to combat the seasonal nature of sales, some companies seek to diversify their production. This allows them to amortise their production tool and to take advantage of the skills acquired on an existing machine population. For example, instead of getting rid of its blowing machines when the fashion for plastic-blown toys declined in the 1980s, Smoby has capitalised on the expertise acquired by its personnel on these machines by branching out into the manufacture of plastic packaging.

Meanwhile temporary labour is an essential complement to the permanent salaried workforce during the busy end-of-year period. Orders start arriving in February and reach a peak in May and June. It is just not possible for manufacturers to predict demand from one year to another, for collections change and it is never easy to know whether the fruit of several years’ research will meet with the buyers’ approval.

Despite the major difficulties arising from its geographical environment, the structure of employment and the seasonal nature of sales, the Jura toy industry remains a dynamic, innovative and creative force. A strong cultural identity proves an important asset on the expert market and in securing the industry’s survival - a survival which nevertheless also depends on major economic restructuring.
